
Volume-built high-end tires
Original equipment of the future



“Automakers come to us with clear specifications – a concept for 
a new model – and expect us to help the car realize its target 
performance with tires that are custom-developed for that 
model,” says Ulrich Mertin, Senior Vice President Tire Division at 
Continental. Mertin is responsible for ensuring that automakers 
in the EMEA region are supplied with the best possible tires for 
their new models. 

One in every three new cars in Europe is delivered from the fac-
tory on tires from Continental. This makes Continental the lea-
ding original equipment (OE) provider in the European market. 

Pushing the limits

Look at a modern car and you see a perfect 
all-round concept, tires included. The right set 
of tires ensures that the car’s performance 
on paper translates into performance on the 
road. The challenges involved in developing 
original equipment tires for the models of the 
future are quite simply unique.
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Electric cars, roadsters or SUVs: in Europe, one 

car in every three leaves the factory with tires 

from Continental.

Gaining OE supplier approval from automakers is a sign of a 
product’s exceptional quality, and it also boosts replacement 
business further down the line: when drivers need to replace 
one or more tires after covering many kilometers in their new 
car, they like to stick with its original equipment so their car  
continues to deliver the best possible performance.

Continental’s list of OE customers includes all the big names, 
such as Audi, Mercedes-Benz, Jaguar/Land Rover, Peugeot/ 
Citroën, Renault/Nissan, Skoda, Fiat and Volkswagen, not to 
mention sports car manufacturers like Porsche and Maserati. 
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CASE STUDY ORIGINAL EQUIPMENT

Ford, General Motors, Mazda, Hyundai and Toyota likewise value 
the expertise offered by Continental, and electric car maker 
Tesla named Continental an “Excellent Development Partner” in 
2014 in recognition of its work for the Model S electrically-powe-
red sedan.

“Safety always plays a major role in tire development; we can’t 
take any shortcuts here. But we have to push forward other 
attributes of the tires, too,” says Mertin. This involves resolving 
the traditional conflict of interests between rolling resistance 
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and braking performance, as well as dealing with many other 
areas where two interests collide. The trade-offs between weight 
and noise, mileage and comfort are other examples. Back in  
the 1980s, rolling resistance and thus fuel consumption played  
a relatively subordinate role, but that has changed fundamen-
tally with the rise (and demands) of electric mobility. All in all, 
developers are facing ever greater challenges, which – to com-
plicate matters – also vary from one country and manufacturer 
to the next. Pushing the limits in every direction is the mission  
at hand.

A tough competitor: at the Land Rover Discovery 

Challenge in Megève, France, the ContiCrossCountry 

– original equipment on the current Discovery – was 

tested under extreme conditions.

Optimal structures

One of the reasons why Continental is one of the world’s most 
in-demand suppliers of tires for new cars is the optimal focus of 
the organizational structure behind its successful market positi-
oning: “In this respect we’ve aligned our operations precisely 
with the automakers’ needs,” says Mertin. “In organizational 
terms, we mirror the structure of our customer base.” (See also 
the interview starting on page 6).

Given the ever-increasing demands on new car models and the 
onward march of technology,  an organizational structure for 
the development of OE tires was clearly required that would 
enable Continental and its customers to work together effici-
ently at a very high level. “Each automaker has its own priori-
ties,” says Mertin. “Key Account Managers oversee teams of 
experts including not only specialists with the necessary qualifi-
cations but also people who already have experience with the 
manufacturer in question.”
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Each team offers the widest possible spectrum of expertise, 
bringing together all the materials specialists, chemists, phy-
sicists, engineers, production technicians, and process engineers 
required. Mertin describes the concept like this: “The core teams 
consist of people who can meet all the key requirements of the 
individual customer at all times and to the best possible effect. 
There is also a constant sharing of knowledge and experience 
among the team. And, if required, we can pull in other people 
from the Research & Development department, too.” After all, 
leadership in the OE market not only involves a strong focus on 
the customer, but also the ability to respond flexibly to new 
requirements as and when necessary.

Standard tires provide the basis 

 “To develop an ideal tire for a new car, we first look to see which 
products from our existing range best meet the requirements,” 
says Mertin. “After all, these tires are the product of many years of 
development work, and they provide the basis on which to push 
ahead with development.” However, each new car needs more 
than just a single type of tire. 

