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8th ANNUAL Automotive Digital Retailing Consumer TRENDS STUDY

is the leading social media, intelligent lead response technology and 
consumer engagement company helping 5,000 dealerships increase 
consumer response and conversions in digital and social media 
environments while generating measurable ROI.

A pioneer in digital response, social media marketing and online 
reputation management solutions, Digital Air Strike deploys industry-
specific mobile apps, software, intelligent messaging and managed 
service platforms to monitor, engage, improve and manage consumer 
interactions for businesses in the United States, Canada and 11 
additional countries, including working with seven of the largest automotive 
manufacturers. More information is available at  www.digitalairstrike.com 
and www.facebook.com/digitalairstrike.
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TRENDS STUDY
Our 8th Annual Automotive Digital Retailing Consumer Trends 
Study of more than 7,500 verified car buyers and service 
customers uncovers new trends in Google search habits,  
Facebook, social media and review site usage, intelligent 
messaging, and how new technologies impact a consumer’s 
decision to do business with one dealership  
over another.



In today’s digital economy, car buyers and service customers expect 
on-demand, instant information during the customer journey. Dealers 
benefit from this consumer-driven shopping experience, as it brings more 
verified in-market prospects to the door. However, leads are often lost due 
to common obstacles like lack of information or special offers, negative 
reviews, and poor follow-up. 

Our 8th Annual study tells us that consumers are directing the discovery 
path. For example, while a third of consumers still go to dealership 
websites for research, at least half use social media and rely heavily 
on reviews. With more than 60% of car buyers choosing a dealership 
solely based on reviews, there’s a massive opportunity for improved lead 
conversion. 

We found that dealership selection is greatly influenced by how quickly 
dealers respond to customer inquiries and what’s included in those 
responses. Today’s customers are more demanding and won’t settle for 
a poor experience. With time spent researching and engaging with an 
increasing number of dealerships (two or more), customers will fall out of 
the process and walk out of your dealership if they don’t get the experience 
they want. It’s not only about price.

Digital Air Strike is marking its 10th year of working hand-in-hand with 
the automotive industry to help advance technology that greatly reduces 
friction for today’s consumers in the car buying and servicing process, 
while increasing ROI for dealers.  In that time, we’ve built patented, 
award-winning solutions that provide a range of digital, social media, 
consumer engagement and reputation management for more than 5,000 
car dealerships and other businesses in the U.S., Canada and abroad, 
and influence 37% of all vehicle purchases in the United States alone.

WE’RE PROUD TO PRESENT OUR 8TH ANNUAL AUTOMOTIVE DIGITAL 
RETAILING CONSUMER TRENDS STUDY.

Introduction



About the Study 
Digital Air Strike conducted the study during the second and third 
quarters of 2019. Our 8th Annual Automotive Digital Retailing 
Consumer Trends Study surveyed 3,069 car buyers and 4,801 
service customers who purchased or serviced a vehicle within the 
previous six months. All lead sources were considered (internet, 
walk-in, etc.), with all major U.S. geographic regions and domestic 
and foreign automotive brands represented. The consumer survey 
focuses on what influences car buyers and service customers to 
choose one dealership over another - - and it doesn’t  
always come down to the best price.
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BENEFITED MOST FROM  
ONLINE ADVERTISING, COMPARED TO 

TRADITIONAL MEDIA WHEN RESEARCHING 
 A DEALERSHIP

Sales

ServiceOnline 
Sources

Referral/ 
Other

Email  
Marketing

Traditional 
Media

Direct 
Mail

Billboards and 
Signage

15%

5%

14%

3% 2%

46%

62%

18%
10%

18%

7% 4%

Online sources continue to be a more dominant resource in reaching consumers.  More than half of customers 
have purchased something from an ad they saw on social media. 

WHAT ABOUT ADS ON SOCIAL MEDIA?

67%
Ads Are Helpful

67%
Ads Are Helpful

51%
Bought Via Ad

50%
Bought Via Ad

67% of sales and service customers 
find social media ads to be helpful.

51% of sales customers, and 
50% of service customers have 
purchased something through an ad 
they saw on social media.

62% OF SALES CUSTOMERS

46% OF SERVICE CUSTOMERS

Discovery

}



Customers are taking more time to research dealerships 
and are finding review sites, social media, video, and 
even community involvement extremely beneficial.

