CHAPTER 1
Performance Upgrades

Horsepower is the most oversold promise in the aftermarket.

Everyone wants more power. The aftermarket knows it. That's why the performance aisle
is where the most money gets spent for the least measurable gain. This chapter ranks
every common power mod by what it actually delivers — and at the end, there's a table
ranking them all by dollars per real horsepower, which is the only math that matters.

Cold Air Intake
Typical cost (parts + install): $300-$550 (parts $250-$450, install ~$100 or 1 hour DIY)

What it actually does: Replaces the factory airbox with an open-element filter and
smoother intake tube. Advertised gains of 10-20 horsepower; real-world dyno gains on
most modern vehicles: 3-8 hp, mostly at the top of the rev range where you rarely drive.
Functional or show? Mostly show with a side of sound. It looks great under the hood and
makes a satisfying intake growl under throttle.

X WASTE

This is a hard one to write, because cold air intakes are many people's first mod and they
love them. Here's the honest version: modern factory intakes already flow extremely well
— engineers aren't leaving 15 horsepower on the table in a plastic tube. You're paying
$350+ for a handful of horsepower you'll never feel and an engine note that makes the
truck feel faster. If the sound and the look under the hood make you happy every time
you drive, that's a legitimate reason to buy one. Just know you're buying an experience
mod, not a performance mod.

PRO TIP: If you buy one anyway, get a sealed-box design (like AFE or S&B;) rather than
an open cone sucking hot engine-bay air — open elements can actually lose power in
traffic.
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Cat-Back Exhaust System
Typical cost (parts + install): $550-$1,150 (parts $400-$900, install $150-$250)

What it actually does: Replaces everything behind the catalytic converters: mid-pipe,
muffler, tailpipes. Real gains: 5-12 hp on most V8 trucks, less on smaller engines. The big
change is sound and reduced weight versus the heavy factory muffler.

Functional or show? Functional-lite. Real (if modest) performance gain,
meaningful weight savings, and: a dramatic sound transformation.

(/ WORTH IT)

Unlike the intake, a quality cat-back does several real things at once: it frees up a few

honest horsepower, drops meaningful weight, and transforms the driving experience
through sound. Nobody buys an exhaust purely for 8 horsepower — they buy it because
the truck finally sounds like it looks. That's worth paying for, as long as you go in knowing
the power gain is the side dish, not the entrée. Stick with reputable brands (Borla,
MagnaFlow, Flowmaster) — cheap exhausts drone on the highway and you'll hate them
within a month.

PRO TIP: Want the sound for less? A muffler swap (just the muffler, keeping factory
pipes) runs $200-$400 installed and delivers 80% of the audible change.

Performance Tuner / Chip

Typical cost (parts + install): $300-$600 (plug-in, no install cost — 15 minutes with the
OBD-II port)

What it actually does: Reprograms the engine computer: fuel maps, timing, throttle
response, and (on some) transmission shift points. Real gains: 10-25 hp on naturally
aspirated engines, 30-80+ hp on turbocharged or diesel trucks. Also the only mod here
that can improve throttle response you feel every single day. Functional or show? Deeply
functional. This is the best dollars-per-horsepower deal in the chapter for most vehicles.

( v WORTH IT)

A tuner is the rare mod where the math actually works. On a turbocharged truck or a

diesel, a $400 tuner can deliver more real power than $2,000 of bolt-ons. Even on a
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