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Automotive in the digital age 
How  we  buy  a  car  today  is  significantly 

different from how we bought cars ten years ago 
and  the  next  10  years  may  be  even  more 
significant.  The  changing  nature  of  personal 
transportation and the knock-on effect is the big 
driver of change in the automotive industry. In 
this  chapter  we  focus  mainly  on  individual 
consumers and how they buy and interact with 
the automotive industry.

A great deal of the automotive industry is set up 
as a distribution system. Out of necessity, the car 
production  process  is  very  mechanistic,  with 
efficiency in mind at all times. Any competitive 
advantage is critical, as margins are tight.

Historically,  the  car  sales  process  has  followed 
the  manufactur ing  log ic ,  a  some what 
mechanistic process that was the cornerstone of 
what made it a success. Apart from the new car 
launches, the majority of the information about 
the vehicle resided with the auto dealership. 

Prospective  car  buyers  primarily  had  a 
single  point  of  contact  and  in  common  with 
many other industries, this was the sales person. 
They  in  many  ways  controlled  the  flow  of 
information. This can be referred to as the pre-
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internet era. 

The dealership provided more than a single 
function,  they  were  both  educators  as  well  as 
being responsible for sales, service and repairs. 

The design of the business was along these 
lines and it all worked well since it more or less 
mirrored the way customers were making their 
purchase decision. 

Then  something  happened  and  it  all 
changed, well, almost. 

Along comes The Internet. 

The internet disrupted a key role of the car 
dealership.  Gone  are  the  days  when  the 
dealership is the source of all the information. In 
fact that role has being dwarfed by what is now 
available  at  the  touch  of  a  key.  And  the  new 
source, the internet, is seen to be impartial. Not 
only  that  it  provides  the  information  the  way 
the consumer wants it, on their terms. Suddenly 
one of the roles of the sales person is eroded. 

In our analysis of the auto industry and the 
dealerships  in  particular,  it  becomes clear  that 
this  change  has  happened.  However,  equally 
clear  is  the  fact  that  dealerships  have  not  yet 
evolved  with  the  change.  There  is  a  sense  in 
many that they secretly hope it will go back to 
normal, ie the way it used to be, pre-internet. 

There  is  nothing  unusual  about  this.  The 
change has in fact happened rather quickly and 
in an industry that may not be the most agile in 
nature given its structure. 
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W h a t  b u s i n e s s  a re 
you in? 

Regardless of your business 
focus, it is vital to understand and 
decide what business you are in. 
To declare “car dealership” is too 
simplistic a view. A few key 
questions, simple yet overlooked 
and frequently difficult to answer, 
may help clarify:  

• Who is your target customer?  

• How do they buy from you, not 
just the final transaction? 

• What do they value? 

• What do they want to buy from 
you? a car or transportation?  

• What kind of business do you 
want to run? 

• How do your customers want 
to buy from you? 

S t a r t b y a n s w e r i n g t h e s e 
questions and you are well on 
your way to find out how and 
where digital can help your  
business.  

Naturally there is more to it than 
this but it is a starting point. 
Going d ig i ta l w i thout th is 
understanding is like driving in 
the dark, sure you will get 
somewhere, but who knows 
where nor what damage you will 
cause in the process.  

The biggest choice is in how to 
use digital to support your 
business goals and vision. This 
will dictate your success.  

Remember, the majority of 
customers now decide what they 
want before they even meet you. 
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As a means of illustrating this change we have looked at 3 versions of the 
auto industry. 

Past. 

Present. 

Future. 

The past was a somewhat simpler time with the showroom being the at 
the centre. It makes for a good comparison with what we find today. 

One stark observation we find when reviewing the present day customer 
journey  of  the  auto  industry  is  that  the  customer  journey  has  significantly 
changed from the pre-internet era but the industry has not evolved to match. 
With a few exceptions there is now a misalignment between how customers 
now buy and how the automotive industry meets this customer need. 

In addition, for almost all dealerships and manufacturers for that matter, 
there is a great opportunity to work with referrals and re-purchase. However, in 
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Figure 1.1 - Automotive Past
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so many cases the view of sales is as a one-time event. Each cycle a customer 
goes through starts as if they are totally new to the dealership. Little is done to 
proactively help existing customers instead of treating them as new ones each 
time. 

While  this  could  be  managed  by  sales  and  a  CRM  System,  it  is 
compounded by the fact that all too often the service department has nothing 
to do with sales and visa-versa. Two silos that do not work together. Service 
could easily provide the triggers for sales but few if any do. 

