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The origin: why Porsche announced
an SUVin 1998

14/06/2022 In the mid-1990s, Porsche had to make a far-reaching decision in order to ensure its
long-term economic success.

An analysis commissioned by the department overseen by Hans Riedel, the board member responsible
for sales at the time, had shown that the legendary 911 and the new mid-engined Boxster model alone
would not guide the manufacturer into a secure future. “It was apparent that the sports car had its
limits on the market," recalls Anton Hunger, head of communications for former Chairman of the
Executive Board Wendelin Wiedeking. “The sales division had clearly demonstrated this using market
research. In the long run, Porsche would have ended up on a downward slope again.”

This had to be avoided, as the company had not long since been looking into the abyss, with a loss of
240 million Deutschmarks being reported for 1992. Wiedeking, who had been spokesman for the board
since September 1992 and became its chairman in August 1993, reacted quickly. He optimised
production, eliminated entire hierarchical levels, and introduced the Boxster. The company managed a
turnaround and set its sights on further growth, beyond the classic sports car segment.
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Cooperation partners: after Mercedes came Volkswagen

Five alternative vehicle concepts were examined for the ‘third Porsche’, but in the end only a luxury
people-carrier/minivan and a fast, premium SUV were seriously considered. The people-carrier idea
was vetoed by the US, the biggest market for Porsche at the time. “At the time in America, minivans
were especially popular among families with many children and low incomes,” Hunger recounts. “But
large SUVs were doing well across all income levels even back then.” Porsche was looking for a partner
to develop a completely new model of this type — and initially found one close by. Mercedes-Benz was
due to launch the M-Class in 1997, and was not averse to Porsche joining in and setting its own
accents.

“At that stage, we envisioned the Porsche SUV as a high-performance offshoot of the Mercedes,"” says
Klaus-Gerhard Wolpert, the first Vice President for the Product Line Cayenne from 1998 to 2010, “with
its own exterior design, a lot of M-Class technology, but engines and chassis components from us.” The
Porsche/Mercedes cooperation agreed in the summer of 1996 was making good progress, but by the
end of the year it failed, due to differing ideas about the two companies' economic relationship. A new
partner was needed, and one was found in Wolfsburg. Although Volkswagen and Porsche were not yet
members of the same group, Volkswagen's Chairman of the Executive Board Ferdinand Piéch, the
grandson of the Porsche company founder Ferdinand Porsche, recognised the potential for partnership.
“Porsche presented the concept to Volkswagen, and Ferdinand Piéch decided that they could also use a
car like this," explains Wolpert.

In June 1997, the decision was made to join forces in designing the Cayenne and Touareg on the
Porsche platform as part of the project known internally as ‘Colorado’. Just under a year later, this
decision was made public; initially, only the Cayenne name remained secret. Porsche was in charge of
development, while Volkswagen was to assume responsibility for production of the new SUV. There
were visibly identical parts, such as the doors, and the interiors were also very similar. The partners did,
however, diverge when it came to other important components. First of all, no Porsche engine was used
in the Volkswagen sister model, and vice versa. The chassis tuning was also taken care of separately.

Development objective: new standards on and off the road

One crucial question was how to design a car that credibly embodied Porsche's renowned performance
on the road while also being able to compete over hill and dale with the best off-road vehicles in the
world? After all, the Cayenne had to set standards both on and off paved roads. “For us it was clear that
if we made an off-road vehicle, then its performance must also be absolutely compelling off-road,” says
Hunger. Or as Felix Brautigam, then head of Porsche Marketing Communications, put it: “The Cayenne
stands for a spirited driving experience. It doesn't care about the surface.”

To give his engineers a feel for the demands involved in developing a sports utility vehicle, Wolpert took
an unusual measure: “l instructed all my division managers to turn in their Porsche company cars.
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Instead, we purchased a number of different SUVs, such as the BMW X5, Ford Explorer, Jeep Grand
Cherokee and Mercedes M-Class. Colleagues were to drive these models on a day-to-day basis, and
every four weeks we swapped them around.” At first, Wolpert's team grumbled about having to
abandon their beloved 911 cars, but the daily confrontation with factors that had previously received
less attention at Porsche, such as storage space, loading sill height, fold-down rear seats, wading depth
and slope angle, fostered an awareness among the team of the competitors’ strengths and weaknesses.
“This was one of the keys to our success," says Wolpert, who remains convinced of this today.

A world premiére “of historic significance” in Paris, 2002

In September 2002, a good four years after the decision to build the Cayenne was made public, the first
Porsche five-seater celebrated its world premiére at the Paris Motor Show. “Porsche is indeed facing
what might be its greatest challenge,” said Wendelin Wiedeking at the pre-show event in the courtyard
of the Hotel d'Evreux. “This day, there is no doubt in my mind, will be of historic significance for the
company.” The Chairman of the Executive Board, who occupied this position until 2009, was to be
proved correct. The Cayenne saw the sports car manufacturer reach new customers and markets, even
though there were strong reservations among some fans of the brand.

“At the company, the Cayenne was quickly accepted. But the Porsche clubs were less enthusiastic.
There were some strong headwinds,” recalls Hunger. And yet the numbers proved Porsche right. This is
because Wiedeking and the entire management team were wrong about one thing: the Porsche
Cayenne was not, as originally planned, delivered to 25,000 customers a year. Porsche sold 276,652
examples of the first generation, known in-house as the E1, over eight model years — equivalent to just
less than 35,000 vehicles per year. The third generation (E3) is now rolling off the production line, and
the millionth Cayenne is already history. Well over 80,000 examples were delivered in 2021.

For Porsche, the Cayenne has created the economic basis for sustainable success without
compromising the motorsport-based values of the sports car brand. “With the Cayenne, we have
succeeded for the first time in successfully transferring the Porsche legend to a completely new market
segment,” says Oliver Blume, Chairman of the Executive Board of Porsche AG. “Our sports car in the
SUV segment has proved to be a best seller and growth driver over the past two decades. And that's not
all. The Cayenne has opened the door to many new markets for Porsche, made a significant contribution
to the internationalisation of our sales network, and has considerably broadened our customer base."
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