
Shoppers May Be Ready 
to Buy Cars Online
Smart dealers will help them do so.
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The world has changed. 

Maybe you noticed. We buy groceries online, clothes 

that we’ve never tried on show up on our doorstep, and 

MTV is… well, that happened a while ago. But, in the 

automotive retail industry the question we want to answer 

is: will significant numbers of shoppers truly buy cars 

online – without seeing them first? It looks like the answer 

is “not yet.” 

That’s because for most of us a car is more than a means 

of transportation — it’s an emotional connection, too. 

Have you ever forgotten the password to your email 

and had Gmail ask you for the make and model of your 

first computer or TV or pair of socks? No. Our cars are 

different. We like to feel them, touch them, sit in them 

and smell them — we don’t do that with our socks. 

Shoppers tend to agree. In fact, when asked what they 

would miss if they purchased a car directly online, their 

top two answers were the test drive (66 percent) and 

reviewing the models in person (51 percent)1.

Still, as much as we love our cars, nothing worth 

having comes easy. Most shoppers are unenthusiastic 

about buying a car from the dealership. But why? Test 

driving new cars is fun. Getting treated like a big shot is 

also fun. And, imagining yourself cruising in that nice-

smelling, shiny new toy is very fun. Still, in their Car 

Buyer of the Future Study, Autotrader said that only 17 

of the 4,000 shoppers they surveyed prefer the current 

car buying process.4 So, what gives? 

Most elements of the car buying process are actually 

quite thrilling and fun for customers. Fostering those 

parts will help dealers protect their brands and their 

position in the industry. Unfortunately, there are some 

not-so-fun parts for customers too — like spending a 

good chunk of their hard-earned money on a car.

Today’s shoppers find that the perceived value of a 

dealership is in their automotive expertise —and their 

extensive physical inventory that they can see, compare 

and drive. When they go to the dealership, most 

customers are primarily looking for product experts 

and only secondarily for a salesperson2. The parts 

where shoppers negotiate financing, value trade-ins 

and haggle for the “best price” often feel adversarial 

for both parties, and shoppers don’t want to feel like 

they have a disadvantage in making a major purchase. 
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Giving shoppers the option to execute more of the deal-

structuring process online through a “connected store” 

shows customer-centricity, maintains margins through 

online processes, and frees up dealerships to focus more 

on the parts of their customer experience that are actually 

quite enjoyable to shoppers.

Do Auto Shoppers Really Want to do  
More Online?
Yes they do, and many already are.

In a new study of car buyers, CDK Global wanted to 

find out just how open and enthusiastic auto shoppers 

are about completing more of the purchase process 

—including valuing trade-ins, negotiating and securing 

pricing, checking credit, and more — online.  The simple 

answer is that they are very willing and quite enthusiastic. 

CDK surveyed 1,000 shoppers, and all planned to buy 

or lease a new car in the next three months. Sixty-one 

percent of them said they would be likely or extremely likely 

to use online tools to begin negotiation with a dealer. Only 

15 percent said they would not be likely to do so. Further, 

more than half of the respondents actually expected to 

find the connected store tools described in the survey on 

dealer websites today.9  

Some of the top reasons shoppers were excited about 

potential connected store tools were more obvious, 

like saving time and getting a better understanding of 

their realistic vehicle options. Others were more telling. 

Eighty-one percent of buyers said that it provided the 

information they needed to negotiate prior to finalizing 

the deal in person at the dealership.9 That’s interesting, 

because shoppers today tend to look more to third 

parties and research sites for that type of information.

Moving these steps of the process online empowers 

shoppers and dealers. Both know exactly what to 

expect when that shopper walks through the door. 

They can focus on the positivity and excitement that 

comes with buying a beautiful new car, knowing that 

the toughest part of the process is already done for the 

most part. This allows the dealer to focus on creating 

an amazing experience that will ensure customer loyalty, 

and a faster turnover in stores. That’s what we call a 

win-win.  

Can Dealers Put More of the Buying  
Process Online?

