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As chronicled in the best-selling book, Moneyball: The Art of 
Winning an Unfair Game, Billy Beane and his Oakland regime 
helped usher in a new era of player performance evaluation. 
With an uncharacteristic reliance on math and science, Beane 
and his team recalculated and recalibrated a player’s true 
ROI and, in the process, blew up conventional major league 
scouting wisdom. 

Beane famously and controversially forsook the old-school 
eye test normally used to evaluate a prospect’s potential and 
assembled a team of players based on new combinations of 
performance metrics. The result? His A’s team rode the 3rd 
lowest payroll in major league baseball to an historic win 
streak and post-season run, arguably accomplishing more 
with “less” than any team prior.
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A similar evolution is occurring in automotive. 

Since the dawn of the billboard, car dealers have been in 
search of a magic metric to best measure their marketing. 
Traditional advertising was hard enough to track. Then 
things went digital. And even with all the cookieing, 
tagging and  tracking at an advertiser’s disposal, the 
quest for ultimate attribution has remained fraught with 
confusion and uncertainty. 

Let’s call it what it is—analytics is a real pain in the 
assessment. Yep. You heard it here first. Measuring ROI, true 
ROI, is really, really hard. So hard, that it can sometimes feel 
like an unfair game.

So, it’s more important than ever to hire the right metrics 
manager— a professional digital advertising expert who 
can signal in all the right plays. But you need more than 
expert coaching to level this playing field.

It’s time to look past the common key performance 
indicators (KPI) to figure out how to make marketing 
decisions and set advertising budgets based firmly on the 
metrics that move metal. 
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To do that, we’ll strip down a few of the most common KPIs, as 
well as some recent developments in digital that have further 
complicated the metric mission. Then, we’ll propose an 
entirely new way to approach success measurement, one that 
will have you tracking shoppers instead of chasing metrics.

Finally, you’ll meet The BOS. That’s right. It’s an exclusive peek 
behind the curtain of an advertising platform that takes the 
analysis out of analytics. The Budget Optimization System 
measures shopper activity, adjusts your media spend in real-
time and distributes your dollars to the channels that matter 
most, at the moment it matters most. Yeah--- it’s pretty cool.

But before we go there, let’s discuss why all metrics are in fact 
not created equal.
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Remember the days when a form lead was the holy grail of 
performance measurement? It made sense. After all, when 
a shopper submits a form lead, the process of linking their 
online activity to a sale is fairly straightforward. If only things 
were so easy now. 

Gone are the days when a form submission, email or phone 
call were a shopper’s only means of expressing intent. Today’s 
shoppers can now kick your dealership’s (and your cars’) tires 
in countless ways before they come anywhere near your 
showroom. Their online shopping behaviors and the research 
tools and channels at their disposal are more complex and 
sophisticated than ever. 

Choices, expectations and touch 
points abound for car shoppers 
with virtually unlimited access 
and options. No wonder more 
and more are choosing to forego 
the form lead. Which brings 
us to our next challenge—as 
the shopper evolves, so must  
our reporting.

Shoppers, Screens & 
Stats, Oh My!
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We’ve already alluded to the inherent deficiency in equating 
marketing effectiveness with lead generation. There’s an 
undeniable correlation between leads and sales. Nobody’s 
disputing that. But there just aren’t a lot of them. 

To borrow another analogy from baseball, the lead is the no-
brainer, can’t-miss (naturally enhanced… cough, cough) home-
run hitter. They pass the eye test, and sometimes even yield 
returns. Only problem is—they come around once in a decade. 

Only a shrinking minority of shoppers is willing to submit a 
lead. In fact, our latest research indicates that a mere 1% of 
auto shoppers submit an email lead.* Just 1%! 

What are the metrics that really impact car sales? Before 
we answer that, let’s first explain why a few of 
the other widely used KPIs may not tell the 
whole story. 

KPLies

*Source: Cobalt Business 
Intelligence, 201407
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%
of auto shoppers
submit an 
email lead.1

Source: Cobalt Business Intelligence, 2014



MUDDY METRICS

According to a 2013 eMarketer study, the click-through 
rate (CTR) remains the KPI most often used to gauge the 
effectiveness of automotive advertising. The danger in 
taking too much stock in the CTR is that it’s just the first step 
in a shopper’s journey. It doesn’t account for the deeper 
consumer engagement that may or may not occur post click. 

Site visits represent another misleading metric. They suffer 
from a similar shortcoming as clicks. It’s called the bounce 
rate. On a daily basis, a high percentage of non-shopper 
traffic is hitting your site and leaving immediately. And even 
if a visitor doesn’t bounce, what happens after she visits your 
home page? It’s hard to track. Even harder to take the time to 
track. 

Visits have always been a noisy measure. But over the past few 
years, the precision of the site visit has gotten even muddier, 
thanks in larger part to two growing Internet trends. 
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as a Randy Johnson
slider.