93% of sales customers and 74% of service customers 
spend a few days or more researching a dealership (up 
from 87% and 66% in prior study), with 21% of sales 
and service customers spending six months or longer. 62% 51%

34% 24%

31% 20%

21% 15%

19%
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17%
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24% 16%
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Google
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Edmunds
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Yelp

Kelley Blue Book

Autotrader.com

DealerRater

Google
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Autotrader.com

CarGurus

DealerRater

CarGurus

CAR BUYERS & SERVICE CUSTOMERS RANK 
THEIR #1 SOURCE FOR DEALERSHIP REVIEWS

Sales Services

63% 27% 9%54% 33% 13%

Social/Review Sites Dealership Site Manufacturer Site

Current Prior

While 54% of sales customers, and 63% of service customers prefer researching via dealerships social and review 
sites, dealership and manufacturer site usage has increased.

54% of people said the dealership’s involvement 
in the community influenced their decision to 
do business with that dealership.

SOCIAL SITES USED BY  
CAR BUYERS & SERVICE CUSTOMERS

Are you focusing too much on 
less used but trendier sites?

73% Sales Customers  

76% Service Customers  
Facebook

71% Sales Customers  

67% Service Customers  
YouTube

Research

}

33% Sales Customers  

29% Service Customers  
Instagram

22% Sales Customers  

21% Service Customers  
Twitter

Up from 
prior study

Down from 
prior study

 No change from 
prior study



WHAT DID THE DEALERSHIP RESPONSE INCLUDE?

61% of sales and service customers say the speed at which a dealership responded to their vehicle price inquiry 
impacted their decision to purchase with them over others (up from 50% in prior study).

41%
DEALERSHIP RESPONSE TIME

Within 24 Hours 22%30% Within Hours Within Minutes

80% VEHICLE PRICE

37% OTHER VEHICLE OPTIONS

45% OFFERS AND INCENTIVES

23% LEASE AND FINANCE PRICING

5% VIDEO OF THE DEALERSHIP OR SALES REP

6% of dealerships didn’t answer  
the customer’s questions

The use of online chat/SMS  
gives customers access to a  
24/7, on-demand experience.  
However, if not managed  
properly by giving customers  
the information needed instead  
of simply capturing their  
contact information, consumers 
may be less likely to use it.

YouTube usage is high so we know customers like and 
want video, but only 5% of dealers include video in their 
response to customers. This creates a huge opportunity 
for dealers to capture more of the audience.

Inquiry
Dealership selection is influenced greatly by how quickly dealers respond to customer inquiries and what they 
include in those responses. 

84% had a positive chat experience (down from 89% prior year).

65% of all consumers are willing to get more information 
 using a chat feature.

30% of people have used Facebook Messenger, the  
communication channel for Marketplace leads, to contact a business.

70% of people aged 18-64 have used a chat feature to contact  

a business and 74% would book appointments through chat.
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53% of sales customers and 
57% of service customers 
didn’t contact a dealership 
because there were no 
special offers.

12% of sales customers and 
16% of service customers didn’t 
contact a dealership because 
there was no easy way to  
contact them.

7% of sales customers and 
10% of service customers 
didn’t contact a dealership 
because of bad reviews.

28% of sales customers and 
17% of service customers 
didn’t contact a dealership 
because of high prices.

WHAT’S TURNING CUSTOMERS AWAY?



Purchase
Overwhelmingly, both car buyers and service 
customers say looking at vehicles was their  
favorite part of visiting a dealership (followed by 
free Wi-fi and snacks). But dealers can do more 
to allow today’s always-connected consumer to 
be empowered online. Customers are open to 
buying vehicles online from dealerships, Amazon 
and other retailers, as well as through Facebook 
Marketplace. 

More than three quarters 
of sales and service customers 

prefer to handle price 
negotiation, financing,  

and selecting  
warranties online

Price Negotiation

Selecting Warranties & Other Add Ons

Financing

Prior Study

Sales

34% 28%

27% 26%

25% 22%

8th Annual Study

Service

CONSUMERS WHO SAID THEY WOULD CONSIDER PURCHASING A VEHICLE ONLINE,  
PREFERRED THESE RETAILERS:

CAR BUYERS AND SERVICE CUSTOMERS WOULD PREFER TO DO MORE THAN RESEARCH ONLINE.

Amazon

Costco

Overstock

Walmart

60% 69%

62% 59%

49% 25%

46% 25%

THE BEST & WORST PARTS OF  
VISITING A DEALERSHIP

Customer service is top-notch 
Treated with respect

Browsing the selection and seeing the vehicles in-person
Informative and pressure-free salespeople

Comfortable, clean, and accommodating waiting facilities
Friendly and fast service

Most Enjoyable

Negotiations
Waiting for services to be completed

Wait time to process paperwork
Not being immediately greeted/helped by a staff member

Not given a loaner vehicle while car was serviced

Least Enjoyable

42% of car buyers and 35% of 
service customers say they’re  
ready to buy completely online.  
(up from 39% in prior survey)}

43% of people would be willing to use Facebook Marketplace to purchase from a dealership



TOP REASONS  
CONSUMERS DON’T  
VISIT A DEALERSHIP  
FOR SERVICE

Loyalty

Perception is reality with more than half of sales and service customers 
saying they would not return to a dealership for service regularly because it’s 
too expensive, inconvenient, and it takes too long. Are you doing enough to 
promote your specials and service department perks?

