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Gunnar Kilian is leaving the Group Execu-
tive Board of Volkswagen AG with imme-
diate effect. The Supervisory Board made 
a corresponding decision this Friday. There 
are a number of reasons for Kilian‘s depar-
ture. These include major differences on key 
Group issues. However, the decisive factor 
for the employee side is above all the gene-
ral conclusion that Kilian lacks the backing 
for an upcoming contract extension.

A decision could have been made in just a 
few months as to whether the Supervisory 
Board would give the 50-year-old another 
five-year contract. Kilian has been Labour 
Director since 2018 and has also been res-
ponsible for the Trucks division since 2020. 
Until his successor has been appointed, the 
interim solution looks like this: VW brand 
boss Thomas Schaefer will be responsible 
for HR on the Group‘s level and has been ap-
pointed Labour Director of Volkswagen AG 
on an interim basis. In addition, VW Brand 

Board Member for HR, Arne Meiswinkel, will 
be promoted to the so-called extended circ-
le supporting the Group Management Board. 
Meanwhile, the search for the person to suc-

ceed Kilian has already 
begun (see next page).

Group Works Coun-
cil Chairwoman Daniela 
Cavallo: „Both the work-
force and the employee 
representatives on the 
Supervisory Board have 
a lot to thank Gunnar 
Kilian for. Gunnar was 
an outstanding diplo-

mat, who was able to mediate between the 
parties involved in often turbulent times. 
His commitment was regularly the decisive 
factor in reaching reasonable compromises. 
Gunnar‘s foresight and his impressive inter-
nal and external network have more than 
once given Volkswagen decisive advantages. 
In retrospect, we greatly appreciate this and 

much more. Nevertheless, we must look to 
the future: And in the role of Labour Director, 
it is now time for a new start.“

Initiative now lies with the employee side 

The Supervisory 
Board as a whole is re-
sponsible for any ap-
pointment to the Board 
of Directors. However, at 
Volkswagen it is a kind 
of tradition and lived 
practice for the emplo-
yee side to take the ini-
tiative in suggesting the 
head of HR. Christiane Benner, First Chair-
woman of IG Metall and Vice Chairwoman of 
the Supervisory Board: „The search for a suc-
cessor is also a top priority for me personally. 
In Germany‘s largest industrial group, the La-
bour Director must always act as a mediator 
between different stakeholders.“
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Kilian leaves the Board of Directors
Lack of support for further term - search for successor already started

Daniela Cavallo
Christiane Benner

Gunnar Kilian, here in June 
2025 during his speech at 
the works meeting at the 
main plant in Wolfsburg: 
For more than seven years, 
since spring 2018, Gunnar 
Kilian has been Group 
Board Member for Human 
Resources. From July 2020, 
he also headed the `Trucks´ 
division. He is seen as 
having an excellent network 
throughout the Group and 
was one of the youngest DAX 
Executive Board members 
ever in 2018, when he was in 
his early 40s.
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Gunnar Kilian has had an exceptional career. His time on the Group Works Council saw 
milestones such as the takeover attempt by Porsche, the fight for the Volkswagen law, 
the merging of the commercial vehicle division, dieselgate and the Pact for the Future. 
In 2018, Kilian, previously General Secretary of the Group Works Council, moved to the 
Group Board of Directors as HR boss. His time there included the Digital Transformation 
Roadmap and dealing with the COVID crisis. From 2020, Kilian was also responsible for 
heavy commercial vehicles. Now he is stepping down. Daniela Cavallo provides answers:

Daniela, what was the deciding factor for 
Gunnar Kilian‘s departure?
It is very important for me to emphasise the 
following first and foremost: Looking back 
on Gunnar Kilian‘s seven years as Labour Di-
rector, there is no doubt that the results are 
clearly positive. However, it simply is a matter 
of fact that there have been several events 

in recent months that have made it difficult 
to look ahead together. One of these is that 
Gunnar Kilian‘s name will always be associ-
ated with the cancellation of our collective 
bargaining agreements last year. It was not 
without reason that we called this a historic 
breach of taboo. At the end of the day, it is 
always important for our co-determination 
committees to take stock and ask themsel-
ves: will we continue on this path together in 
the future? And on reflection, we all came to 
the conclusion: no.

Isn‘t there now a threat of a vacuum 
around the key position of Labour Director?
Of course, seamless changes are the ideal 
situation. But if this is not possible - as in the 
present case - the substance of the transiti-
onal solution is decisive. And I am convinced 
that the course has been set: In day-to-day 
business, most things are handled by the HR 
directors and HR managers of the individual 
brands, companies and sites anyway - below 
the Group‘s CHRO. This will not change at 
all. In the meantime, VW brand boss Tho-
mas Schaefer will temporarily take over the 
HR department. And VW Board member for 
Human Resources, Arne Meiswinkel, will be 
promoted and take on an even stronger role 
when he joins the extended circle supporting 
the Group Management Board. There is a so-
lid relationship of trust with both of them. 
I therefore see no difficulties in continuing 
to manage the issues and, where necessary, 
resolving conflicts. And as important as the 
position is, our co-determination does not 
stand or fall with the Labour Director.

But really: Arne Meiswinkel, of all people, 
the lead negotiator for the counterpart in 
our 2024 wage dispute?
Arne Meiswinkel is a very 
experienced HR Top Mana-
ger. The negotiations with 

him have always been constructive and fair. 
However, the behaviour and approach of 
some of the Group‘s Board members during 
the negotiations was problematic.

How should we imagine the search for a 
successor?
This has already begun. The employee side 
traditionally takes the initiative when it co-
mes to proposals for the CHRO position. So 
now it‘s up to the Works Council and Trade 
Union IG Metall. Now we have to find so-
meone and finally explore whether this per-
son is acceptable to the shareholders. In the 
search, quality is certainly more important 
than speed. And we will definitely not dis-
close any interim results. Instead, we will 
speak out when the time comes.

Which criteria are most important?
I am convinced that it has to be a true leader. 
But of course the mediating role between the 
Executive Board and the employee side is the 
most important thing. What is crucial to me 
personally is that the appointment sends out 
a signal of transformation and new begin-
nings.

Then just do it yourself - the rumour has 
been circulating for some time anyway ...
And I would like to use this opportunity to 

clear this up once again: 
Changing sides, re-

gardless of the 
position, is out 

of the question 
for me.
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„We didn‘t call it a `historic 
breach of taboo´ for no reason“

In the past 20 years, Volkswa-
gen AG has had three Group 
Board Members for Human 
Resources (CHRO). From 2005 
to the end of 2015, it was Horst Neu-
mann (born in 1949). He was succee-
ded by Karlheinz Blessing (born 1957) 
at the beginning of 2016. He in turn 
was replaced by Gunnar Kilian (born 
1975), who took over the department 
on 13 April 2018. From July 2020, 
Kilian was on the Board of Manage-
ment also responsible for the Trucks. 
Kilian started in VW Communications 

in 2000. From 2003 
to 2006, he headed a 
parliamentary office 
in the German Bun-
destag. He then retur-
ned to the Group and 
was press spokesman 
for the Group Works 
Council from 2006 to 
2012. In 2012, he hea-
ded the Salzburg office 
of the then Chairman of 
the Supervisory Board, 
Ferdinand Piëch. From 
2013, Gunnar Kilian 
was General Secretary 
and Managing Direc-
tor of the Group Works 
Council.
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