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Dr. Hackenberg, Mister Bischoff – when you see a new Volkswagen model 
on the street, what do you think?

Klaus Bischoff: Design is more important than ever before: it has become an 
major selling point and enhances brand differentiation. Everyone involved 
puts their heart and soul, passion and enthusiasm into each of the projects that 
we introduce to the market. I am especially proud, however, of the whole 
team’s performance, which stands behind all our projects. 

Ulrich Hackenberg: We are working on a new model for years before we see 
it on the road, driven by a customer. This is a very emotional moment for me. 

I look at the customer’s facial expression; and if he 
expresses satisfaction – or even enthusiasm – I feel a 

sense of recognition and appreciation for our work. 
It is like a reward, which I am delighted to accept. 
The Modular  Transverse Matrix (see Glossary) 
helps us to realize our designers’ ideas quickly and 

at a reasonable cost. We accomplish this in just two 
years - from design approval to the start of 

production.

What do you think is typical about 
Volkswagen’s design?

Ulrich Hackenberg: As the 
most innovative high volume 
manufacturer, Volkswagen has 

to be represented in all 
segments. Of course this also 
means that different models 
make entirely different 
demands in terms of design. 
Yet, whether Phaeton or up!, 

Klaus Bischoff has been Head of Design 
at Volkswagen Brand since 2007, 
and is involved in the development of all 
VW models. 

“As designers, our role consists of making our 
cars come alive for our customers.”

Klaus Bischoff
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 Success of our Models
 Hackenberg and Head of Design Klaus Bischoff

the customer should immediately recognise that what is in front of 
him is a Volkswagen.

Klaus Bischoff: We strive for minimalist design without unnecessary 
embellishment. Clear, heavily emphasised horizontal lines, the formal 
interaction between radiator grille and front lights – all these are typical 
Volkswagen elements which underline the emotionality of our vehicles.

Global customer demands are different. How do you address these 
differences?

Klaus Bischoff: The requirements of local markets provide an important 
basis for our sketches. The other, equally important, criterion is the identity of 
the Volkswagen brand. A develop-
ment solely for China, or even 
Brazil, must be  recognisable as a 
Volkswagen – without a doubt – 
by its design language. People 
need anchor points to enable 
them to relate to an object. Our 
role as designers is to make the 
vehicles come to life for our 
customers. The first contact with 
the product is through its design. 
This moment determines whether the customer continues walking past, 
or stops intrigued, wanting to learn more about the car.

Ulrich Hackenberg: This is actually the core 
message because the customer makes first 
contact with a car through its appealing 
design. In a sense, it arouses curiosity. This 
is why we work diligently on product identity 
in all areas, in the very early stages of a 
project. We at Volkswagen are aware that 
good design is more than just one 
of the many mile stones in the 
development process. Design, 
next to innovative technology, 
is the key to the success of all 
our models. 

Dr. Ulrich Hackenberg is Mem-
ber of the Board of Manage-

ment of Volkswagen Brand 
with responsibility for Re-
search and Development. 

“It takes just two years from design 
approval to production – thanks to the 

Modular Transverse Matrix.”
Dr. Ulrich Hackenberg
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A Volkswagen is and will always remain a Volkswagen: no matter whether an up!, Golf, Passat or Phaeton – you 
can immediately recognise a Volkswagen from a brief glimpse in the rear-view mirror. It does not matter how old the 
model is or from which country it originates. Essential to our high brand recognition is, among other things, our 
brand’s face – which follows certain design criteria.

Golf up!

The brand face:

Gradual evolution: The Golf

The front lights of the first Golf were above all functional and classically round. By the 
Golf Mk IV, however, technical progress had created greater freedom for the designers. 
The front lights were no longer cased in a structured lens but were now transparent 
and thus recognisably a design element.

Typical Golf

With the Golf, the design of the 
grille and front lights have included 
a horizontal belt right from the 
beginning. Over the course of the 
Golf’s evolution, the grille has 
become slimmer and the front 
lights have become an independent 
design object. On the current Golf 
Mk VII, the grille and front lights 
are connected with a chrome strip 
from end to end.