There is an opportunity to do much more and close the loop a lot better 
to help the customer rather than just focusing on the car. All too often the focus 
is on the product, the car, and not the needs of the customer or building the 
relationship with the owner. 

Globally today, almost 50% of car buyers begin online and this number is 
growing. In addition, customers typically switch between online and offline 4 
times while making their  purchase decision.  Many website visitors  may also 1

have requested more information.  If  the website has that option,  it  is  often 
poorly executed. 

The  reality  is  also  that  in  the  past  where  customers  visited  several 
dealerships, they now only visit a few. Some dealerships report a decrease 
in footfall  by more than 50%  and yet there is little or no impact on 
sales. 

A further reality is that current visitors to a dealership will  be familiar 
with the car they are looking for. They will also be close to making their minds 
up on who to buy from. This is why it sometimes feels that the sales person is 
more of an order taker than sales person. However that would be a shortsighted 
view. Those that understand sales as a process will use the opportunity to build a 
relationship. This increases the chances of closing a sale and also at a higher 
value.  

The value chain in the industry may not help but this is hardly an excuse. 

 Bain Global Automotive Consumer Survey 2017 (China, Germany, India, UK and US)1
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We can clearly see and frequently experience sales staff becoming more 
like  order  facilitators.  Their  inherent  value  has  diminished due  to  a  lack  of 
action.  Just  because  the  sales  person  is  no  longer  the  sole  gatekeeper  of 
information, it does not mean they do not add value.  This seems to be allowed 
to happen by the industry and it seems to be allowing this trend to continue. 
And this is not something unique to the auto industry.

One complication for the auto sector is that there is an additional change 
taking place besides how customers buy; the digitisation of the product itself. 
This is driving a redefinition of the product and the value proposition and is 
having two impacts: 

1. There is increased focus on the product and technology, thus reducing the 
focus on the customer and how they buy. 

2. Customers  are  changing  how  they  define  their  needs  for  a  car  and  are 
starting to view it as a service. This will fuel the next change in how people 
buy and thus on the customer journey. It also represents a great opportunity 
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Figure 1.2 - Automotive Present
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with a reduced focus on margins and increased focus on service but that is a 
point for another time.  

The net result may well mean that there is an increased risk that auto 
dealers in particular are further apart from their customers than ever before. 
Instead of starting to adjust to customers needs and close the gap as they travel 
along their customer journey, they are focused on the product and defining it in 
pre-internet terms. 

There is no doubt there will be casualties in the sector, many of which will 
be in the dealership networks.  But there will  also be great opportunities for 
those that adapt to the new reality. While there is a lot of talk of the new reality, 
it will take time to evolve. 

The new reality and customer journey is by no means set in stone. It is 
fluid and is being transformed and defined by those involved as well as by new 
actors in the sector. The guiding light in the auto sector is the exact same as in 
others;  focus  on  how  customers  buy  and  what  they  want  to  buy  and 
meet these needs. 

Simple. 

But not so simple to implement. 

A common  misconception  with  focusing  on  customers  is  that  many 
believe  this  means  only  listening  to  them and  providing  what  they  ask  for. 
Customers may or may not know what they want, therefore this is not as simple 
as making what they want. As Henry Ford put it many years ago, if he asked 
customers what they wanted, they would have told him faster horses. However, 
if you focus on the customer, you are in a better position to anticipate their 
needs, even more than they do themselves as you also know more about the 
possibilities, just like Henry Ford at the start of the automotive revolution. 

Those that focus on their customers can serve and add a lot of value as 
they  bridge  customer  needs  with  what  is  possible  and  define  products  and 
services in their sector to match. In an evolving industry the anticipation of 
needs will  be more powerful.  A look at how Apple work with and anticipate 
customers needs can be insightful. 

Click for - How to Design a Profitable Business in a Digital World �6

https://www.digitalscorecard.com/how-to-design-a-profitable-business-in-a-digital-world/


Business Design in a Digital World March 14, 2019

This is not unique to the auto industry. But the auto industry is on the 
cusp of radical change and most of us are impacted by it in one way or another. 
Thus it makes for a good learning experience.  

The  Automative  Futures  customer  journey,  shown in  Figure  11.3,  is  an 
example of one future. Personal transportation as a service or to be blunt, car 
use without vehicle ownership. 

