






Establishing connections:

Building awareness & 
driving consideration
Connections are established by investing the right amount of 

effort into the proper resources to reach and attract the right buyer.  

Getting these connections right at the beginning of the journey alludes  

to trustworthiness, leading to consideration amongst consumers.
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Before visiting a dealership, consumers are arming themselves with information to ensure they’re 

able to get the best deal. Establishing trust and transparency during the research phase is important, 

as 79% of consumers are concerned with non-transparent sales tactics or overpaying for a vehicle. 

Where seekers and sellers are connected: digital.
Only 4% of Canadians say they don’t do any prep work at all, with the average person spending 

7 weeks researching before entering a dealership. The vast majority of that research time is spent 

in front of a computer. 

Car shoppers and dealers are aligned on the importance of digital during the research phase. 

Relative to 1-2 years ago, dealers are increasingly recognizing that Canadians are doing more 

research before visiting the dealership and are placing greater emphasis on their digital spend, 

rather than traditional advertising methods. 

Where there’s a disconnect: time spent vs marketing spend.
While two-thirds of dealers say they’ve increased their digital marketing spend within the last year,  

only 55% are currently allocating at least half of their marketing budgets to digital channels. This 

disconnect is somewhat alarming, however, as dealers are intent on closing the digital gap with 83% 

anticipating an increased spend over the next 2 years.

Establishing connections

Building awareness.

VS 83%
of consumers spend more than 

one-half of their time researching 
using digital channels.

Digital Advertising

84%
No change since 2016

Traditional Advertising

8%

-14%
 since 2016

55%
of dealers allocate more than 

one-half of their media budget 
to digital/online channels.

96% of consumers spend an average of 7 weeks researching 
before they go into the dealership.

83% of consumers spend more than one-half of their time 
researching using digital channels, while only 55% of dealers allocate 
more than one-half of their media budget to digital/online channels.
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Where there’s a disconnect: perceived influence and value of digital channels.

A second disconnect is where and how much dealers are allocating their digital budgets 

compared to the actual channels car shoppers are using and fi nding the most value.

A dealer’s website and online classifi eds sites are the two most leveraged research 

resources for Canadian car shoppers. Consumers stated that the website is also the 

most influential in helping them determine whether or not to visit a dealer’s showroom. 

But when asked, dealers perceived channels such as Facebook to have similar ROI 

as their website, when in reality, their own website will receive signifi cantly higher 

unique traffi c.

The key takeaway? Digital channels are great and it’s important for dealers to 

understand the value and influence of each channel during the consumer shopping 

journey. Ensure that digital investment is balanced and optimized to reach your 

potential customers at the right time. 

Building awareness.

Usage of marketing channels: dealers vs. consumers
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Dealerships' usage of digital marketing channels & perceived ROI
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Establishing connections
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As car shoppers move through the research phase, what sparks consideration 

and influences a visit to the dealership and what are dealers doing to attract them?

Word of mouth is the #1 offline research tool among Canadian car shoppers. Hearing 

about a positive experience from another customer plays a large role in influencing 

consideration. If consumers aren’t familiar with a dealership from their own past 

experience or word-of-mouth, they fi nd it benefi cial to seek out transparency with 

trustworthy testimonials, via public ratings and reviews.

Disconnect: ratings and reviews.
While car shoppers stated that ratings and reviews are helpful when selecting a 

dealership, fewer dealers are seeing the value and importance of ratings and reviews. 

Connect and disconnect: transparency in sales and vehicle info.
While Canadian car shoppers and dealers agree that transparency of sales information 

is very important, there is a disconnect in the actual vehicle details the car shopper 

wants and what the dealer provides. The top two vehicle details Canadians want to 

see are full pricing and vehicle fuel effi ciency, which only half of dealers in Canada 

regularly provide in their VDPs. 

53%
use any offline resources
1. Word of mouth (29%)

2. Manufacturer brochures (21%)

3. TV (12%)

77%
of dealers see value in 
recommendations

51%
of dealers see value 
in ratings and reviews

92%
of dealers agree that 
transparency of sales 
info is very important 
to business success

       52%

      50%

             96%

      62%

          73%

Total price

Fuel effi ciency

Mileage

Avail warranty

Accident history

Establishing connections

Driving consideration 
& piquing interest.

