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Introduction

Growth Opportunities in Digital
Transformation.
In 2020, digitisation descended upon the automotive industry at warp speed – McKinsey
reports consumer and business digital adoption catapulted forward a staggering 5 years in
just 8 weeks.
While retailers have adapted to this shifting landscape through an increased focus on their
digital tools, achieving real success in digital transformation is shown to be a challenge
for many – 23% of dealers stated that while they saw performance improvement through
measures like digitising their operating model, interacting more through digital channels,
launching new products or services, or adopting digital technologies, those improvements
were not sustained. Generally, unsuccessful transformations occurred as a result of failing to
consider workforce strategies that empower employees to work differently with new digital
tools and structures in place, as well as failing to clearly communicate the importance of digital
changes and their implementation plan across the organisation (McKinsey).
As digital transformation is set to continue
at an accelerated pace through 2021 and
beyond, it’s imperative for retailers to
continue to embrace change, stay connected
with their customers, and take a deeper
look at the best application of technology
to support sales processes. Retailers who
embraced virtual interaction with customers
during 2020 significantly outperformed
their peers, with a marked difference in
performance of those who adopted digital
technology (ASE Group, Facebook, EMEA
Automotive Summit).

Insights on car buyer behaviours and ways
retailers can shift their practices to address
those behaviours effectively are outlined
in the following sections, including the
importance of combining technology and
human interaction to deliver the superior
online experience many car buyers expect.
While significant ground has been covered
over the past year, customer expectations
continue to shift and will play a major role
in how they will differentiate brands moving
forward.

The Connected Car Buyer.
Online Only is a Realistic Option
For many customers, buying a car completely
online seems to be a very appealing option
now, particularly for younger demographics.
According to a 2020 research study from
Facebook (Auto eCommerce Study):

Human Contact is Still a Must
for Many
The same study found that when intended
car buyers were asked about performing the
21 steps of the car buying process:

49%

of all intended car buyers in
the UK see a fully online carbuying process as a realistic
option for them, increasing to

1 in 5 car buyers were
comfortable doing all 21 steps
online, with no dealership visit or
help from a salesperson, and

58%

for buyers intending to
purchase a vehicle £30k or
more, and increasing again to

1 in 2 car buyers were
comfortable doing any one of the
steps without a visit or help, but

for car buyers aged 18-39.

The other 1 in 2 still wanted
human contact within their
purchase process.

60%

Choice is the New Competitive Advantage
The most considerable result of the study was that above all, customers wanted choice.
Different types of customers have different preferences, making choice the new competitive
advantage for retailers to set themselves apart in terms of customer experience. While retailers
often wonder which communication channels to focus on to appeal to customers (live chat
or video chat, websites, VoIP, phone, texting, social media channels, traditional walk-ins, and
so on), it’s actually more important to have all channels covered, and to offer a consistent
customer experience through each channel. All channels are of equal importance in ensuring
each customer’s individual preference is available among their choices to connect digitally.

The Digitised Dealer Experience.
Digitisation Means Customers
Connect Differently

More Car Buyers Are
Communicating Online

Within the industry’s digitisation, retailers
should be aware that their customers’ need
for human interaction hasn’t changed –
but how they communicate has. As more
technology is introduced to support the
car buying process, the way customers
connect with dealers during the purchase
process has shifted accordingly, and they
expect the convenience of connecting at
the relevant time, via the relevant channel,
and on the relevant platform to streamline
their experience.

Although showrooms were closed for
approximately 1/4 of the year due to the
coronavirus, digital connections – customers
sending digital enquiries to dealerships – in
the UK were still overall 22% higher in 2020
than in 2019 (RAPID RTC).

Digital connections in 2020 were

22%
higher
than in 2019.

Digital enquiries in 2020 quickly decreased
after the first lockdown was announced
until they reached the year’s lowest point
in April, but rebounded sharply during May
in anticipation of the lockdown ending at
the beginning of June. Levels peaked in
June – a 215% increase from the April low
(RAPID RTC). This suggests that customer
engagement levels and the desire to connect
with experts during the car buying process
has remained strong despite being unable
to visit in person.

Salespeople are Key to a Standout
Customer Experience

The Race to Embrace Digital
Transformation

Interweaving digital tools into business
practices that keep salespeople at the
center of the overall buying experience
is crucial. With vehicles becoming more
complex, especially with electrification,
salespeople and their product expertise add
tremendous value and help create peace of
mind for customers in the purchase journey.
Facebook’s 2020 study found that:

By the time of the UK’s second lockdown in
2020, Facebook found that most automotive
retailers had already enabled the following
digital processes:

83%

46%

34%

of customers had some sort
of help making a decision in
buying their car,
said the salesperson helped
them select features, and
needed help with the
finance part of the
buying process.