MISLEADING

When viewed in isolation, 
site visits, leads and



SPLIT SCREENS

The proliferation of devices has further tangled the metric web. 
It’s not uncommon for one shopper to use 2-3 different devices 
while shopping for a vehicle. 

Your prospects might check your specials on their tablets at 
breakfast, visit your hours and directions page on their phones 
during their commute, and then jump over to their laptops 
to browse your inventory at work. Convenient for them. 
Cumbersome for you.

The truth is this—for now, standard web analytics can’t keep up 
with this hip hop device dance. Each time a shopper switches from 
his laptop to his desktop, current tracking technology counts him 
as a new visitor. If he hops from Internet Explorer to Chrome… 
yep—another visitor. 
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GOT 99 PROBLEMS AND A BOT IS ONE

The reliability of the site visit metric has taken another hit 
thanks to the explosion of non-human “bot” traffic. Your website 
providers spend considerable energy filtering these bots from 
your reporting, but it’s not an exact science. And if you’re a 
dealer group using different website platforms and tools for 
your different brands, bot filtering is likely inconsistent across 
platforms. That can make cross-tool analytics comparisons, 
well… complicated.

In baseball scouting terms, clicks and site visits are the 
equivalent of every t-baller in America. They all might deserve 
a participation award. But do they all deserve a visit from a big 
league scout??? Can you say, “misallocation of resources?”
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THE OBP OF THE VDP

The on-base percentage, or OBP, is one of the stats within the 
package of previously overlooked performance indicators 
that Moneyballers offer as a more accurate reflection of a 
player’s offensive value. In recent years there’s been a lot of 
research around how vehicle detail page (VDP) views are more 
indicative of your advertising effectiveness than other KPIs. 

Two years ago, Cobalt launched the VDP crusade when we 
found that two online activities stood out as two of the most 
telling predictors of sales—time on VINs and total VDP views.  
The amount of time shoppers spend viewing your inventory, 
along with their total number of VDP views have proven to 
be some of the best individual predictors of car sales. The key 
word here is individual. Here’s what we mean…
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eMarketer may have put it best: 

Too often, companies view KPIs individually, when their 
true meaning can only be divined by layering them with  
other measures.

In the case of clicks, the irony is thick. As the eMarketer study 
points out, one of the most valued metrics, CTR, is in fact 
“a microscopic number, reflecting a miniscule amount of 
consumer activity.” 

Bottom line? Leads, clicks, visits and VDP views all have value—
as do inventory searches and hours & directions lookups. They 
just can’t tell the whole story when viewed in isolation. No 
single number can. They’re simply incomplete—pint-sized, 
partial pictures of the shoppers they represent. 
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THE NEED FOR NOW

As if splintered screens and beastly bots don’t complicate things 
enough, the challenge of tracking is two-fold. Determining what 
to track is just the beginning. There’s also the little issue of when 
to track.  

The same 2013 eMarketer study found that performance 
metrics in the auto sector are not only changing, they’re 
constantly evolving month to month and campaign 
to campaign. The report goes as far as to say that, “In some 
cases, KPIs can be useful in one moment and entirely unreliable  
the next.” 

In short, the metrics that matter may change moment to 
moment. Yesterday’s KPI may mean nothing today, and even 
less tomorrow.

Let’s face it—these are not your father’s KPIs. It’s clear that 
digital developments have increasingly complicated the art 
and science of success measurement. And there’s no shortage 
of crooked yardsticks that can create the illusion of success.  
So what now?
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In the same way that Moneyballers used more refined equations 
to establish new combinations of numbers to evaluate player 
potential, it’s time to start using a more sophisticated mix of 
metrics to evaluate our marketing success. It’s time for your 
dealership’s performance tracking to become more precise, 
more actionable and more immediate. How?

Our scouting department set out to answer that question. 
Cobalt researchers analyzed billions of online shopping 
activities. Literally. Billions. If you’ve been looking for a car, 
chances are, we’ve been watching. But that’s not all. They also 
broke down who purchased, as well as what they bought.*  
So what’d they do next? 

*We examine everything except the identity of the shopper. So don’t worry.  
No shoppers were harmed in the making of this eBook.14
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They took a nap. That $#!+’s exhausting. 

Kidding. They went back and began the painstaking process of 
tying those shopper interactions to those vehicle sales. They 
looked at who bought, what they did before they bought and 
the common patterns of behavior these shoppers share. Then 
they linked those patterns of behavior back to the resulting 
car sales. 

This closed-loop network analysis revealed a new set of 
customer activities that, when layered together within 
reoccurring patterns, have proven to lead to sales. It’s within 
these patterns of consumer behavior that we can gain insight 
into how engaged shoppers are and how likely they are to buy. 
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The coolest part? These shopping patterns do more than recap 
the past. They predict the future. We can use these popular 
paths to purchase to help steer future shoppers through 
theirs’, and towards your dealership.

