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From the need to engage with
consumers across multiple platforms
in an omni-channel environment, to
growth in ecommerce that is
outstripping the wider retail curve,
automotive retailers face numerous
challenges that impact on their
marketing strategies and tactics, as
well as on their internal processes
and technologies.

Consumer behaviour
A forced digital upskilling of the
population has seen huge changes in
behaviour among car buyers in how
they engage with retailers, their
expectations of the buying journey
and experience, and their willingness
to buy online. 

These new behaviours have
remained even with showrooms
having reopened. Retailers need an
omni-channel strategy in place, with
an emphasis on digital-first, and they
need to ensure they have removed
complexity from their channels and
touchpoints to create a smooth and
seamless purchasing experience.

Process and technology
Integration of processes and
technologies has become a key
challenge for retailers to ensure a
seamless flow of data through all
stages of the sales funnel, between
the various touchpoints and the
back office DMS and CRM solutions.
Processes need to be put in place to
capture the customer more quickly,
using digital tools to move them
smoothly and easily to a position
where they can effectively qualify
themselves.

Retailers also need to focus on
speed of response, with consumers
showing ever less tolerance of
responses to emails in more than a
few minutes, and responses to live
chats in longer than a few seconds.

Attribution and tracking
Consumers increasingly fear that
they are losing control of privacy,
and in every sector we are seeing a
privacy backlash that will consign
many marketing practices in
attribution and tracking to history.
Retailers need to focus their efforts
on touchpoints across multiple
channels that will provide them with
first party data, where there is
implicit consent for tracking and
servicing.

At the same time, commentators
suggest that the market is going to
become more fragmented, with
many different routes for consumers
to access the same product. This will
make it more important than ever to
build the single customer view.

Brand advertising
The retailer’s brand has always been
important, but it became a priority
through lockdown as the whole
retail industry lost the ability to
transact face to face, and it will
become more important still as
OEMs move towards direct-sales
models and look to build customer
relationships of their own.

A key element of building brand
awareness is establishing trust with
the consumer as a primary brand
value. And building trust needs to
extend beyond simply talking with
customers and engaging with them
across various channels, with
consumers increasingly expecting
the businesses they transact with to
be taking a lead on societal
challenges.

Internet presence
It wasn’t so long ago that having an
internet presence simply meant
having a website. Today, auto retail
marketers could be forgiven for
feeling they are sinking under the

weight of technologies and
terminologies that all need to be
understood and addressed. There is
much to be learned by looking at the
PESO model, and in particular by
looking at the overlap between
these spheres of paid, earned,
shared and owned traffic and
engagement sources.

Key areas of focus include content
and processes that make it easy for
consumers to understand the
functionality of the website. There is
also the need to embrace and
integrate touchpoints on multiple
different platforms – including social
media – so that retailers can
communicate with customers most
effectively.

Outside automotive
There is much the automotive sector
can learn from the broader retail
environment, examining the ideas
that can provide clues and solutions
to offering a better online and offline
experience for the car buyer.

The focus on a brand’s
environmental, social and
governance responsibilities are a
good example, and the food industry
is one that is leading the way.
Another example is the uptake of
augmented reality and virtual reality
in retail sectors such as fashion,
cosmetics and homeware, with a
new phase of AR and VR,
gamification, set to transform all
areas of retail.

A further trend is diversification,
which has gained increased
importance through lockdown, with
retailers introducing new products
and services alongside their
traditional offerings, as well as
diversifying their ecommerce
platform options to include the likes
of social media.

The digital transformation of the automotive retail sector, accelerated through the Covid
pandemic, has been dramatic, with commentators suggesting that the industry went
through 10 years’ worth of change in as many months. That has significant implications for
how retailers engage with consumers, and for how retailers look to win and retain
customers in an always-on world.

Introduction
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Navigating
through the future
of car retailing

Rewind 18 months and the early
indicators were already there. A new
breed of digital disruptors,
unshackled by legacy, were starting
to shake things up with a hassle-free
approach which resonated with
some buyers. Even OEMs were
testing the waters, offering new cars
for sale online.