The front lights in the first two 
generations were round like a circle. 
Beginning with the third genera-
tion, acquiescence to the laws of 
aerodynamics came into focus. The 
front of the car acquired a rounder 
outline and was leant back slightly. 
The front lights followed a softer 
form, became oval and reached 
round the side to some extent. In 
the design language of the Golf Mk 
VII, this oval became a precisely 
drawn trapezoid.

Distinctive
Typically VW Design

Despite all the changes in the forty year course of this model’s history, a 
Golf is always recognisable and always up to date. This “gradual evolution” 
means older Golf models look good too. The development of the front lights 
exemplifies how this principle works.
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At home, worldwide

The Volkswagen design follows the design criteria that 
determine the layout themes and typical brand design 

elements for all classes and shapes of vehicles around the 
world. The brand face is defined through our stretched grille 

with integrated logo. The formal unity created by the 
combination of grille and front lights is one of our most 

distinguished characteristics. Particularly with our smaller cars, 
the brand face looks like a “happy face” – this impression is 

created by slightly pulling the front lights upwards so the car 
seems to smile. The horizontal lines of the brand face are 

underlined strongly, most of all by the chrome strips on 
the grille. All Volkswagen vehicles share a similar 

frontal light signature, in terms of their basic shape and 
the design of the optical elements.

Even though the same principles of design are applied across Volkswagen, there are still regional demands to satisfy. 
Design teams from the respective countries are always involved to ensure that regional values and preferences are 
met in their appearance. The Gol and Magotan are the best selling models in Brazil and China. They are exemplars of the 
distinctive features of these different markets.

There is more freedom for design, too, thanks to new materials. The front lights now 
consist of impact resistant plastics and shape the look of the front more than ever. 
The different optical functions have received their own reflectors and light elements 
and thus become three dimensional objects.

In emerging China, cars are regarded as a status symbol. This is 
reflected in a design that demonstrates high quality – the applications 
on the grille, for example, are made out of chrome – even for smaller 
cars. In Europe, this is more likely to be the case with luxury class cars. 
The entire form and design focuses on creating attention and 
documenting the status of the owner.

Brazilians have a strong emotional bond to their car, 
especially if it is produced in their own country – however, 
they value German technology. The Brazilian joy of life and 
carefreeness is reflected in the design, with a focus on 
eye-catching colours and playful equipment. 

Passat

Gol Magotan
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From Sketch to Model
Design Brings Ideas to Life 

Sketch phase
As soon as the project planning for a 

new model is required, the design studios are 
briefed. What’s known as “the package” 

supplies detailed technical specifications but 
also determines what height, width and 

length the vehicle will have. Based on this 
data, countless drafts are sketched by the 
studios, on paper by hand, as well as on a 

computer. These suggestions are compared 
and compete against each other.

Scale 1:1 model
About five designs will make it into the 

selection of models that are produced full 
size. The plasticine that is used for that, 

which we call “clay”, has a brownish colour 
because shapes can be easily seen and 

optimised in this shade of colour. At the same 
time, the data of the design models is 

digitally scanned by the Computer 
Aided Design department to make it 

three-dimensionally visible on the screen.

Interior
At this stage, all other design departments 

are working on the clay model, more or less 
at the same time. The interior design 

department styles every element, however 
small, that can be seen on the working car, 

from steering wheel to air vents. 

Exterior
If changes are made to the digital model, 

they must be applied to the clay model as 
well. This is also done the other way around, 
when the designers work on the clay model. 
The appearance of the clay model is refined 

and optimised in several stages, according to 
the ideas of the designers. On a very large, 

high resolution screen, “the Powerwall”, the 
animated 3D model can be viewed in full size, 

at all times, from any perspective.
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Interface
The interface department takes care of 
the communication and information 
systems. To visualise the look of the future 
interface, different design models are 
installed in the clay model. Technical models 
that are fully operational are being 
assembled outside of the clay model.

Colour and Trim
Which colours and equipment materials 
can later be chosen, is decided at this stage. 
Colours and materials have to match the 
car but also the customer’s taste. The Colour 
and Trim department only starts work 
when the Exterior and Interior department 
have laid the foundation.

Design Freeze
The milestone Design Freeze is reached 
after 24 months. The windows are trans-
parent, the doors can be opened. From the 
outside one can barely see that it is a design 
model, and not a working car. The phase 
following afterwards deals with the reali-
sation of the project, through to the car’s 
initial production. 