It is expected that there will be a more complex car market in the future 
but  perhaps  a  simpler  one  for  consumers.  In  the  short  to  medium  term, 
especially in urban environments, transport as a service is a real opportunity. 
This is an on-demand type of service to have access to personal transportation 
without  vehicle  ownership.  We are  already seeing these services  today.  With 
autonomous vehicles the growth and demand is expected to be significant, but 
even before the service is ready, there is a demand as it meets a customer need.   

Customers are in fact buying the use of the vehicles ie transport and not 
the vehicle in and of itself. You may see it as a mix of car rental and a taxi service 
and it naturally has an appeal in urban areas. 

Talking to this group about their needs in terms of owning or leasing a 
vehicle, will naturally not be aligned with how they want to use and experience 
personal transportation. How customers wish to buy such a service will be closer 
to how we purchase services such as booking a hotel room or a taxi. We can see 
some services of this ilk today but the propensity to use them is expected to 
increase, or at least the way in which they are bought is more likely to become a 
part/segment of how the auto industry customer journey evolves.  

Those  businesses  that  have  evolved  to  meet  the  customer  journey  of 
today’s customers, are in a much stronger position to meet the needs of those 
seeking personal transportation services in the future. 
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Lessons and Actions 
The most significant lesson for anyone involved in the auto industry is to 

understand how well they are adapting to how customers buy from them today. 
All too many are operating along the lines of how customers used to buy rather 
than based on how they want to buy today. In one study it is estimated that over 
25% of car buyers would be interested in an online purchase option . 2

Adding social media may be a good step but it is only a small addition and 
in many cases misses the point completely. There is no one Social tactic to be 
used. Social needs to be applied along the customer journey and the message 
and style will vary along the journey. 

 Bain Global Automotive Consumer Survey 2017 (China, Germany, India, UK and US)2
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Figure 11.3 - Automotive Futures
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Many  dealerships  and  indeed  manufacturers  confine  themselves  to  an 
“awareness  mode”  and  use  Social  as  a  broadcast  mechanism.  This  may  be 
effective at the start of a customer journey but can backfire if applied later in 
the journey. With Social Media engagement is valued - broadcasting is not. 

Decide what business you are in and act accordingly. If you are in 
the car business then you are deciding to sell  cars,  ie  the physical  products. 
Align to suit this and how customers wish to buy today. 

In the not too distant future the market is expected to evolve further with 
new options, including personal transportation which is not about buying a car  
but is about buying the benefits of the car rather than the object itself. If you 
are in the personal transportation business then align to that. It is a broader 
concept than car ownership and will be more demanding. However it is likely to 
be popular, especially in urban areas and even more so with autonomous vehicles 
or even semi-autonomous. Inroads are being made here today by many and new 
competitors will be even more evident. 

Those that  strive  to meet  today’s  customer journey will  be  in  a  much 
better position in the new reality. 

The key message is  that alignment between what business you 
are  in  and  how  your  customers  want  to  buy  is  needed.  Once  that  is 
known, digital can help a great deal. To start with the digital tools is to approach 
it backwards. A bit like deciding what sports gear I should pack before deciding 
what  sport  I  am going  to  play.  Equally,  starting  by  deciding  on the  type  of 
vehicle, is to start with the solution instead of defining the need.  

Besides, all the new opportunities in the auto industry is largely driven by 
technology development. One of the big commercial opportunities is to start 
working and implementing systems based on how customers want to buy. Those 
companies that are building these relationships now will be in a better position 
to deliver different types of services to the customer, be they in the market for a 
new car or personal transportation. At the same time, here is nothing stopping a 
business from offering both. 
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The  ability  to  understand  and  address  the  client  needs  is  the  main 
opportunity, if taken.  

Lastly  the use of  an App may make consumption easier,  especially  for 
those selling a transport service. This includes manufacturers as while they make 
cars, they do not have to focus on selling cars. They can also sell the service that 
the car provides or work with partners that will do so. Greater margins are likely 
with such services, especially when driven by credible brands. Consider some of 
the lessons from the hospitality industry and how they have been impacted by 
the online booking engines. 

Really, the only questions to ask. 

 What does your automotive future look like? 

  Even more importantly, what are you doing about it? 

 And  ultimately,  how  are  you  using  digital  tools  to 
communicate with your prospective and existing customers 
in  an  efficient  manner  and  at  the  same  time  ensuring  they 
experience the communication as personal? 
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Why not go to the resource area to get more 
articles like this and more importantly some tools 
that can help you as a business leader to use digital 
for growth. The resource area includes templates 
and downloads that extend and expand on 
material in this article. Go to this page now and 
c l a i m t h e f r e e r e s o u r c e s t o d a y h t t p s : / /
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