Omni-channel was a work in progress
– a slow burn until all the pieces of
the puzzle were in place and a
merging of ‘bricks and clicks’ had
evolved. Until then the internet
would remain a powerful research
tool where choices could be
narrowed, dealers visited and
decisions made.

After all, who was going to buy a
used car unseen and without a test
drive?

The first lockdown in March 2020
accelerated everything. Following an
initial period of inertia, retailers
regrouped and returned with ‘click
and collect’ platforms – some already
in existence but under-utilised,
others launched from scratch.
The agility shown by retailers was
matched by buyers and fuelled by
pent-up demand.

Transparency and confidence were
essential. Car buying had to start
online, from home, with consumers
needing the assurance of multiple
images, videos and the
understanding that they could
transact safely with dealers. Dealers
quickly embraced this world,
allowing car sales to remain stronger
than many feared at the start of the
pandemic.   

eBay Motors Group found 76% of
buyers1 were using more vehicle
search websites than before the
pandemic and spending longer on
them, evidence of the confidence-
building power of multiple digital
touchpoints.

Lessons learnt from 2020 will
continue long into the future. eBay
Motors Group with our reach of
millions of buyers across eBay
Motors, Gumtree Motors and
Motors.co.uk – and our network of
partner websites – is on hand to
work alongside dealers as we all
navigate through this new retailing
environment.

Phill Jones
Head of Motors, 
eBay Motors Group

2020 was a defining year for car retailers. Before the Covid-19
pandemic struck, industry watchers mused about the need for
dealers to embrace and deliver an omni-channel experience to
address changing customer behaviour.

Foreword
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The results are tangible. 
We have enjoyed a 77% 
increase in calls and 131% 
increase in email leads. 
We have also seen a 

massive increase in dealer 
page views of 315%.*

Claire Walker, Group Marketing Manager, Trust Group UK

eBay Motors Group is designed to help dealers Advertise Smarter, 
by delivering cost-effective multi-touchpoint visibility, all through 
one point of contact, making sure your advertising is in tune 

with how buyers search and buy cars today. 

Call us now for a no-obligation consultation on 0203 966 2711 
or email us at advertisesmarter@ebaymotorsgroup.co.uk

www.ebaymotorsgroup.co.uk

*eBay Motors Group Data Warehouse. Increase % based on the response generated by a Motors.co.uk package in January 2020 and an eBay Motors Group Enterprise package in July 2020.

Chapter 1
Consumer 
behaviour



Consumer behaviour

Covid has undoubtedly been a trigger
for dramatic change within automotive
retail, with a huge shift in consumer
behaviours. But a look at figures from
the Office for National Statistics paints
a picture of a move to online
purchasing that has been building
momentum for 15 years or more.

At the end of 2006, internet sales as a
percentage of total retail sales stood
at around 3%. Steady growth meant
that by the end of 2019, that had
increased to almost 20%. The
lockdowns from March 2020 and again
from November 2020 through into
2021 saw big jumps in online sales,
reaching a peak of over 36%. And
while the reopening of physical stores
each time saw that percentage drop
back, the trend is still upwards, and
now it is trending upwards from a
higher baseline than we might have
seen had Covid not hit.

The clear implication is that consumer
behaviour has changed forever. The
whole world has been digitally

upskilled and customers have become
comfortable with end-to-end online
retail. And they are showing no
indications of going back. Consumers
delight in digital end-to-end
purchasing because this new model
for retail enables them to self-service
their purchasing requirements at times
of day that are most convenient for
them. It has brought retail in line with
the numerous other digital services
that they already use to run their lives.
Automotive retail is often accused of
being slow to change and behind the
curve in its speed of adaptation to the
trends seen in the wider retail
environment. Yet automotive has been
on its own digital journey for two
decades or more, and has proven its
ability over the years to adapt in line
with customer requirements for a very
different purchasing experience. Far
from the leviathan that it often
appears, it is a sector that is resilient
and flexible.

