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Introduction

For nearly a century, the Volkswagen Group has stood as a defining force within the
global automotive landscape. From its earliest vision as a supplier of affordable,
reliable transport for the masses, to its current standing as a constellation of world-
leading brands, the company's story is one of relentless adaptation and
transformation. Today, Volkswagen's influence extends far beyond Germany, with a
production and sales footprint that touches nearly every continent, serving millions of
customers with a remarkable portfolio spanning practical city cars to hyper-luxury,
high-performance marques.

This book, "Volkswagen Group: Portrait of a Global Company", offers a detailed
examination of the Group's journey—its origins, evolution, vision, and challenges. We
begin by tracing the company’s inception under the impetus of national ambition in
pre-war Germany, through the devastation of World War I, and on into the years of
reconstruction that set the stage for iconic vehicles like the Beetle and the
Transporter. The transformation from a war-impacted, state-directed factory to a
symbol of Western economic miracle and motorized freedom is as compelling as it is
instructive.

But Volkswagen’s significance is not rooted only in its long history or engineering
feats. Strategic acquisitions and the purposeful diversification of the brand portfolio
have enabled the company to weather dramatic shifts in consumer tastes and
technological trends. These moves forged a path for Volkswagen’s ascent from a
single-brand automaker into one of the world’s largest industrial groups,
encompassing luxury, commercial, and sporting brands as well as a robust financial
services division.

Yet, the full story of Volkswagen is incomplete without examining the governance
structures, ownership complexities, and the Group’s ability to generate both economic
success and controversy. The Dieselgate scandal of 2015 underscored significant
lapses in corporate ethics and forced the company into a period of deep reflection and
reinvention, prompting reforms and a renewed commitment to sustainability and
responsible leadership. Today, transparency, sustainability, and digital innovation
have become cornerstones in Volkswagen’s corporate identity, as the Group positions
itself at the forefront of the electric, connected, and autonomous mobility revolution.

This book will guide readers through the multitude of transitions Volkswagen Group
has navigated: industrial strategies, product launches, international expansion,
research and development priorities, and the building of a global network of factories
and employees. We will highlight the Group’s internal logic, its ambitious plans for
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electrification and sustainability, as well as the very real and looming external
challenges—from fierce new competitors to geopolitical pressures.

Ultimately, "Volkswagen Group: Portrait of a Global Company" seeks to provide a
nuanced, up-to-date, and thorough perspective on what makes Volkswagen a
bellwether of the modern automotive age. Here, we will see not only how a single
company can reflect the trajectory of entire industries and societies, but also how it
shapes—and is shaped by—the challenges of a rapidly transforming world.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Volkswagen: The
"People's Car" Vision

In the early 1930s, Germany, like many industrializing nations, stood at a crossroads
regarding personal mobility. While the burgeoning automotive industry was producing
increasingly sophisticated vehicles, car ownership remained largely the preserve of
the wealthy elite. The streets were dominated by bicycles and the occasional roaring
limousine, a stark contrast to the vision of widespread motorization that was already
taking hold in countries like the United States, largely thanks to Henry Ford's
pioneering mass production techniques. The desire for every family to own an
automobile was a potent, yet distant, dream for the average German citizen.

Against this backdrop of limited private car access, a powerful idea began to gain
traction: the concept of a "people's car" - a Volkswagen. This wasn't merely an
engineering challenge; it was a social and political aspiration. The idea was to create
an automobile that was not just affordable to purchase but also economical to run and
simple to maintain, placing the freedom and convenience of personal transport within
reach of the working family, not just the privileged few who could afford the
expensive, often hand-built, cars of the era.

This ambitious vision required a designer of exceptional talent and perseverance. The
man tasked with this monumental undertaking was Ferdinand Porsche, an engineer
already renowned for his innovative designs and technical prowess in both the
automotive and racing worlds. Porsche had long harbored his own ideas about a
practical, small car for the masses, having designed several prototypes in the late
1920s and early 1930s that explored concepts like air-cooled engines and independent
suspension - features that would later become hallmarks of the eventual "people's
car."

The specific commission from the German automotive industry association arrived in
1934, formally setting the wheels in motion for the Volkswagen project. The brief was
demanding: design a vehicle that could carry two adults and three children at a
cruising speed of 100 kilometers per hour (about 62 mph), achieve fuel consumption
of no more than 7 litres per 100 kilometers (around 33 mpg), and, most critically, cost
no more than 1,000 Reichmarks. This price point was extraordinarily low for the time,
presenting a significant technical and economic hurdle.

Porsche, ever the engineer focused on practical solutions, embraced the challenge. He

understood that meeting these stringent requirements demanded a completely fresh
approach to car design and manufacturing, one that prioritized simplicity, durability,
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and efficiency above all else. The car needed to be robust enough to handle
Germany's varied road conditions, reliable enough for daily use, and inexpensive
enough that its cost wouldn't cripple a family budget, neither upfront nor through
ongoing maintenance.

The political backing for the project was significant, driven by the state's ambition for
widespread motorization and the economic benefits it could potentially bring. The idea
of a uniform, accessible car for the nation resonated strongly with the prevailing
political climate, which sought to modernize infrastructure and foster a sense of
national unity and progress. This support provided the necessary impetus and
resources, even if it also brought its own set of directives and oversight to the
technical development process led by Porsche and his small team.