Virtual video demonstrations,
including
the
ability
for
salespeople to share their screens
during digital conversations with
customers to remotely assist in
presenting configurations, sharing
brochures, or reviewing contract
terms,
The acceptance of e-signatures
on contracts,
Reserve It functionality on their
websites, and
Click & Collect options or Delivery
to customers’ homes.
When we see customers reaching a point
in their buying journey to use these types
of digital services and features – we still
see salespeople at the core of the online
purchase process in providing guidance or
assistance as needed toward the final sale.

Sustaining Success in Digital Transformation
Technology is the enabler of change in digital transformation, but the vital outcome is
successfully maintaining that transformation moving forward. Process changes involving
digital tools that enhance the customer experience and allow retailers to meet expectations are
important in achieving this success. For the changes to be sustainable and the tools effective,
retailers and their salespeople must embrace them and understand their benefits. The new
customer journey experience that car buyers are seeking is a combination of digital and
human connection – and technology is the way retailers can bring these two worlds together.

The new customer
journey experience is a
combination of
digital and human
connection.

The Best of Both Worlds:
Man and Machine.
People Buy From People,
Even Online
The salesperson is key to customer
satisfaction in the online experience (as well
as in person), acting as a brand differentiator
to personalise the process for each customer
and help to create loyalty. With buyers
wading through increasingly complex
product offerings as they shop, they can find
reassurance in a salesperson’s professional
expertise, although they still strongly value
the convenience and comfort of shopping
from home:

Regardless of how they use digital channels
to connect during the purchase process –
people still buy from people, thus making it
essential for a retailer’s digital tools to support
the connection between salesperson and
customer. Conversion-to-sale rates increase
by 40% when online customers can connect
directly with a salesperson compared to a
standard online enquiry form (RAPID RTC),
demonstrating the significant value of
salespeople in the digital customer journey,
as well as in the profitability of retailers.
Together, man and machine create the
blended communication style that can
help retailers deliver the online experience
customers are looking for.

Facebook found that

Jumping to

31%

47%

of intended car buyers

within the

prefer to
negotiate
remotely.

18-34
demographic.

Technology Can Help Experts
Exceed Expectations

Digital Processes Should Also
Support Productivity

RAPID RTC Dealer Insights found that on
average, dealerships receive 1 in 3 customer
enquiries during their closed hours,
and incredibly, high volumes of retailer
responses still occur during these times.
Enabling salespeople to use technological
supports that allow them to provide timely
responses remotely after hours is one way
that retailers can work to exceed customer
expectations and differentiate themselves
from the competition. Digital enhancements
should seamlessly co-exist with not only
the customer’s channel of choice, but also
with the experts who can help the customer
wherever they are in their journey, whenever
they need assistance.

A completely frictionless customer journey
via online channels will ideally increase
productivity for retailers at the same time.
For example: within a new process that’s
now possible, personalised (1-to-1) ad
suggestions on Facebook allow customers to
start a conversation with an expert directly
from the ad. As part of this process, the
customer is instantly greeted by an online
receptionist, who qualifies and connects
them with a salesperson at their local
dealership (assuming the salesperson isn’t
currently occupied in the showroom). This
not only creates a virtual walk-in experience
for the customer on a platform they trust, but
also maximises the salesperson’s workday
by allowing them to connect with online
customers when they have the opportunity.

1 in 3
CONVERSATIONS
ARE INITIATED OUT
OF HOURS.
[RAPID RTC]

Conclusion

Optimise People at the Heart of
Digital Processes.
Automotive retailers have taken significant leaps forward in the digital transformation process
throughout 2020, which has benefitted businesses during what was otherwise a very difficult
year. Even without the coronavirus, however, these process changes would always have been
essential to long-term success and growth. Continual shifting of customer expectations will
endure for years to come with more comfort, accessibility, and choice offered through evolving
digital channels and platforms, and embracing the paradigm shift means that retailers who
work to shift their own processes to meet expectations will likely see the most long-term
success.
As more digital connection options naturally
emerge with developing technology,
customers will continue making use of
their convenience moving into the future.
Retailers must ensure online car buyers
can connect with sales experts who are
equipped with the right digital tools to
guide them and help them make progress
in their purchase journey. To deliver a truly
superior online experience, the customer
must be offered the choice to connect with
those experts however and whenever works
best for them, at whatever stage they are at
in the process.

It’s critical now that digital transformation
is firmly embedded in automotive business
practices, that all digital communication
channels are open and available to
customers, and finally, that retailers’ biggest
strength and their best sales tool – their
salespeople – are optimised to successfully
support both business and customer within
this transformation.
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