That flexibility to change could be
readily seen through the pandemic

When nation after nation went into lockdown as the Covid pandemic
took hold, the world was forced into a rapid online training course.
People who previously had not tried or had not been comfortable
with the idea of researching products online, purchasing through
ecommerce platforms and having goods delivered to their home,
suddenly found they had no choice. They had to jump in feet first.
And what they discovered was that ecommerce was convenient and
useful.

lockdowns, as retail groups
accelerated their digital strategies to
engage better online with customers
and to introduce facilities such as
‘click and collect’. Elsewhere we have
seen increased use of QR codes,
often ignored by consumers pre-
Covid but now seeing a renaissance
because of the familiarity that has
come through their use in enabling
the public to check-in to shops,
cafes, restaurants and venues. In
automotive, QR codes are now a
familiar technology to load forms for
the touchless booking of test drives,
for example. These sorts of
behavioural changes are here to stay.

Commentators suggest that the
rapid digital transformation within
automotive through the pandemic
meant that the sector went through
10 years’ worth of change in as many
months. But while it has clearly made
great strides in putting digital first, at
the same time disruptive businesses
such as Cazoo and Cinch, with high
profile marketing campaigns, have
been educating consumers to believe
and expect that the car buying
process can (and perhaps should) be
completely online. While this is
readily achievable in the used car
sector, it is much more difficult in
new; but importantly, is that what
consumers actually want? 

In a world where we know that
consumers are not going to back old
shopping habits, should we really
anticipate that they will want end-to-
end online purchasing at one end of
the scale? And at the other end,
should we expect that a time will

come when no consumers will want
to come into the showroom simply
for the experience of doing so? If we
set a baseline today of 30% for
internet sales as a percentage of
total retail sales, how close are we to
this in automotive, and what will be
the speed of change?

Figures from auto retail
groups highlight that end-
to-end online sales are
currently only a small
percentage of the
total. In our survey,
64% of respondents
said that fewer than a
fifth of their
customers wanted to
transact with them in
an online-only manner.
Conversely, the numbers of
consumers transacting
completely online or who simply
want to do limited research online
and conduct most of the purchasing
journey in-store are falling fast. 

Rather, most retailers are already
seeing the majority of consumers
wanting to transact across a mix of
online and offline media, through a
growing number of channels. And by
2022, retailers believe they will see a
distinct shift across the picture, with
far more consumers transacting
online only or through a mix of
online and offline, and fewer still
consumers transacting offline-only.

Omni-channel spectrum
While retailers expect fewer and
fewer numbers of journeys to be
characteristically offline, there is also

an acknowledgement that the
middle ground of omni-channel
retailing is vast, covering a whole
spectrum of choices, activities and
channels. For some consumers, at
one end of the spectrum, online
might simply mean Googling the
name of the dealership and doing
the rest of the journey in store. At

the other end, it might mean
doing everything online

apart from coming into
the dealership for a
quick look at the vehicle
before clicking ‘buy’.

How many people will
up at the more digital
end, and how quickly

that will happen, remain
key questions, but

retailers expect a further
shift over the next 12 months.

Among the challenges, then, for
retailers are firstly to judge how
much to invest in the systems that
facilitate a fully online journey, and
secondly to ensure that, when
making such investments, they don’t
lose the things that make their own
businesses unique.

Importantly, though, the only way for
retailers to move is forwards. Sam
Luscombe, innovation and
development manager at
Luscombe’s Leeds, comments: “We
mustn’t revert to the old ways of
working prior to lockdown where, if
somebody rang in with an enquiry,
we’d suggest they pop in and see us
and we’ll talk about it then. Because
if you do that, you’ve lost the
opportunity; if they were ready to
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“ in our launch events, we’ve seen that many people

even after lockdown are still very happy to participate in

those events virtually. People aren’t turning away from

these tools now that stores are open again. Through

every aspect of the journey, what customers want is the

choice of how they interact with us. We have to be

adaptable to consumer needs; a good business will

continue to adapt to offer choice. ”
PHILIP DEACON, HEAD OF MARKETING, MARSHALL MOTOR GROUP

In 2021, online 
sales hit 

36%  
of total retail sales

in the UK
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buy there and then, you’ve put them
back.”

