
5-Step Guide to Modernizing 
the Buyer’s Journey



Projections for U.S. light vehicle sales in the next five years are optimistic, according to research 
shop Benchmark Co. By 2025, there will be a record 245 million licensed drivers in the U.S., with 
current demographics supporting 16.5-17 million vehicle sales annually over the next 5-10 years.

But rosy predictions don’t mean that car dealers should become complacent. Expectations of 
modern car buyers are changing. Dealerships that retain outdated sales processes risk losing car 
shoppers to competition that has adopted a more customer-centric approach.

According to Deloitte’s Global Automotive Consumer Study, 78% of surveyed consumers rate the 
customer experience as a somewhat important or very important factor in choosing where to 
buy a vehicle. However, in many dealerships, long-standing issues detract from the experience. 
Survey respondents cited the following aspects of the purchasing process in dealerships that 
they don’t like: 

To win business and build loyalty with today’s car buyers, dealerships will need to update their 
sales process to align with modern expectations. 
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Who is the Modern Car Buyer?
S E C T I O N  O N E

Millennials have often been portrayed as being uninterested in buying cars, but as a group, that’s 
changed in recent years as their lifestyle has changed. As Millennials get married, buy homes and 
start families, they need reliable transportation.

Millennials currently represent approximately 40% of the new-vehicle market and make up the 
fastest growing segment of vehicle buyers, according to J.D. Power’s Power Information Network 
(PIN). Additionally, Millennials’ share of U.S. retail new-vehicle sales has risen about 9% annually, 
since 2011.

Another demographic group buying cars in greater numbers is Generation Z, born after 1996. This 
generation is entering the workforce in the tens of millions, armed with $3 trillion in purchasing 
power, according to Automotive News.

Although both the Gen Z and Millennial generations have vehicle preferences that are unique 
to their generations, as they grow older those preferences will change as their needs change. 
However, their shopping behaviors and expectations for a customer-focused experience are 
unlikely to change.

M i l l e n n i a l s G e n  Z

Moving to suburbs, 
starting families

Buying more crossovers/SUVs 

Invest 17+ hours of research 
before purchasing

Prefer dealers with strong  
online presence (websites, 
social media, online reviews)

Measure price by monthly 
payment rather than total 
purchase price

More frugal than Millennials

Rank fuel economy 
as important

Pragmatic and utilitarian

Comfortable using ride-share 
services like Uber and Lyft

Top influencers are family and 
online influencers

Tend to have high student 
loan debt

Heavy use of mobile 
devices to confirm 
pricing, features, 

online reviews

Rank interior 
technology in vehicles 

as important

Want a faster, more 
transparent purchase 

process



Align Your Sales Process to Expectations
S E C T I O N  T W O

Follow these steps to optimize your dealership’s sales process. 

Step 1: Invest in Digital Retail Tools

Before the spread of COVID-19, just 32% of car buyers said they were open to buying online, but 
now 61% are open to this idea, according to CarGurus COVID-19 Sentiment Study.

To meet car buyer expectations, many dealers are investing in digital retailing tools, and this trend 
is likely to continue. Whether your dealership has adopted an end-to-end solution that enables the 
entire purchase online, or is offering a hybrid approach that allows buyers to complete just some 
of the steps online, it’s important to offer a seamless transition from online to showroom.

Vehicle Purchase Process 
Expected to Change
61% of consumers say process will change due to COVID-19

78% see benefits of shopping for vehicle entirely online

38% say less pressure from salespeople is a benefit

36% agree there’s no reason to visit a dealership again

Tips for Choosing a Digital Retail Solution
	z Provide customers with the ability to save deals and return to them later, whether online or 

in the showroom. Nothing is more frustrating for consumers than being asked the same 
questions or having to repeat tasks

	z Allow consumers to configure their own deal, including payments online

	z Commit to transparency; customers need to know price before moving on to finance.

	z Ensure tools are integrated with your CRM and website. Integrated solutions speed up the 
purchase process and reduce mistakes related to manual entry errors

	z Choose a solution that calculates precise pricing, incorporating the customer’s credit score, 
local taxes and fees

Source: Urban Science and The Harris Poll, June 2020



	z Allow consumers to view online F&I product presentations and choose their own aftermarket 
products

	z Bolster marketing campaigns with invaluable customer data to ensure customers return for 
routine service and target those in a good position to trade

The adoption of digital retailing has accelerated due to COVID-19. Going forward, most consumers 
will want to complete the majority of the purchase process online. To engage and convert website 
visitors, choose a digital retail solution that’s easy to use and puts the buyer in control of their own 
vehicle purchase process. 

What About the Back End?
A popular misconception is that digital retailing assists only the front end of the dealership. This 
is false. Digital retailing doesn’t end with vehicle purchases. A complete digital retail platform 
possesses CRM and equity mining tools that leverage insightful data to engage with your 
customers via their preferred communication channel in order to get them to return for service. 

Not only does this help ensure additional service revenue, equity mining helps to identify the best 
opportunities to hand service customers over to sales to re-enter the sales cycle.

Step 2: Streamline the Finance Process

Americans wait an average of 75 hours every year at the DMV, doctor’s offices and in grocery store 
checkout lines. The last thing they want to do when buying a car is wait even more. Don’t lose your 
customer in a pile of slow-moving paperwork. 

A typical car buyer deals with at least three people during the purchase process. In some 
dealerships, that number can be as high as eight. For example, a car shopper might communicate 
with a BDC agent, an Internet salesperson, a salesperson, a floor manager, a sales manager, the 
F&I manager and a delivery coordinator—all just to complete one transaction.
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Your first goal should be to reduce the number of employees involved in a vehicle purchase to 
two or less. The sales consultant is the natural point person.