Yes. Most modern dealers already have the ability to offer 

more of the deal-structuring process online, creating a 

connected store where shoppers can complete more of 

the car buying process on their own. It doesn’t mean auto 

dealers should close down their showrooms or send their 

Finance and Insurance department on a vacation. Quite 

the contrary, actually. As we mentioned earlier, shoppers 

aren’t ready —and they might never be —to buy a car 

online, sight unseen. But there are parts of the experience 

61%
of people surveyed were extremely 
or very likely to use an online tool 
to replace negotiations with the dealer.
Source: CDK Business Intelligence
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(i.e., negotiating a trade-in, applying for financing, running 

a credit check, and securing a price) that many shoppers 

would feel more comfortable controlling on their laptops or 

mobile devices. Building a connected store doesn’t mean 

making a 180-degree change to the way cars are sold, 

but rather, adding new tools and conveniences to dealer 

websites will help shoppers through the process.  

 
Should Dealers Put More of the Buying 
Process Online?

Also, yes. There are two primary reasons that dealers 

should be building “connected stores,” where shoppers 

can complete more of the car buying process online. 

Dealers can help protect themselves from new entrants 

and compete on customer-centricity.

Protection from outsiders

Capgemini’s Cars Online 2015 Report, The Selfie 
Experience, said that half of the shoppers they surveyed 

globally were willing to buy a car from a tech company. 

Still, more than half also said that dealers were the most 

important information source in the car buying process.2 

So, what’s going on here? 

Shoppers, especially younger ones, expect more from 

retailers across industries. With so much free and accurate 

information available, competing on price may no longer 

be the best option for most dealers. Further, some 

of those same young shoppers who grew up doing 

business with tech companies like Amazon are getting 

used to the retail experience being all about them. 

Still, most outside entrants have a long way to go if 

they want to enter the automotive retail space. Only 21 

percent of Americans said they were willing to purchase 

a car completely online2 and 88 percent of customers will 

not purchase a car without test driving it.4 That’s good 

news for dealers. More so, shoppers in the CDK study 

said that they expect to find connected store tools on 

dealer websites over other channels like OEM sites and 

third parties, and they would feel more comfortable using 

those tools on a dealer site over those other channels.9

It would seem that to be viable, competitors and outside 

entrants will have to build a seamless online/offline 

in-store/out-of-store experience. Dealers can feasibly 

provide this same experience today. Still, plenty of other 

seemingly stable and protected industries have been 

surprised by outsiders who turned the status quo on its 

head by introducing game-changing innovations aimed at 

improving life for customers. 

Netflix is a great example of a technology company who 

all but obliterated the brick-and-mortar incumbents in the 

industry. A large part of Blockbuster’s revenue actually 

came from penalizing their customers through late fees.5 

Netflix changed that industry by introducing customer-

centric practices that solved a major annoyance for 

consumers. Another, more relevant, example is Uber, 

21% of Americans
would purchase a car completely online.

88% of customers
will not purchase a car without test driving.
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who entered a space with customers who were frustrated 

with lack of innovation and technology, murky pricing, and 

poor customer service. Even though rides with Uber are 

priced similarly to taxis, they are winning through customer-

centricity and innovation. Since this time last year, Uber 

has gone from having the lowest share of “ground 

transportation” journeys amongst business people, when 

compared with regular taxis and car rentals, to 

the highest.6

In both industries, the major players were caught flat footed 

by new entrants who changed the rules, and in the case of 

movie rentals, they were unable to recover. 

Competing on customer-centricity

In CDK’s Connected Store study, 86 percent of shoppers 

said they would choose a dealerships that offer connected 

store capabilities over ones that do not!9 That’s a big deal 

when you consider that competition is incredibly fierce in 

automotive retail. While dealers have enjoyed growth since 

2010, margins have remained flat or shrunk.7 In addition 

to the threat of new entrants from other industries, several 

good years in a row have attracted more dealerships. In 

2014, 200 new dealerships opened in the United States.7 

Further, as our world gets “smaller,” and shoppers have 

more perfect information, it is more and more difficult for 

dealers to compete on price. Modern retailers have pivoted 

from older retail models and also compete on customer 

experience and convenience. 

The auto industry has always been more product-centric. 

A shift towards customer-centricity can drive customers to 

dealerships and to buying more cars in general. When they 

asked younger shoppers, 64 percent told Driving Sales 

they would buy a new vehicle more often if the dealership 

experience wasn’t so difficult.8 They also found that 

younger shoppers are willing to pay more for a better 

dealership experience. 