The move to digital provides the
opportunities to get the highest level
of commitment at the earliest
possible stage, with physical
interaction providing facilitation and
confirmation rather than forming a
barrier. It also enables retailers to
build on the tools that consumers
have become used to using through
the pandemic crisis, such as Zoom –
a technology that is now familiar to
all demographics within the customer
base.

Philip Deacon, head of
marketing at Marshall
Motor Group, adds: “As
an example, in our
launch events, we’ve
seen that many people
even after lockdown
are still very happy to
participate in those
events virtually. People
aren’t turning away from
these tools now that stores
are open again. Through every
aspect of the journey, what
customers want is the choice of how
they interact with us. We have to be
adaptable to consumer needs; a
good business will continue to adapt
to offer choice.”

Cameron Wade, managing director at
digital storefront solutions provider
Silver Bullet, agrees that the key
challenge of omni-channel retailing is
meeting the needs of all these
different types of customers. And

even given the huge changes in
customer behaviour, he argues that
there still needs to be human
interaction. “A lot can be done online,
such as the functional aspects
around the numbers, but there still
need to be human touchpoints
around areas such as delivery,
elements of paperwork that need
clarification, answers to simple
questions or to facilitate test drives.

“I think a lot of customers will still
take satisfaction from the fact that
there is a person at the end of the

whole journey.”

He likens the journey to
the online video game of
Lemmings, which
requires the player to
guide a group of
anthropomorphised
lemmings through
various obstacles to a

designated exit. “If you
can guide all of your

customers through the
journey without any dropping

out along the way, the journey
ending with a completed transaction
and the purchase of a car, then that
has a massive implication for the cost
base of the dealership.”

Omni-channel complexities
One of the things that makes the
middle ground of omni-channel
retailing is complex is the fact there is
no typical consumer in this space.
They dip in and out of the online
journey at different points, and want
varying levels of support from the

OEM and retailer at different points.
And while there is no doubt that
consumers are becoming very
knowledgeable about the vehicles
through their online research,
perhaps even expert, still figures
show that the rates of abandoned
purchasing journeys are increasing.

A worrying statistic for online
shopping in the UK is that 94% of
baskets are abandoned. Reasons
include customers pausing with the
intention of coming back, or
dropping out completely because
they are confused. Often they are
not getting the information they
want in one environment, so they are
going elsewhere for more.

The high drop-out rates are clearly a
concern, but one way to begin
addressing it is to make it as simple
as possible for consumers to move
between online and offline channels.
In our survey, we asked retailers just
how important they felt this was
within their business, and 62%
assigned it the highest level of
importance. There were no retailers
who felt it wasn’t particularly
important.

But a further priority is to address
complexity and confusion, with
Scott Gairns, managing director at
Sophus3, arguing that the trend
towards online has brought
increased difficulties for customers.
“If you want to buy an Apple phone,
there is always one price. Different
stores might offer you different
warranty propositions or add-ons,

but fundamentally the price of the
product is consistent.” With
automotive, he asserts, it’s much
more confusing. Can the customer
be sure they are buying the car at
the best price, or will they see it
somewhere cheaper tomorrow or
hear about someone who
negotiated a better deal? “It means
that a journey that was once
reasonably straightforward is now
much more complex, and increasing
numbers of consumers are dropping
out, putting off making their
purchase decision. 

“And the increased number of
touchpoints and options is adding to
the confusion,” he continues, looking
at the relationships between the
OEMs and the retailers, combined
with the marketplaces and the
disruptors. “Everyone wants to get a
piece of the cake, and by doing this
they’re making the journey more
complex for the customer.”

Anticipating more pain and more
chaos for consumers in the 
medium term, Gairns says the
automotive sector needs to move
further towards transparent and
fixed pricing, and to simplify its
proposition, citing the example of
Tesla in this respect: “They have a
very simple website, but in our
surveys it consistently ranks as the
best and it offers the highest
conversion rates. Contrast that
with brands and groups who are
trying to make it overly complex
with lots of calls to action;
customers don’t know what to do.”