% always provided by dealers
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If all things are equal, what prompts car shoppers to visit one dealership over the other? 

Consumers who fi nd value in a vehicle are willing to drive the distance to save, sometimes 

up to 250KM to save just $1500.

Receiving great value on a product is a key aspect of the Canadian shopper’s mindset. 

For many, it is a source of personal pride. When the purchase is as big as an automobile, 

it becomes that much more important for buyers to want to receive value.

When consumers haven’t dealt with a specifi c dealership in the past, nor have they 

been recommended to that dealership, promotions are the best way to pique interest. 

Consumers say a good promotion is the #1 factor influencing their dealer choice. 

The disconnect arrives where dealers seem to understate the relevant importance 

of sales and promotions. This indicates there may be an opportunity to pique interest

by amplifying communication of sales and promotions whenever possible.

Driving consideration 
& piquing interest.

Dealers' expectation of influence

(T2B on scale from 1 to 10)
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High end
vehicles # of cars

featured

Local

Has showroom

Showroom 
proximity

Sales/promotions

Ratings & reviews
Recos

Vehicle history

Transparent pricing

Past experience

Quality of info

Speed of response 
to online inquiries

Quality
of pics
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Across 17 aspects: where do sales and
promotions rank in importance?

#1 Influence on consumers' choice

#15 Dealers' expectation of influence 

Understated by dealers

Establishing connections



Strengthening connections:

The dealership visit
Getting Canadian car shoppers into the dealership is a big win. This means the 

dealer is now connected with the buyer – either through a strong proposition of 

trust and value or through a word-of-mouth recommendation. 

To strengthen the connection with intending buyers once they’re on the lot, dealers 

need to present and maintain a perception of trustworthiness and transparency. 

When all other things are equal, car shoppers will buy from people they like.
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Once the connection between the car shopper and the dealer has been established, we move on 

to the next phase of the purchase journey: the dealership visit. It is here the connections need 

to be strengthened in order to close the deal.

If consumers made it to the showroom, it means the dealership has managed to pique their interest - 

which is a huge success! But more often than not, visitors are still looking to evaluate their options, 

so it’s important that their experience in-store is a positive one.

The percentage of Canadian car shoppers who walk into a dealership for the fi rst time and are ready 

to buy is debatable due to many influencing factors. The majority of Canadians we spoke to say 

they’re not quite ready to buy or lease on their fi rst visit. 

Disconnect: the pressure-free environment.
Dealerships are 4x more likely to close a sale if they’re not forceful or pushy with the consumer. 

But, less than one-half recognize the importance of not being forceful or pushy. Dealers should 

use the time in the showroom to nurture the prospective consumer through providing consultative 

help, rather than a hard sell. Patience and transparency is key when it comes to establishing 

relationships and closing the sale. 

The importance of a pressure 
free sales environment. 

18%

Just starting out

41%

Did some research, but 
not prepared to buy/lease

42%

Prepared to buy/lease

State of research progress at time of dealership visit

46% of dealers say it’s extremely important 
to not be forceful and pushy.

Transparent/honest 
salespeople 

Non-forceful/pushy 
salespeople

Dealerships ruled out Dealerships purchased / leased from

54%

53%

GAP

Only visited 
one dealership

34%
Avg. # of dealerships visited 

before buying

2.5

Strengthening connections 
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It’s no surprise that the dealer salesperson plays a huge role in the car shopping journey. 

Unaided, 41% of Canadians say service would be the determining factor for choosing one 

dealership over another, if all else was equal. 

Connect: hiring the right skills.
Dealers are adapting their hiring practices, now searching for the right skill set to meet 

customer’s expectations of a trusted sales experience, which is someone who’s personable

and will listen to consumers rather than a simple hard sell.

Opportunity: maintain a strong sales team.
Having a bad experience with a salesperson is as much of a purchase deterrent as unfair 

pricing for car shoppers. In fact, a negative interaction with sales staff is the #1 reason why a 

potential customer would rule out a specifi c dealership. On the flip side, salespeople are also 

the strongest drivers of loyalty towards a dealership, so it’s critical to train staff and focus on 

natural, positive sales experiences for all consumers. C
hange vs. 2016

Computer literacy
Commitment to customer service

Effective communication 
Strong listener

Positive attitude
Enthusiasm

General sales experience
Vehicle sales experience

+5
+5
-9
-6

87%

76%
74%
74%

61%
31%

29%

78%

% more important

89% of dealers agree that they have to hire 
people with skills that are different than the skills 

people they hired had a few years ago.