Detailing 
In this step of the design process, the clay 
model is either painted directly or coated 
with a bubble-free Di-Noc film. This way, 
the shapes’ optical effect are revealed more 
precisely, yet again. The designers 
 subsequently see to the last details. 

It only takes 48 months at Volkswagen for an idea to become a mass produced car. Engineers, 
designers and product developers work hand-in-hand to meet this tight schedule. The different 
design departments are involved with the creation process from the very beginning and 
continue developing their ideas until they are perfect. Their main work ends after 24 months 
with the so-called “design freeze”.
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Globally Connected
Volkswagen Design Centres Worldwide

USA

Mexico

Potsdam

Headquarters 
Wolfsburg

Puebla

Santa Monica

The headquarters of Volkswagen Design are located in Wolfsburg. The six external studios focus on regional market 
characteristics but can also work independently, as well as compete with other design centres. They all ensure that 
every new model is typically Volkswagen. 
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China

Brazil

Glossary

The so-called Modular Transverse Matrix (MQB) is a 
 uniform, company-wide vehicle architecture which sets 
certain standards, such as wheel base and frame sizes, the 
inclination angle of the engine or the materials used, 
across all models (see picture). On this basis, the different 
car parts can be combined over and over again, according 
to the modular concept. This does not only diversify the 
model range but also presents opportunities for the 
designers. Since the basic architecture of many cars is 
defined, they can focus on the artistic features of the 
individual model. The following elements, for example, 
profit from the MQB:

Overhangs: The part of the car that protrudes from the 
front and rear wheels is called the overhang. Thanks to the 
MQB the front wheel can be moved significantly to the 
front, shortening the overhang, and increasing the 
wheel base. The possibilities for the application of bigger 
wheels are enhanced, too. This makes the car appear 
more dynamic and sporty. 

Bonnet: The bonnet can be designed significantly flatter, 
thanks to the engine’s innovative installation position, 
with its backwards inclination. This way it is optically 
integrated into the side, making the car appear flatter 
and more dynamic. 

Prestige Clearance: This is the area between the front door 
and front wing. Hitherto, the more space there is here 
the larger the car appears in total. Thanks to the spaciously 
 designed modules of the MQB, the designers can now 
save space without optically decreasing the car’s size. 

Disc Tracks: The so-called Disc Tracks define the track width. 
Three different widths are defined within the MQB. This 
enables designs with wide, as well as flat, fronts. 

São Paulo

Shanghai

Changchun
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Head of Design, Klaus Bischoff, shows the current design highlights of the 
Volkswagen brand and in an exclusive interview explains how design makes 
each model something very special. 

Something for Everyone 
Design Highlights Since 2oo7

Polo

Golf

“The Golf is the core product of 
the Volkswagen brand and the 
clearest point of crystallization 
of our design philosophy.”

Head of Design, 
Klaus Bischoff explains 
the current VW design 
highlights.

“The Polo is significantly more 
sporty and masculine than its 
predecessor. It appears more 
grown up, thanks to its consequent 
style and new design themes.”

Beetle

“The Beetle stands masculine and 
solid on big wheels, and remains 
characteristic and unmistakeable. 
A good example of a successful design 
maturation process.”
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“This concept vehicle depicts a 
successful synergy between technology 
and design. Its precisely designed 
surface makes for a futuristic looking 
appearance on the road.”

XL1

Cross Blue Coupé

Cross Blue

up!

“With its luxurious size, and its 
long stretched silhouette, the 
Cross Blue stands confidently on 
the road. Dominating horizontal 
lines in the front and rear area 
are an important element of the 
Volkswagen design DNA.” 

“The up! is a popular figure for Volkswagen and 
equals the larger cars in terms of quality and 
craftsmanship. It makes a bold design statement 
with its friendly front.”

“With very striking propor-
tions and an innovative front 
design, the Cross Blue Coupé 
has a commanding presence. 
The avant-garde design gives 
a perspective on the future 
Volkswagen SUV-family.”



VIAVISION
June 2013

V O L K S WA G E N  S H A P I N G  T H E  F U T U R E  O F  M O B I L I T Y

Good design, next to inno-
vative technology, is the key to 
the success of all models. 

A new Volkswagen requires 
only 48 months from sketch 
to street. 

THAT CERTAIN SOMETHING