Standard winter and summer tires are usually required for a new 
model. Another consideration is that a car is often available in diffe-
rent variants – as a sedan, coupé, and station wagon, for example. 
This means the tires are developed to ensure there is one specifica-
tion that works to perfection on each model variant, enabling both 
high payloads and sporty driving. If a model is to be offered to cus-
tomers worldwide, the tires are also adapted to country-specific 
conditions and driving habits. Tires for the North American market, 
for example, need to offer more comfort. With a universal speed 
limit in force, comfort is more important here to most drivers than 
sportiness. In the Middle East, by contrast, tires also have to per-
form in extremely high temperatures and prove their reliability in 
challenging road conditions. Factors like these make the task facing 
the OE tire developers significantly more complex. 

All these requirements can only be fulfilled within a structure 
tailored precisely to modern, global OE tire development, and 
within a company which, as one of the technology leaders in the 
automotive supplier sector, can demonstrate unrivalled expertise 

across almost all areas of automotive construction worldwide. “Our 
teams cover the whole process – from the original concept to on-
time delivery of the tires,” confirms Ulrich Mertin. All of which 
makes Continental one of the world’s most popular OE partners for 
passenger tires.

Innovative partnership: Continental developed the ideal OE tire for the 

electrically-powered Tesla Model S on the basis of the ContiSportCon-

tact. The OE tire helps deliver a longer range and has been adapted to 

meet the specific requirements of the car’s powerful electric drive 

system to optimum effect.  
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Safe driving in winter, too, 
thanks to OE tires from Continental
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Go back a few years, and what car drivers expected most 
from their tires during the winter months was safety. Today, 
however, driving pleasure is also high on their wish-list.  
In order to reconcile these varying requirements, original 
equipment tires now have to offer almost the same perfor-
mance as summer tires in dry conditions, but without com-
promising on safety when the going gets wintry. 

Their technological box of tricks allows Continental’s engi-
neers to develop specific original equipment solutions for 
new cars. By precisely adapting the construction, com-
pound, and tread design, they create winter tires that meet 
the exacting expectations of models all the way up to the 
premium segment. Continental makes winter tires with spe-
cific designs for brands including Audi, BMW, Daimler, Ford, 
Land Rover, VW, and Porsche.

In their choice of OE winter tires, manufacturers of handling- 
biased sedans and sports cars favor products that transfer 

the driver’s steering inputs precisely to the road, even when 
driving at the limit. By contrast, makers of executive-class 
and luxury cars expect winter tires that provide safe driving 
characteristics and precise steering responses in all situa-
tions. Asymmetric or directional tires are also used to 
achieve this kind of performance. And with several power-
fully-engined passenger cars, the tires on the front and rear 
axle differ not only in size but also in their tread and com-
pound.

Completing the picture, automakers expect puncture solu-
tions that also work in winter, and here too Continental has 
technologies in its portfolio that fit the bill. SSR tires, with 
reinforced sidewalls that allow them to continue to function 
without the required air pressure. Also ContiSeal tires, which 
immediately seal smaller punctures autonomously, have 
made significant additions to the original equipment portfo-
lio for new cars, that makes driving in winter conditions safe 
and comfortably.
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OE keys for original 
equipment tires 
Continental offers an extensive range of OE tires. OE keys 
on the sidewalls show which brand and model an OE tire 
has been made for. The table below provides an overview. 
(Pictured is an OE tire for Audi.)

 Number 
Manufacturer OE-Key  of models

Audi AO 143
Audi AO1 4
Audi quattro RO1, RO2, RO3 40
BMW * 166
BMW/Mercedes *MO 7
BMW/Mercedes Runflat *MOE 8
Jaguar J 41
Land Rover LR 33
Maserati MGT 19
Mercedes-Benz MO 237
Mercedes-Benz MO1 8
Mercedes-Benz Runflat MOE 41
Porsche N0, N1, N2 92 
Tesla T0 6



Interview
From the get-go, all decisions are team decisions
Ulrich Mertin and Gernot Kalb are responsible for ensuring that the original equipment segment is more 
than just an image booster for Continental and its development capabilities. Together they help keep the 
Company that decisive step ahead in the knowledge race, transforming groundbreaking developments 
into profitable business.



OE tire development is a highly demanding business. At what 
stage of developing a car should the manufacturer ideally get 
in touch with Continental? 

Mertin: Let me put it this way: when we receive an enquiry we 
typically have between three and four years to develop the 
ideal tire for a new model of car. But right now, for example, we 
have enquiries about projects that have to be finalized in two 
years’ time. These are all deadlines within which we can meet 
the requirements more than adequately. In the ideal case, 
though, we would of course be involved at the concept stage 
of a new car. And while that may not be the norm, it does 
happen.

And what’s the shortest period you’ve ever been given?

Mertin: That can be a matter of just weeks or months in which 
to optimize a tire for a specific model. But in cases like that we 
can fall back on long years of experience in research and 
development, which means we can even meet such urgent 
needs.