89%
(58% strongly agree 
– an increase of 13% 

vs. 2016)

MORE

LESS

The importance of building 
the right team.

Strengthening connections 



Staying connected:

Road to repeat customers
Staying in touch is a crucial step after the sale and customers expect the  

dealership to initiate and maintain a steady cadence of communication.  

In fact, loyalty increases when customers feel connected to their dealership  

after they drive off the lot. 
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A successful dealership has a strong sales, after-sales and service team with even stronger 

relationship skills. This is extremely important in maintaining connections with customers.

Connect and disconnect: the future of loyalty.
Most dealers agree that customers are less likely to be loyal today than they were 5 years ago. 

While it’s advantageous to have a repeat customer, less than half of recent car purchasers 

actually have positive intentions of returning. With a new generation of Millennial consumers 

who love hunting for deals and are savvy researchers, maintaining loyalty will likely become 

more diffi cult for dealers. 

Loyalty is also defi ned by past customers recommending their dealership, and the study showed 

that only 4 in 10 recent purchasers would provide that recommendation. Proactively seeking out 

positive testimonials from previous customers is a great way to establish transparency and 

maintain stronger connections.

Drivers of loyalty.

of dealers agree consumers 
are generally less loyal than 
they were 5 years ago.

92% of dealers say after-sale services are very important 
to the success of their business.

Only 44% of consumers are returning to the dealership 
they purchased their vehicle from for after-sale services.

Staying connected

% LIKELY TO:

42%
Recommend you

18-34
35-54

55+

33%

52%
41%

18-34
35-54

55+

38%

54%
42%

45%
Return to you for their 

next vehicle

66%
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Keeping in touch with customers after the sale is essential – the car shopping journey isn’t over 

yet. This is particularly true with shoppers who have recently made a purchase—the majority of 

purchasers would like to hear from the dealership within 48 hours of purchase. 

Connect: staying connected.
Almost all dealers recognize how important after-sales service is to their business. What’s great is 

that consumers are very open to receiving touchpoints from the dealership about promotions or 

services. Sadly, only 4 in 10 customers have positive intentions of returning to the same dealership, 

so staying connected is important to building a post-sale connection, continuing to pique interest 

and providing them with a compelling reason to return. Gain their trust and loyalty will follow. 

Opportunity: ensure all customer communications are targeted and personal to continue building 

on trust and transparency in all dealer transactions. In addition, frequency of contact should 

be controlled by the customer. What some may see as good service, others could see as too 

aggressive—allow customers to opt into the type and frequency of communication.

Importance of staying in touch.
Inquire about vehicle's performance post-purchase

Notify of deals/sales on services or accessories

Notify them that a similar/better 
vehicle option is available 

Notify them of any new promotions

Thank consumers for visiting

General follow-up

Review/remind consumers of details 
discussed during their visit

Notify consumers of new fi nancing options

           86%

         83%

        80%

        80%

      79%

      75%

   74%

69%

29%

18-34 35-54 55+

17% 10%

Want to hear from you within 48 hrs post-purchase

RE-CONTACT PREFERENCES

Staying connected
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Establish connections.
Take a step back. Evaluate all of your digital levers during the 

research phase and ensure that your investments are optimized 

for maximum engagement.

Don’t focus too much on the new and shiny digital trends. 

Remember that not all channels are created equally. Be where 

your potential customers are engaging during all stages of the 

shopping journey. 

Leverage trust builders. Canadian car shoppers hold value in 

transparency in advertising, alongside ratings and reviews when 

selecting their dealership of choice.

Strengthen connections.
Be patient – not all customers are ready to buy on their 

fi rst visit. Once you’ve succeeded in getting potential 

customers through the door, don’t drive them out with 

pushy, forceful tactics. 

Coach your sales teams to be personable and understand 

where the customer is in the purchase journey – they may 

be searching for the right salesperson to close the deal. 

Continue to hire with soft skills in mind.

Stay connected.
Follow up immediately after the sale and keep in touch. Build a 

strong, customizable CRM program that can be personalized.

Communicate parts and service offerings on a seasonal basis 

to maintain touchpoints with your customer base. 

So, now 
what?




