
The emergence of car design in the 1980's influenced by motorsport. 

 

Introduction 

The 1980's was a defining period of Motor racing which saw huge advancements in how cars were 

built and styled. Up until then, motor racing was in its early days, particularly after the war, there was 

an emphasis on practicality and reliability, at the expense of style. Now, that is not to say there were 

no beautiful race cars until the 1980's, the Ford GT40 from 1964 is one of the most beautifully 

designed cars of all time. (1) However, the 1980's was able to bring cars with huge aesthetic appeal, 

(usually designed from motor racing equivalents) to the masses that balanced performance, safety 

and value.  

 
 

  

This was mainly due to a technology boom that led to fully automated systems that could build cars 

on the assembly line using cheap, practical materials such as plastic composites 

and aluminium. Car bodies were now fully aluminium with certain panels made 

from moulded composites, making them lightweight and strong for handling and speed. These 

materials were easy to work with and style as we can see from some of the flaring arches and wide, 

flamboyant rear wings as seen on cars like the Ford Sierra RS500 Cosworth (2) which had huge 

success in both the British Rally Championship and the British Touring Car Championship toward 

the end of the 1980's  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The Ford GT40 Road Car and its Racing Equivalent from 1964 

Figure 2: The Ford Sierra RS500 Road Car and its Group A Touring Car 



Group B (1981-1986) 
 

At the beginning of the 1980's stricter emission regulations required a more forward way of original 

thinking and at the forefront of that were the European manufacturers such as Peugeot, 

Volkswagen and Audi. Audi in particular led the way initially with their 'Audi 80' (3) which had one of 

the lowest drag coefficients of production car up until then. They then developed the 

'Audi Quattro' (4) from this which differed externally with its wider wheel arches and bulkier tailgate 

for performance aerodynamics. These changes were styled by Martin Smith. This was to develop the 

car for the 1981 World Rally Championship (WRC) and by coupling the lightweight, specifically 

shaped body shell with Audi's revolutionary 4-wheel drive system (giving the name Quattro), they 

dominated on the Swedish and San Remo rallies. The Quattro laid the foundations for 

the infamous 'Group B' regulations introduced in 1982.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Group B regulations allowed for much more power (up to 600BHP in some cases) and so 

engineers and designers were developing cars that needed state of the art exteriors and 

aerodynamics to control the monstrous power figures. In addition to this, manufacturers had to 

produce at least 200 road car versions that had to bear resemblance to their rally counterparts. The 

result of this was European manufacturers (European divisions at least) created some truly beautiful 

looking road cars, none of which would exist only for motorsport and the Group B regulations 

Figure 3: The Original Audi 80 

Figure 4: The Audi Quattro Road and Rally cars derived from the Audi 80 



By 1985, Peugeot and Lancia had fully developed Group B cars which could rival the might of the 

Audi Quattro, the main difference was that they were mid-engined as opposed to Audi's front 

engine layout. Peugeot was now the force to be reckoned with their 205 T16 car (5). It won the WRC 

in 1985 and 1986. The last version of the T16 (EVO 2) (6) featured a full steel-tube rear end with 

a huge 'ducktail' spoiler and bumper fins to create downforce. Unfortunately, only 20 versions of an 

evolution of a car needed to be produced and so there are very limited amount road going 

versions of the EVO 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Peugeot 205 T16 Road Car and its Rallying counterpart, designed and built by Heulliez. 

Figure 6: The Peugeot 205 Evolution 2 with its wild rear wing and bumper fins 



It was Ford and Austin Rover in 1986 that produced the wildest looking rally cars of all time for the 

Group B class. Fords RS200 (7) like the Peugeot was mid-engined yet had a unique body shape 

featuring a downforce inducing spoiler and a huge roof scoop at the back of the roof designed for 

airflow into the engine. The body was made of a composite of fiberglass and plastic. They were built 

by fiberglass specialists Reliant, the same company who built the quirky 3-wheeled Reliant Robin. 

The RS200 never got to live its full potential due to the ban of Group B however it found much 

success in years to come in Rally cross and hill climb (8) with many adaptations still around today 

with some even wilder looks. The RS200 road car was the car that bared the most resemblance to 

its rallying counterpart as externally it looked the exact same and the engine was similar too yet it 

had slightly less power.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: The Ford RS 200 Road Car and its Rallying influence. 

Figure 8: A modern take on a Ford RS200 rally cross car, note the added wings 

on the front bumper and tailgate along with the much wider front wheel arches. 



On the other end of the scale to the RS200, the Austin Rover Metro (9) had by far the most 

dramatically different road car to its rallying counterpart. Huge scoops and wide arches at the side 

coupled with the huge spoilers on both the front bumper and tailgate made it a true spectacle. It 

was almost like looking at another car. 