Customer-centricity is doing all the little things that make 

a group of customers – or all of them – happy. Those 

little conveniences, features and nods towards making 

their lives easier are the things that make them choose 

a dealership over the competition. Many auto shoppers 

indicate that they want to complete more of the auto 

buying and deal structuring process online, on their own 

time. Seventy percent of consumers said they prefer to 

start the F&I process online as it will shorten the process 

and be a better experience.4 Seventy-one percent also 

said that they do not want to be pressured when filling 

out paperwork.4

Many of the most successful new companies in the world 

are wildly customer-centric. If enough of their customers 

want a feature, they build it. Blockbuster’s money making 

model was anti-customer. Their model was built on late 

fees. Netflix solved that. Uber addressed the annoyance 

of trying to get a cab quickly when there were none 

around. Amazon has wreaked havoc on big box stores 

71% of car shoppers do not 
want to be pressured
when filling out paperwork.
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by shortening delivery times for their shoppers – to hours 

in some cases. The connected store is customer-centric 

while supporting dealers, and it works to remove the pain 

from the often frustrating details of buying a car. 

What’s Next - Conclusions and Takeaways 

In this new world it doesn’t have to be adapt or die. It can 

be adapt and thrive. As companies like Netflix and Uber 

have shown, when businesses marry customer-centricity 

with online capabilites and convenience, shoppers will 

respond with their wallets. Auto dealerships have the 

opportunity to do the same while protecting themselves 

from new entrants. The lines between virtual and in-person 

are fading, but the transition between the two must be 

smooth. This includes making sure customers who prefer 

to do more of the process online have the tools to do so 

and are getting accurate and trusted information. And, with 

abundant free information accessible online, if dealers fail 

to provide clear and honest information, then customers 

will find someone who will. 

 

Here’s a more in-depth look at the important takeaways to 

make sure your dealership thrives in this new world.

Start now

Don’t wait for your competition to take market share, or 

worse, for outside entrants to try to change the game. 

Start implementing solutions that allow shoppers to apply 

for financing, value their trade-ins, check their credit, and 

more today. You don’t have to make wholesale changes 

to your sales process, you just have to make it easy for 

shoppers to get into it!

Connected Store experiences must be seamless 

from online to in-store to ownership

With better websites and more information available, 

shoppers today are more likely to know exactly what 

they want when they walk into the dealership. We found 

that the average car buyer spends 75 days shopping 

before a purchase3 and a luxury buyer spends 105. 

That’s three months!  Shoppers told Capgemini in their 

2015 Cars Online Survey that they want dealers to know 

about the work they have already done configuring their 

car online.2 This can all be great news for dealers! A 

shopper that is serious enough about a car to give their 

personal information is ready to buy that car. Shoppers 

want dealers to show them the vehicle they built with the 

features they chose at the price they agreed on. 

A truly seamless experience stretches beyond shopping 

and buying. Dealers must consider the entire shopper 

journey and choose partners that can help them 

achieve a consistent and pleasant shopper experience 

from manufacturer site to dealer site to dealership to 

ownership to service and back. 

The average car buyer spends 75 days shopping 
before a purchase and a luxury buyer spends 105.
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Let shoppers shop, no matter where they do it

Shoppers who choose to put their deal together online 

might be put off by pressure to come into the store. 

Dealers that implement online solutions for structuring 

deals must let those solutions do their job and drive 

shoppers to the showroom organically.

  

Build trust through transparency

CDK Global’s insight, combined with input from other 

sources, says that consumers’ trust in dealerships is 

not bad, but it’s not great either. Building a deal online 

requires shopper information — information that they 

are hesitant to share. To build trust, deals that are built 

online must be rock solid and reliable to a shopper. 

They must be absolutely confident that the details they 

put together online will be honored in-store.  

It’s not for everybody

Not all customers are ready to provide their personal 

information to a dealership. Some will never want to, 

and some are perfectly happy with the car buying 

experience just the way it is. Providing more online 

options for shoppers should never be implemented at 

the detriment to those shoppers who aren’t ready.  

The world has changed, and car dealers are well-

poised to capitalize on those changes to solidify their 

business and satisfy customers for years to come.
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