Different environments
Another challenge for retailers is
that the number of channels where
they can engage with customers is
growing, seemingly exponentially. In
the wider world of retail, this is not
a new trend. Lee Williams, strategy
advisor at Digital Warrior, says:
“Look across the last 10 years, and
we can see that potential buyers are
living in and enjoying many
different online environments. And
that’s where they want to be
engaged.

“That is one of the biggest
challenges for the automotive
industry; being able to put the right
tools in place so that you can talk to
your customers where they are. It
might not be your website, and it
might not be one of the traditional
marketplaces. Wherever your
customer is, you need to be able to
talk to them there.”

That would represent a major shift
for many automotive retailers, and it
might be a significant learning
curve, but Williams argues that it
will improve the quality of
communications with consumers
who are moving increasingly online.
And that, in turn, will drive down
the cost of transacting.

And it’s not just about buying a car,
Williams adds. “It’s a second wave
of how you talk to customers. Once
you have it in place, you can keep
communicating with the customer
throughout the cycle of car
ownership.” 
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In online 
shopping in the UK

94% 
of baskets are

abandoned

“One of the biggest challenges for the

automotive industry is being able to put the right

tools in place so that you can talk to your

customers where they are. It might not be your

website, and it might not be one of the traditional

marketplaces. Wherever your customer is, you need

to be able to talk to them there. ”
LEE WILLIAMS, STRATEGY ADVISOR, DIGITAL WARRIOR 
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Following the spring reopening of
showrooms, eBay Motors Group
commissioned its latest Digital
Touchpoints Survey to provide
retailers with key insights into the
latest trends in consumer behaviour.
The survey was carried out during
the first week of June by Insight
Advantage, the independent
research company, polling the views
of 2,000 used car buyers, with the
results presented here as an
exclusive to Auto Retail Network
subscribers.

Insight 1: 
While hybrid continues to grow,
15% of used car buyers expect their
next car to be electric
While it will be no surprise that
future car buying intent is shifting
away from internal combustion
engines (ICE) to hybrids and electric
vehicles (EVs), we can see a clear
inflection point between March 2020
and June 2021, with consumer
appetite for petrol dropping sharply.

Our research shows how intent to
buy hybrid has increased +7% since

March 2020, with intent to buy
electric up +4%, at the expense of a -
10% decline in intent to buy petrol.
The move away from diesel is lower,
at -0.8%, reflecting a trend that was
already established pre-Covid.

The appetite to switch to hybrid and
electric is marginally stronger among
male buyers and apparent among all
respondents aged under 34.
Although it is worth noting that all
age groups, from 18-65+, are moving
away from ICE. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the intent to
buy electric and hybrid is stronger
among respondents from London,
where the Ultra Low Emission Zone
is due to be extended in October
2021.  Wealthier households, earning
over £60,000 also showed more
intent to make the switch.

Insight 2: 
The shift towards hybrid and
electric is likely to be influencing
expectations of an increased spend
on future cars
As buyers consider moving away
from ICE to EVs and hybrids, they
also expect to pay more, whether
they buy outright or fund through
monthly payments. Outright buyers
of used cars aged over two-years-old
expect to pay 31% more than before,
with an average ticket price of
£8,878; closely followed by nearly
new buyers paying 31% more,
equating to a price of £14,803.

It’s a similar picture for funded
purchases where used car buyers
expect to pay 14% more, a total of

£240 a month, followed by nearly
new buyers paying 13% more,
totalling £279 a month. Overall, 71%
of buyers prefer to pay the absolute
cost of the car, with the remaining
29% opting for monthly funded
repayments.

Insight 3:
Only 1 in 10 buyers would prefer to
purchase totally online, with
preference highest amongst
younger buyers
With online sales the only option
available to buyers during lockdown,
we wanted to identify how
comfortable consumers were with
digital transactions following the
reopening of dealerships.

Our research shows a mixed picture;
on one hand, just 13% of people said
they were “very comfortable” with
the idea of a full online search and
buying experience. However, 42%
indicated that they were “somewhat
comfortable” buying their next used
car entirely online. And this headline
figure also disguises variations by
age (where around 16% of 25–44-
year-olds were “very comfortable”
buying online) and income.