 

 

 

 
 

Sadly, Group B was banned in 1987 after the deaths of a number of spectators and competitors in 

separate incidents deemed it unsafe. This meant we never got to see the true potential of the RS200 

or the Metro however they had success in the following years in Rally cross. All Group B cars are 

now competitively obsolete yet they paved the way for some truly iconic designs within European 

cars in the 1980's and their legacy lives on in the road legal replicas that have become priceless 

items considering their unique identities. A replacement called Group-S was proposed in 1986 and 

certain manufacturers made prototypes. The designs of these cars were even more flamboyant as 

only 10 cars had to be made rather than 200 and gave birth to wild designs such as the Audi S1 and 

the Lancia ECV (10) However, it was scrapped along with Group B amid safety fears.  

 
 

  

  

 
 

Figure 9: The MG Metro Road Car and the strikingly different MG Metro 6r4 Rally Car 

Figure 10: The Lancia ECV and The Audi Group S cars that never got to compete. This 

Audi is the only example in the world as all ‘official’ prototypes were destroyed. 



Group A (1987 onwards) 

The true replacement for Group B was the Group A category. The regulations placed 

an emphasis on the production-based models, with only slight power related modifications. 

However, these cars were as well designed as their Group B predecessors and had much better 

handling. The requirement for Group A was to create 2500 road-like versions of rally cars from a 

total of 25000 standard, base model road cars. This meant that’s body designs and shapes were 

timid but on the other hand, they were more streamlined and safer. The larger amount of 

road equivalents required to be produced amounted to a greater number of these cars on the 

roads, many of which are still in use today.  

  

Lancia picked up where they left off in Group B by creating the Lancia Delta HF Integrale (which 

dominated from 1987 onwards giving Lancia the constructors title 6 times in a row (1987-1992) 

making it the most successful car maker in the history of the WRC. Like its Group B predecessor, its 

styling was designed by Giorgetto Giugiaro. Initially it had design flaws such as the wheel arches 

being quite restrictive meaning the wheels and brakes were too small, an issue that was rectified by 

1988. On the road replicas, there was very little to distinguish between the base model and the rally 

replica, the only key difference being the 4 circular headlights and two air intakes on the 

bonnet. (11)  

 

 

 

 

Other challengers were BMW with their M3 E30 (12) and Ford with their Sierra RS Cosworth as 

previously mentioned at the beginning of this essay. Both competed in the WRC toward the late 

eighties however they had greater success within the British Isles and Ireland and even more success 

in Touring car racing. The original E30 was designed by Claus Luthe and looked quite blocky and 

angular. The M3 version had a widened track meaning it needed 'box-flared' wheel arches front and 

rear and it included an extra 12 body panels to the base model which allowed for greater 

aerodynamics. The only panels they shared was the roof and bonnet. The M3 E30 dominated the 

BTCC in 1988 and the European championship in '87 and '88. A total of 16202 BMW E30 M3's were 

built globally and it has a huge cult following today due to its simple saloon layout, the wide, 

angry wheelbase and the loud, aggressive, high-revving engine notes.  

Figure 11: The standard Lancia Delta HF and the rally replica Integrale version with round lights. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In hindsight, the Group A regulations gave some slightly more modest looking cars by comparison 

to Group B however what made Group A so brilliant was the fact that these cars were more readily 

available to the public to buy due to the higher minimum limit of cars that needed to be produced. 

The result was that some Group A cars such as the Lancia Delta, The Sierra RS Cosworth and the 

BMW M3 have become even more iconic to a broader community than the Group B road cars of 

the early eighties. 

   

The Hot Hatch Decade of The 80’s 
 

It is also worth noting that the eighties were the decade of emergence of the 'hot-hatch' style within 

cars with Peugeot building the 205 GTI (13), Volkswagen with the Golf GTI (14) and Renault with The 

Renault 5 GT Turbo.  Whilst these cars were not all derived from a motorsport pedigree these were 

performance cars that were even more affordable than the road based cars built for homologation 

for racing. The layout was simple within all these cars, a fast 16-valve engine at the front, front wheel 

drive and enough practicality to use the car comfortably on a daily basis. This layout is why the hot 

hatch style is still as strong today as it was in the eighties. The VW Golf GTI is today one of the most 

popular cars on the roads all over the globe.  

Figure 12: The plain BMW E30 and its M3 motorsport edition inspired by the touring car counterpart below. 



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions  

In retrospect, the 1980's were a defining period of car design, particularly in Europe as we saw 

Motorsport based technologies and materials married with the average car to produce a 

performance car for the everyday person. Of course these cars were heavily influenced by their 

racing counterparts and many road cars were designed and built just to meet the criteria required 

to race them. The Group B era of the early 80's provided some wild designs that were highly sought 

after however they were in short numbers. The Group A successors, although not as spectacular to 

Figure 13: A 1980’s Peugeot 205 Advert showcasing the T16 version as previously mentioned and the GTI version. 

Figure 14: The Volkswagen Golf GTI with its evolutions over 25 years showcasing the popularity of the Hot-Hatch even today 



look at, became a more popular option as they were produced in larger numbers and more readily 

available at a relatively affordable price. The Ford Sierra is highly regarded, up until recent years as 

'the Supercar of the Working Class'. The Hot hatch form of car born in the 80’s was a simple format 

which is even more prevalent today than 30 years ago. 
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