What are the key performance characteristics that an auto-
maker expects a tire manufacturer to deliver?

Kalb: That differs from one country to the next and indeed from 
one automaker to the next. If we take India, for example, robustness 
and long mileage are considered more important there than noise 
levels or rolling resistance.

Mertin: In general the core requirements primarily relate to 
safety, and to reducing rolling resistance, noise levels in the 
cabin, and exterior noise – all that without compromising on 
safety.
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How much influence do you have on the development of a car?

Mertin: If, for example, a manufacturer is aiming to develop an 
electric vehicle, minimizing rolling resistance is critical. In cases 
like this we develop whole new tire concepts from the ground 
up to help bring about a significant increase in the range of 
these vehicles. 

How do you manage to organize, control, and ultimately fulfil 
the different expectations that are laid at the door of OE Deve-
lopment? 

Mertin: The structure of our operations gives us a clear edge 
over the competition. Each key account manager (KAM) and 
their team is responsible for one of our OE customers. So 
there’s one team for VW, another for Mercedes, another for 
General Motors, and so on. Effectively, we mirror the structure 

of our customer base. And as every automaker has its own  
priorities and pursues its own philosophy, each of our teams 
always works for just one manufacturer and is totally geared to 
that specific customer. This way we can be sure to reach maxi-
mum efficiency in our customer collaboration.

Organizational structures are one side of the picture, but what 
about the expertise of your people? How important is that?

Mertin: Original equipment represents the ultimate in quality in 
both tire development and production. Each KAM has a technical 
background and they are all tire development specialists. For my 
part, I originally studied chemistry and then worked in vulcaniza-
tion and materials development. Our teams are a picture of diver-
sity: employees of very different origins join forces here regardless 
of gender or religion. This is where all the necessary expertise 
comes together, supplied by materials developers and engineers, 

Gernot Kalb, left,

left, deploys marketing  

intelligence to identify trends  

in OE business.

Ulrich Mertin, right, 

 is Senior Vice President  

Tire Division and responsible for 

Key Account Management. 
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technicians and test drivers, who specialize in a particular brand 
of car or even specific models. And everyone works hand-in-hand. 
That has something to do with our corporate culture that calls for 
a high degree of personal responsibility and a strong team spirit.  

Automakers are international players, with models that take to 
the roads around the world. How is that reflected in the new 
KAM structure?

Mertin: This is where we rely on the principle of One-Face-
One-Voice: when it comes to negotiations on global projects, 
the KAM team responsible is always on site, ensuring that the 
customer has a clearly defined point of contact. This gives rise 
to another advantage, because it means that we don’t have to 
wait until the working day begins somewhere on the planet to 
get answers to urgent questions. We know at once how we 
can deliver the required performance.

With which automakers has Continental the strongest links?

Kalb: We have cornered roughly one third of the market in 
EMEA and for many years now we have regularly received 
many, many approvals for our tires from almost every manu-
facturer. That includes not only premium brands such as VW, 
GM, Audi, BMW, Jaguar, Mercedes-Benz, Porsche, Range 
Rover, and Rolls Royce, but also volume manufacturers such 
as Toyota, Hyundai/Kia, Renault/Nissan, and 
Peugeot, as well as newcomers like Tesla. 

At the end of the development process there are countless 
tests to be run, first in the labs and then out on the track. Do 
you ever join the test drivers and test the tires for yourselves?

Mertin: OE tires in particular are subjected to comprehensive 
tests. Ideally, the aim is to exceed our performance targets, be 
it for noise generation, deceleration or rolling resistance. Tests 
under lab conditions are followed by test drives under real-life 
conditions on our test tracks. Each team has its own test 
drivers to handle this task. And of course the developers go 
along with them. After all, they need to experience for them-
selves whether or not their efforts produce the right effect out 
on the road.
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All the right tires in all the right places:  to ensure that 

there is always the right tire for every field of application 

in today’s vehicle concepts, Continental delivers a whole 

array of optimized OE tires.
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Totally in tune with the times
Marketing intelligence holds the key 
When it comes to developing tires as original equipment, Continental is investing heavily in ambitious 
projects; and with the aid of marketing intelligence the Company is successfully shaping the strategic 
and commercial direction of its OE business. 
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If you want to know where the automotive 
market is heading, the best person to ask is 
Gernot Kalb. He’s the man responsible for global 
marketing intelligence in the Research & Deve-
lopment function at Continental. In this role he 
collates all of the key data that can be procured 
worldwide concerning the automotive business 
and the tire market. That includes annual 
reports, analyses of political backdrops, world-
wide market trends, monitoring of raw materials 
exchanges, and many more sources besides. 
Internal global surveys like the Continental Mobi-
lity Study 2015 are also flowed into marketing 
intelligence (see page 11). “It’s my job to make 
this information about the market available to 
my colleagues in the development depart-
ments,” says Kalb. He serves up charts and pre-
sentations that illustrate the competitive posi-
tion, as well as accurate forecasts of how 
automotive markets are going to develop and 
estimates of the opportunities and risks affecting 
new models and vehicle categories. “For 
instance we look very closely at what we should 
be expecting from the automakers in China and 
how that will impact on our market environ-
ment,” says Kalb. He’s something like a manage-
ment consultant to the OE teams at Continental. 

