Auto CEO pay reaches record heights in 2025 amid industry upheaval
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Auto pay in the United States reached a striking new peak in 2025, with compensation for leading executives soaring even as the industry contended with softer electric vehicle demand, heavy write-downs and uneven profitability. According to CEOWORLD and supporting industry reports, the most eye-catching awards went to Tesla's Elon Musk and Rivian's RJ Scaringe, while Detroit’s largest manufacturers also handed out hefty packages to Mary Barra and Jim Farley.
The scale of the numbers reflects how aggressively boards are leaning on equity to keep senior leadership in place through a difficult transition. Motor1 reported that Musk's compensation was estimated at about $8.8 billion on an annualised basis, while Scaringe's package was roughly $402 million. By contrast, Barra received $29.9 million and Farley $27.5 million, both still among the best-paid executives in the sector but far below the headline-grabbing pay at the EV specialists.
Rivian's award for Scaringe shows how far this new model goes. BusinessChief reported that his 2025 package included more than $373 million in stock options, $26.6 million in stock awards, a $1.1 million salary and a $1 million bonus, with much of the value dependent on share-price gains and financial milestones. Autoblog noted that the company has not yet turned a profit, underscoring how boards are using long-dated incentives to bet on future scale rather than current earnings.
That same logic is visible, albeit in less extreme form, at the established manufacturers. Farley's pay rose 11% to $27.5 million, with ArcaMax reporting that a sizeable part of his reward came from a base salary and performance-based bonus tied to company objectives, including quality and software revenue per vehicle. GM and Ford both posted stronger sales and revenue than in the prior year, but those gains sat alongside the costly retooling, EV losses and restructuring expenses that continue to weigh on margins.
The broader message is that auto boards are still willing to pay richly for leaders they see as central to the industry's technological and industrial reset. The risk for investors is that such packages can look disconnected from near-term results, especially when profitability remains elusive or lumpy. The reward, in the eyes of directors, is continuity: keeping founder-CEOs and veteran operators aligned with a long-term strategy built around electrification, software and manufacturing reinvention.
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