Too expensive

Wait is too long

Not convenient

Prefer an  
independent shop

Sales Service

56%

19%

13%

13%

55%

22%

13%

10%

39%  
of car buyers and service customers  

say they have written a review  
about a dealership. 

(up from 34% and 36% respectively in a prior study)

83%  
of those who wrote  

a review shared positive  
feedback. 

(down from 86% in prior study)

Only 46% of sales customers (down from 60% in prior study) and 51% of service customers (down from 63% in 
prior study) said the dealership responded to their review, yet 62% of sales and service customers said a response 
to a review matters.

There’s a huge opportunity for dealerships to capitalize on the power of reviews. While more car buyers are writing 
reviews this year, fewer dealerships are responding to them. 



7 Key Takeaways

INCREASE LEAD CONVERSION WITH REVIEWS 

FOLLOW THE CONSUMER PATH

ENGAGE & SOCIALIZE

PROVIDE BETTER AND FASTER INFORMATION 

Increase your brand’s exposure with online ads, social media engagement, 
online reviews, videos, and community involvement.

Provide an outstanding experience, get great reviews, and make it a priority 
to promote them. Establish a reputation management strategy, along with a 
quick and easy method for requesting and cataloging reviews. 

Engage your audience in the community and on social media sites to build 
trust and reputation. Respond to all comments, both positive and negative, 
and get involved locally by hosting or sponsoring community events and then 
posting pictures of those events on social.

Respond to prospects quickly, answer questions, and provide as many 
resources as possible such as pricing, videos, financing, and warranties. If 
you’re not responding fast enough, your competition will be glad to assist. 

STEP UP YOUR MARKETING GAME

POWER BOOST YOUR A.I. CHAT

IMPROVE THE ONLINE EXPERIENCE

Improve your marketing efforts by creating videos that give consumers an up 
close and personal look at vehicles from the comfort of home. Promote offers 
and incentives, as many customers reported not going into a dealership for 
sales or service due to a lack of special deals.

The power of a 24/7, on-demand chatbot provides customers with instant 
information. But it’s not all about good timing. Ensuring customers have the 
correct answers and resources makes the difference in lead conversion.

Car buyers and service customers say they would purchase a car online from 
Costco, Amazon, and other trusted retailers. It’s imperative to recognize that 
customers already prefer to handle the discovery, research, inquiry processes 
online, so making the purchase online is not far off. Improve the online 
experience by giving customers instant information and excellent service.
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Award-winning Tools, Technology & Team Deliver an 
Unfair Online Advantage to 5,000+ Dealerships

MEDIA LOGIX targets and connects online consumers with your current promotions 
and unique messaging to show you can still sell and service with “social distancing.” DAS 
showcases inventory on Facebook and Instagram with deep links to the VDP, handles all 
aspects of Facebook Marketplace, including responding to leads using AI, and so much 
more.

SOCIAL LOGIX fully manages dealer-specific social media marketing, including posting, 
custom graphics and responses. DAS creates Google Tiles that turn “zero click” searches into 
leads and feature safety measures dealers are utilizing in-store, delivery options, video retailing 
alternatives, and more!  Nightly surveys and text messaging technology, with review site 
integrations, turn happy customers into positive online reviews. Deep links to the VDP, handles 
all aspects of Facebook Marketplace, including responding to leads using AI, and so much 
more.

RESPONSE PATH allows you to pre-program your communication plan so when your team 
is assisting other customers, you can still relay your action plan for COVID-19. RESPONSE 
PATH POWER TEXT sends bulk messages to customers. AI chatbots nurture the 
conversations and alert your team so they can jump in from any device, anywhere, to assist.

RESPONSE LOGIX will get the word out about your online retailing efforts. DAS customizes 
and sends dynamic price quotes to let consumers know that you are willing to bring vehicles 
to them for test drives or pick up their vehicles for service, as well as providing links to 
financing or online credit applications! If your staff is not able to work, Response Logix 
responds to ALL leads and keeps consumers engaged with ongoing follow-up emails.

CREDIT LOGIX gives consumers technology to start the Finance process by getting 
prequalified online, reducing time spent at the dealership, and matching the right cars to the 
right consumers. It also helps you pre-qualify leads and spend time on consumers that are 
ready to buy. 

VIDEO LOGIX technology gives you an amazing platform to help YOUR ENTIRE SALES, 
PARTS AND SERVICE process so you can do more virtually! Your team can record, send, 
and track all videos/video views. Customers can reply to your team directly from the video.