Input for ambitious projects

Marketing intelligence delivers regular know-
ledge updates to the development teams provi-
ding important foundations for the tire develo-
pers as they collaborate with automakers on an 
equal footing, working on future concepts. “In 
the past, supplying original equipment tires for 
car manufacturers was an important image 
factor. It was a major accolade for the tire 
manufacturers,” says Kalb. “Today, though, we 
are such a strong global brand that this aspect 
is fading into the background. We’re no longer 
willing to take on a project at any cost.” One 
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>  1 OE tire

>  All-round fitment

Summer  –

All season  16“

Winter  – 

>  20 OE tires

>  Mixed fitment

Summer  18“ 19“ 20“ 21“

All season  18“ 19“ 20“

Winter  18“ 19“ 20“ 

Growing complexity in the OE segment 

Land Rover D90 from the 1980s Porsche Macan, 2014

Back in the 1980s there was often just a single type of tire available as 

original equipment – as in the case of the Land Rover Defender of the 

day. Over time, off-roaders were refined and upgraded into SUVs 

which meant a wider range of applications with a matching rise in 

customer expectations. For the current Porsche Macan, Continental 

has 20 OE tires in its portfolio. 
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decisive aspect now, he adds, is that an OE pro-
ject should pay its way. 

To enable the ideal tires to be developed for dif-
ferent markets, information is collected on 
which types of tire are most popular in specific 
target countries and what customers in indivi-
dual markets expect from their tires. In emer-
ging markets tires need to be particularly 
robust and if necessary capable of withstan-
ding loads that go beyond normal standards, 
while luxury-segment customers in Asia want 
tires that run very quietly. These are just some 
examples that illustrate how marketing intelli-
gence neatly complements the technical 
expertise concentrated within the development 
teams. 

The increasingly complex demands that OE 
tires are expected to meet are reflected not 
least in the number of variants supplied to the 
automakers for a specific model. While in the 
early days there would often be just a small 
number of different OE tires for each model, 
today there can easily be 30 or more, each 
meeting the desired performance criteria to 
perfection. As the comparison on page 10 
shows, in the 1980s an off-roader needed just a 
single OE tire, but given the wide range of 
applications that modern SUVs are expected to 
cover, today they need a much greater variety 
of OE tires. 
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MARKETING INTELLIGENCE FÜR STRATEGISCHE ENTSCHEIDUNGEN
Marketing intelligence acquires market data from all available 
sources, processes the data and distills the wide variety of 
information into robust analyses of the market environment 
and market trends. The resultant knowledge enables strategic 
decisions to be made that position the various business areas 
to their best commercial advantage. 

Which models of car are currently the most successful and 
what model strategy are the automakers pursuing globally in 
individual countries? Which markets report the highest num-
bers of new registrations and which model categories are the 
most popular there? These are just some of the questions on 
which marketing intelligence collates and evaluates data to 
provide the answers. One such source of data is the global 

Continental Mobility Study 2015 (see chart above) which 
shows, for example, which types of vehicle are most popular 
in which countries. 

The primary concern of marketing itelligence is to conquer 
the strategically decisive market shares early on and suc-
cessfully grow the business, always with an eye to the needs 
of future markets. 

In sum, marketing intelligence provides the knowledge base 
that prepares the Company in the best possible way for the 
competitive arena, ensuring that it retains its position among 
the leading tire manufacturers and automotive suppliers, and 
continues to be involved in the decisive model launches.

Continental Mobility Study 2015
Question 1: Given your available budget and your everyday needs: 
which of the following cars would you rather buy?

Figures in per cent; response categories “I don‘t own a car“, “I can‘t affort a car“ and “no answer“, not shown. 

Question 2: And now regardless of your available budget and your everyday needs: 
which of the following cars would you prefer - given the same equipment and features?

CHINA FRANCE GERMANY JAPAN USA

Compact car

Mid-range 
car

Limousine 

SUV/ 
Crossover

Pick-up

Van

Sports car
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