When we framed the question
around their preferred route to
purchase however, an overwhelming
majority of seven in ten said they
would prefer to purchase their next

car in the traditional way by visiting
a dealership and going for a test
drive before purchasing in person.

Insight 4:
Finding the right car, the right
dealer and negotiating price are
the main pain points for buyers
Our research identifies the typical
pain points encountered by
consumers during their car buying
journey. These start right at the
beginning of the process with 41.8%
of respondents overall saying they
find it difficult to find the right car,
closely followed by 41.7% expressing
difficulties in finding the right dealer.

However, car buyers say the biggest
pain point is negotiating the price of
the car they want to buy with 45.8%
saying this part of the process is
difficult. Communication with sellers
was also an issue for nearly one in
five respondents.

The least painful part of the process
– and possibly the most enjoyable –
is the test drive with only 13.7% of
respondents overall saying they
found it difficult.

Insight 5: 
The average buyer visits 3.5 car
search platforms when researching
online
Car buyers appreciate choice, with
our research revealing they visit an

average of 3.5 car search
websites/apps when researching
their next purchase. And the survey
shows the propensity to visit
multiple car search websites is
evenly split among buyers
regardless of whether it is a brand
new car (4.0) or a used car aged
over two-years-old (3.5).

Similar to buying other big-ticket
purchases like holidays, houses and
electronics, car buyers search
around for reassurance. The key here
is the ability to price check. The vast
majority of respondents (87.1%) use
multiple car search platforms to
make sure they have found the car
they want at the best possible price.
While over three-quarters (76.8%)
are checking to see the car they are
interested in is not being sold
cheaper elsewhere.

Having as much information about
the car they want to buy is cited by
86% of buyers, followed by the
ability to check they have seen as
wide a choice of used cars in their
search area (83.5%). It is also
revealing that 47.3% of respondents
visit multiple sites because they
enjoy searching for cars; highlighting
an overlooked part of some buyers’
journeys.

For the latest eBay Motors Group
research and analysis visit:
www.ebaymotorsgroup.co.uk/news
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Partner feature

Five insights into
understanding car
buyer behaviour  
Consumer behaviour is constantly evolving. This was brought into
sharp focus during lockdown when, for many months, the only
option open to car buyers was to use fledgling click and collect
services. As a sector we saw how quickly buyers and retailers
transitioned to online transactions.

Aug 2018

Mar 2020

Jun 2021

% change

18.7% 56.8% 19.9% 4.7%

17.3% 48.6% 22.3% 11.8%

16.5% 38.9% 29.2% 15.4%

-0.8% -9.7% +6.9% +3.6%

Diesel Petrol Hybrid Electric

WHAT FUEL TYPE DO YOU EXPECT YOUR NEXT CAR TO BE?

%, June 2021

Overall

29.2

15.4

19.9

11.6

32.9

16.7

42.1

17.9

34.3

24.2

HHI £30k HHI £30-£60k HHI £60-£90k HHI £90k+

WHAT IS THE FUEL TYPE OF YOUR CURRENT CAR AND WHAT DO YOU EXPECT YOUR NEXT CAR TO BE?

%, June 2021
Hybrid Electric



25 cars per hour are 
sold on ebay.co.uk.1

Leading search site with 
smart and intuitive tools.

Trusted source for new/used 
valuations and impartial content.

Well-known motoring organisation 
with over 12 million members.

Award winning and record-breaking 
motoring and car culture brand.

More than a 5th of the UK 
population visit Gumtree a month.2

It’s the sum of our parts 
that sets us apart.

1. eBay UK internal data. Monthly average calculated from January 2020 to December 2020. 
2. Comscore MMX Multi-Platform, Unique Users, Total Audience UK, desktop and mobile, monthly average calculated from February 2020 to January 2021.

eBay Motors Group is designed to help dealers Advertise Smarter, by delivering 
cost-effective multi-touchpoint visibility, all through one point of contact, 

making sure your advertising is in tune with how buyers search and buy cars today. 

Call us now for a no-obligation consultation on 0203 966 2711 
or email us at advertisesmarter@ebaymotorsgroup.co.uk

www.ebaymotorsgroup.co.uk