In other words, the proof is in the patterns. And with that… 
It’s time to meet The BOS.
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The BOS is to dealers what Moneyball was to small-market 
major league teams. It’s the ultimate equalizer in an unfair 
game. The Budget Optimization System is a digital advertising 
platform that distributes demand-based dollars across three 
ad channels—search, display and retargeting. 

It’s more than a platform. It’s an advertising partner as dynamic 
and agile as the shoppers it tracks and targets. It’s a partner 
with a promise—that your ad budget will be invested with an 
all-seeing eye on ROI.

The BOS is fueled by an algorithm. But not just any algorithm. 
An algorithm born directly from our closed-loop analysis 
of shopping patterns and the predictive value of certain 
combinations of shopper activity. This algorithm not only 
measures shopper engagement with your vehicles and 
predicts the likelihood of a sale. It also triggers The BOS to… 
(wait for it)… automatically adjust your ad spend to focus on 
exactly when, and in what channel, your next advertising dollar 
should be spent. 

Meet the New BOS
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ALLOCATING SPEND

PAID
SEARCH

SHOPPER
ACTIVITY

ADVERTISING
SPEND

DISPLAY
ADVERTISING

BOS
BUDGET
OPTIMIZation
SYSTEM

INPUT

RETARGETING

CROSS-CHANNEL
OPTIMIZATION

The BOS is constantly monitoring your shoppers’ activity 
and your media performance in real-time to assure that 
every last one of your digital dollars is being spent on the 
advertisement proven to be most effective. This means that 
your ads run at the right time, in the right channel and  
(this is HUGE!) at the right price. No more guessing.  
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Bid optimization technology by itself is nothing to write 
home about. But The BOS is distinct in two critical ways. 
Most platforms optimize based on clicks, and only clicks. Our 
algorithm ensures that The BOS tracks and triggers based on 
deeper shopper engagement that occurs post click. Secondly, 
and perhaps even more significantly, The BOS optimizes your 
digital advertising investment across all of your digital ad 
channels. It’s called cross-channel optimization, and it’s an 
automotive first.

Why is cross-channel optimization so important? There’s an 
inherent danger in setting your ad budget for your search, 
display and retargeting channels separately. There’s no 
human way to know how shopper engagement and demand 
will change in real time within each channel on a monthly 
basis, let alone weekly or daily. 
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Say you want to spend $1000 in the paid search channel one 
month. So you set your budget at the beginning of the month 
and cross your fingers that the demand will match that budget. 
It turns out there’s only $600 worth of demand in that channel 
that month. That’s $400 sitting on the bench. $400 that could 
have been spent generating more opportunities in another 
channel. $400 of missed opportunity. Ouch. 

Not on The BOS’s watch. When demand peaks in one channel, 
or when one is performing better than the others, The BOS 
automatically moves budget to the channel that will generate 
the most reach, engagement and, ultimately, the greatest ROI. 
What The BOS does, quite simply, is monitor, manage and 
maximize your ROI for you. 
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Predetermined budgets locked in disconnected channels are 
a thing of the past. The distribution of your dollars across all 
of your ad channels needs to be based on real-time consumer 
demand and the probability of that allocation--- that exact ad 
at that exact time in that exact channel--- inspiring shopper 
activity that leads to a sale.     

If the proof is in the patterns, the payoff is in the platform.
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The CEO of  Your ROI
There is an epidemic failure within the game to understand 
what is really happening. And this leads people who run 
Major League Baseball teams to misjudge their players and 
mismanage their teams.

 - Peter Bland, Moneyball

The failure that Moneyball exposed was that of the baseball 
traditionalist’s overdependence on overvalued metrics that 
have less of a direct correlation to wins than other measurables 
might. Moneyballers did more than find those missing 
measurables. They packaged them together to create a formula 
far more predictive of a player’s potential.   

The same logic applies when evaluating your prospects. 
New numbers need to be considered when calculating your 
marketing performance. Those numbers can’t be viewed in 
isolation. They can only be evaluated as they relate to one 
another and the shopper activity they represent. And their true 
value lies in their correlation to car sales.
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If only selling cars is as easy as drafting a baseball team. Scouts 
have the luxury of taking years to compute a player’s potential 
payoff. Dealers have just moments to analyze and react on the 
fly to the ever-changing ever-challenging ecosystem of car-
shopping demand and complexity. It’s alive. And post-mortem 
measurement—analysis after the fact—on its own, just won’t 
cut it anymore. 

Predictive algorithmic powers. Moving money from 
underperforming channels to outperforming channels in real 
time. It sounds like the stuff of ad sci-fi fantasy. It’s not. It’s The 
BOS. And it’s the CEO of your ROI. 

BOS

BOS
BUDGET
OPTIMIZation
SYSTEM

ALLOCATING SPEND
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