Next, aim to reduce the amount of time it takes to buy a car. According to Autotrader.com, the 
average CSI score drops after a consumer spends longer than 90 minutes at the dealership. 
Therefore, aim for a purchase process that’s 90 minutes or less.

Use technology to help reduce customer wait times. Benefits of digitizing your F&I process include 
an expedited purchase process, increased transparency and elimination of waste associated with 
printed paper. 

Tools to Digitize the F&I Process
	z Mobile CRM to seamlessly transition customers 

from online to offline 

	z Mobile valuation tools

	z Digital F&I menu; look for a solution that has video 
presentations of products and allows the customer 
to take a survey while they’re waiting for the          
F&I manager

	z Electronic signature capture; laser forms that can 
be electronically signed and stored within the deal

The above tools require mobile tablets to implement and use. Tablets are a great way to introduce 
new technology into the dealership since they are relatively inexpensive and most employees are 
familiar with the technology.

In addition to digitizing your in-showroom F&I experience, it’s important to offer remote signing 
capabilities for customers who don’t prefer to finalize the deal in your dealership’s showroom. 
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Can Your Customers 
Sign Remotely?
Ask your DMS vendor if they have an 
electronic document solution. Make sure it 
has a remote signing capability, along with 
these key features:

	z Signature boxes already set up on the forms. This will prevent missed signatures and 
speeds up the overall process.

	z Ability to save the signing session. The flexibility to suspend the current session to add 
forms or prep multiple deals in advance will come in handy.

	z Digital deal jacket; a ‘package’ of all the signed documents that can be emailed to the 
customer or provided to them on a thumb drive.

	z Storage of signed documents in your DMS. They should always be accessible and easy 
to find via a search by deal or customer name.

Step 3: Document a Customer-Centric Process

In many dealerships, the sales process hasn’t significantly changed. Managers and salespeople 
alike are sometimes resistant to change processes that have worked for them for years. 

However, your process may need to change to match modern buyers’ expectations. By the time 
today’s car shoppers arrive in the showroom, many have already chosen a vehicle, figured out 
financing and are minutes away from closing. There’s no need to put them through the qualifying 
process or subject them to a sales pitch.

To create a customer-centric process, start by mapping 
your customer journey. Make it a group project and ask 
for input from your sales team. Use a whiteboard and 
erasable marker. Be specific about who should handle 
leads, how they should be handled and what customer 
expectations are at every step. Ensure that your sales 
process is designed to meet customer expectations, 
and not designed based on what’s easy or convenient 
for your sales team and managers. 

Once the process is perfected, document it and create a training booklet for new employees. If a 
process isn’t documented in writing, every employee will do it differently.

Be aware that online car buyers 
might take weeks to go through 
the purchase process online. 
Work with customers based on 
their timeframe; not what’s best 
for your monthly sales goal.

PRO TIP



Step 4: Reconsider Staff Roles/Responsibilities

Modern car buyer expectations are changing the roles and responsibilities associated with 
dealership salespeople, F&I managers and BDC agents. Today’s informed buyers need nurturing 
and assistance, not just closing. 

Many dealers are experimenting with different 
options. Some dealers are creating a concierge-
type position, where the person presenting the 
vehicle is a product specialist and takes on a 
consultative role. Then a manager handles every 
aspect of closing the deal, including F&I. BDC 
agents may need to be trained to facilitate a 
remote or online car-buying process.

The good news for dealers is that re-thinking 
staff roles can create more hiring opportunities. 
Many dealers are challenged by high turnover 
rates in the sales department and have trouble 
finding experienced salespeople. 

Step 5: Train Staff

The key to developing a successful customer-focused sales process is training. Modern car 
buyers do their research, so it’s critical that your sales staff are knowledgeable about your 
product line. When your staff members can’t answer a customer’s question, they risk losing that 
customer’s respect. Make sure your sales staff knows all of the specs and features associated 
with every make/model.

However, the process of helping customers choose a vehicle, use online research tools for trade-
in evaluations, fill out online credit applications and select F&I products doesn’t require as much 
human intervention as it once did. The modern car-buying process requires the ability to use and 
understand technology, provide good customer service and strong communications skills. This 
means more job candidates from non-automotive backgrounds have skills that could transfer 
and be very effective in a dealership sales environment. 

It’s very likely several new staffing models will emerge as viable, and which one you choose will 
depend upon how closely it adheres to your desired sales process. Just keep in mind, how your 
salespeople approach and communicate with online customers is very different than how they 
interact with a showroom up.



(888) 993-1237  |  DealerSocket.com 

© DealerSocket 2020

Additionally, train staff on how to use an omnichannel communications approach with customers. 
Car buyers want to communicate with your staff via their preferred method, whether that’s phone, 
email, text or other messaging applications. Whether for lead follow-up purposes or every-day 
communications, it’s important your staff know how to walk the fine line between being persistent 
and friendly, but not intrusive.

	z Improved employee motivation & self-confidence

	z Drop in employee turnover rates

	z Increased customer satisfaction

	z Increased revenues

Last but not least, staff should receive customer 
service training. Numerous online customer 
service training programs are available, and have 
proven to deliver the following benefits:

Develop a list of customer 
FAQs for all customer-facing 
employees. This ensures that 
car buyers’ most commonly 
asked questions are immediately 
answered when they come in 
through various channels.

PRO TIP

Conclusion
Today’s car shoppers demand a customer experience that’s fast, transparent and focused on 
their needs, rather than what’s convenient for dealership staff. Building loyalty with tech-savvy 
Millennials and Gen Z requires investing in technology solutions that make the car-buying 
process convenient and create a customer-centric sales process. 
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