On May 28, 1937, the company explicitly created to bring this vision to life was
formally established in Berlin. Its initial name, Gesellschaft zur Vorbereitung des
Deutschen Volkswagens mbH, translates roughly to "Company for the Preparation of
the German Volkswagen Ltd." This cumbersome title clearly stated the entity's
singular purpose: to lay the groundwork for the production of the people's car. It was
founded under the initiative of the German Labour Front (Deutsche Arbeitsfront),
highlighting its origins deeply intertwined with the state's social and industrial agenda.

The immediate task for the newly formed company was to refine and prepare
Ferdinand Porsche's design for mass production. Porsche had already developed
several prototypes based on his earlier work, refining the concept of a lightweight,
rear-engined, air-cooled vehicle that dispensed with the complexities and cost of liquid
cooling systems and offered excellent traction due to the engine weight over the
driven wheels. These early test vehicles, often referred to as the 'KdF-Wagen' (Kraft
durch Freude Wagen - Strength Through Joy Car), began to take a distinctive shape
that would eventually be instantly recognizable worldwide.

The design process was iterative, involving rigorous testing and continuous
refinement. Porsche and his team worked tirelessly to simplify the car's components,
identify robust materials, and develop production methods that could achieve the
target price point without sacrificing quality or reliability. The unique aerodynamic
shape, the flat-four engine mounted behind the rear axle, and the torsion bar
suspension were all born out of this pursuit of efficiency, simplicity, and durability. It
wasn't just about making a car; it was about making a different kind of car, optimized
for its specific purpose and constraints.

As the design solidified, attention turned to where this revolutionary vehicle would be
built. A completely new factory was required, one designed from the ground up for the
high-volume, low-cost production envisaged for the Volkswagen. After considering
various locations, a site near the village of Fallersleben in Lower Saxony was chosen. It
was strategically located with access to waterways and railways, and importantly, it
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offered ample space for a sprawling manufacturing complex and a purpose-built town
to house the thousands of workers who would be needed.

The plans for the factory were staggering in their ambition. It was conceived not just
as a place of work, but as a model industrial city. Alongside the vast production halls,
there would be housing, schools, shops, and recreational facilities, all designed to
create a self-sufficient community centered around the production of the Volkswagen.
This holistic approach reflected the desire to integrate the factory and its workforce
into a cohesive social unit, a stark departure from older industrial models.

The company was subsequently incorporated in the nascent town that would grow up
around the factory. While the official incorporation date in Wolfsburg isn't explicitly
noted as distinct from the 1937 Berlin founding in readily available historical accounts,
the move and the establishment of the physical headquarters and primary production
site there marked the true birth of the company's operational identity in Lower
Saxony. The focus shifted from preparatory work to the immense task of constructing
the factory and gearing up for actual vehicle manufacturing on an unprecedented
scale for Germany.

The sheer ambition of the project captivated the public imagination. The promise of an
affordable car fueled widespread anticipation, positioning the Volkswagen not just as a
consumer product but as a symbol of a modern, prosperous future accessible to
everyone. Savings schemes were even put in place to allow ordinary citizens to
contribute towards the future purchase of their very own people's car, further
embedding the project within the national consciousness and building a sense of
collective investment in its success.

While the engineering challenges were significant, the socio-political context provided
the powerful engine driving the project forward. The state saw the Volkswagen as a
tool for economic stimulation, infrastructure development, and national pride. It was
presented as proof of German ingenuity and organizational capability, capable of
delivering the benefits of industrial progress directly to the people. The project was
heavily promoted through propaganda, reinforcing the idea of a nation united by the
dream of the open road.

Designing a car that could genuinely meet the 1,000 Reichmark target price while
being durable and practical was a formidable task for Porsche's team. Every
component had to be scrutinized for cost and complexity. The choice of an air-cooled
engine, for example, eliminated the need for a radiator, water pump, and hoses,
reducing both cost and potential failure points. The use of a strong, yet simple, chassis
structure and straightforward body panels minimized manufacturing expense and
complexity. These weren't just design choices; they were economic imperatives.

The development wasn't without its hitches and iterations. Early prototypes underwent
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rigorous, sometimes brutal, testing regimes to identify weaknesses and refine the
design. The distinctive shape, often affectionately described as a 'Beetle' or '‘Bug' due
to its rounded form, was as much a result of aerodynamic considerations and
manufacturing simplicity as it was aesthetic preference. Every curve and panel was
optimized for efficient production and robust performance.

By the late 1930s, the factory site in Wolfsburg was a hive of activity. Construction of
the massive production halls and the first elements of the accompanying town were
well underway. The scale of the undertaking was enormous, a clear indication of the
level of commitment to the mass production vision. Machinery was being acquired and
installed, and plans for assembly lines and production processes were being finalized,
all geared towards turning out Volkswagens in numbers previously unimaginable in
Germany.

The vision was clear: build a single, standardized, reliable, and incredibly affordable
car for the entire nation. This car, born out of a specific political and economic climate,
was intended to democratize personal transport, bringing mobility, freedom, and a
tangible symbol of prosperity to every household. The company formed in 1937 and
setting up shop in Wolfsburg was poised to deliver on this promise, ready to begin the
mass production of the vehicle that would ultimately shape its identity for decades to
come. The stage was set for the Volkswagen to roll off the assembly lines and into the
lives of millions.
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