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Blame it on Michael Aldrich.

In 1979, Aldrich demonstrated the first online shopping system. His 
idea of e-commerce combined computer processing with mass 
communication systems to enable businesses to sell their goods 
and services to others.1  

Then came the World Wide Web in the early 1990s and, with it, the 
explosion of e-commerce. From eBay to Amazon to, well, every kind 
of retailer. If a good or service can be sold online, it likely is.

So why can’t consumers buy a car online from a dealership, start to 
finish?

The fact is, despite the popularity of internet shopping, barriers still 
exist to selling some goods online, including vehicles. Generally 
speaking, the more complex the sale – the more parties involved 
and regulations governing the transaction – the harder it is has been 
to realize a full e-commerce vision. That’s certainly the case in the 
automotive industry, especially for new vehicle sales.

But, those roadblocks don’t mean consumer demand is not there, or 
that some businesses haven’t already broken down barriers to online 
vehicle retailing. Here are a few examples: 

 • A used car or truck is sold once every five minutes on  
  eBay Motors.2  

 • Sites like Beepi and Carvana are challenging existing models  
  for selling used vehicles online. 

 • Roadster acts as the middleman between the dealership and  
  the buyer, handling much of the new or used vehicle sale online.  
  Then, the paperwork and delivery are completed at the buyer’s  
  home or office, rather than at the dealership.

 • Some dealerships also have built their own Roadster-like sales  
  model, working the sale online and then completing the sale  
  and delivery at the buyer’s location.3 

 • A number of car companies, including General Motors, Toyota,  
  and Volvo, are developing ways to sell vehicles online.

“From eBay to 
Amazon to, well, 
every kind of 
retailer. If a good or 
service can be sold 
online, it likely is.”
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All of these approaches seek to redefine the traditional dealership 
experience and capitalize on consumer expectations for online 
shopping. They also tap into shoppers dislike and distrust of 
the traditional car-buying process, take advantage of changing 
regulations, and use technology to streamline the car-buying 
process. 

The success of these newer digital car-shopping models makes 
it even more important for dealerships to adopt an e-commerce 
mindset in preparing for the future of automotive retailing – a future 
when any car can be sold online, without the buyer ever having to 
set foot in a retail store or sign any physical paperwork. 

That mindset goes beyond seeing e-commerce strictly as an online 
exchange of money for goods and services. Instead, e-commerce 
requires a broader definition that encompasses the entire buying 
cycle and all of the activities associated with a sale.

The Mindset Makes Moments Matter
Today’s car shoppers are using every resource available to 
determine which car to buy, at what price, and from which seller. By 
the time those shoppers visit a dealership, the core of the buying 
cycle already is complete. And, a large part of those activities 
happen online. 

Research from Google confirms these steps in the car-buyer 
journey. In fact, Google has even named the core pieces an 
automotive retailer must win to capture the shopper’s business. 
Those core pieces are called “micro moments.”4 

 • According to Google, shoppers start with “Which-car-is- 
  best-for-me” moments. At the beginning, most are unsure  
  which car to buy. So, they ask friends and family members,  
  poll their social networks, and search trusted automotive  
  industry portals for vehicle information.

 • As they narrow their search, they have “Is-it-right-for-me”  
  moments. These are the moments where shoppers assess  
  how the vehicle fits into their lifestyle. They read information  
  on car company websites, check out video clips that demo  
  vehicle features and options, and watch online test drive videos.

“The success of 
these newer digital  
car-shopping 
models makes 
it even more 
important for 
dealerships 
to adopt an 
e-commerce 
mindset in 
preparing for the 
future of automotive 
retailing – a future 
when any car can 
be sold online, 
without the buyer 
ever having to set 
foot in a retail store 
or sign any physical 
paperwork. ”
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 • Shoppers then determine “Can-I-afford it.” In these moments,  
  they’re researching price and financing options and finding  
  the trade-in value of their current vehicle. They also look for  
  vehicle specials that make a vehicle more desirable, or  
  workable, price-wise.

 • When shoppers know what to buy and at what price, they  
  then look for “Where-should-I buy it.” According to Google,  
  shoppers frequently search for dealerships near their location.  
  They also begin to consider which dealerships will deliver the  
  best experience. On average, car shoppers visit between four  
  and five dealership websites up to this point.

 • Finally, after deciding what to buy, how much to pay for it,  
  and where to buy, buyers visit one – maybe two – dealerships  
  to complete the sale. But, there’s still unfinished business.  
  Buyers want to confirm “Am-I-getting-a-deal.” So, even  
  while they’re at the dealership, they’re using their  
  smartphones to confirm if they’re getting the best price.

The imperative for dealerships is to respond to car shoppers in these 
moments by delivering an engaging experience, online and in store.

Biggest Barriers to End-to-End Automotive 
E-commerce 

A discussion about automotive e-commerce would not be complete 
without talking about barriers to fully online vehicle sale transactions.

The biggest barriers are not with consumers or the dealership’s 
website or the dealer’s in-house technologies. 

The largest – and often unseen and unacknowledged – barriers still 
lie in coordination among all the players in a vehicle sale.

In any vehicle sale, there are many players from the car company 
and dealer to the consumer and lender to F&I product providers and 
state registration and license bureaus. 
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Removing Barriers to Online  
Vehicle Shopping 
Applying an e-commerce mindset – and translating it into a 
comprehensive web strategy – can help dealerships win in the five 
micro moments. Here’s how:  

Think Beyond a Vehicle Showcase 

The best e-commerce sites for dealerships are more than just a virtual 
showroom. They’re more than pages of vehicle listings and a shopping 
cart. They are the sites that capture every aspect of the buying cycle 
and entice browsers to become buyers.

To do that, these sites should provide car shoppers with the answers 

To make a car sale happen completely, end-to-end online, each one 
of these players must make every piece of the transaction digital. 
Plus, all of the digital systems must talk to one another and exchange 
information seamlessly and flawlessly.

Over the past few years, car companies, dealer service providers, 
major lenders, and others have taken a number of actions toward 
digitizing every part of the process to further enable e-contracting 
and break down one of the larger barriers to online car sales.

And, while federal, state, and local regulations still put up 
legal barriers to online vehicle sales, newer laws are removing 
those roadblocks. For example, the Fixing America’s Surface 
Transportation (FAST) Act, signed in December 2015, contains 
provisions for states to accept electronic signatures on odometer 
forms, removing that federal requirement for “wet” signatures.5   

So while there are barriers to digital vehicle retailing today, it’s also 
clear those barriers are being removed, piece by piece. Dealers 
should prepare now for the growth and acceptance of online sales, 
including new vehicles, so they can transition smoothly and remain 
on top.

“Applying an 
e-commerce 
mindset – and 
translating it into a 
comprehensive web 
strategy – can help 
dealerships win 
in the five micro 
moments with 
shoppers.”
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to the questions they have in those “micro moments.” Shoppers 
can find the information they want, in the form they want it. They 
are engaged. And, they can complete as much of the sale online as 
possible.

The best dealership websites include features, such as: 

 • Quick links to the most popular information shoppers want to  
  find – up-to-date inventory, specials and incentives, and  
  directions to the dealership.

 • Flexible search options to look at inventory broadly or to quickly  
  narrow in on a vehicle. Plus, options to set price alerts or save  
  listings for later.

 • Inventory listings that include prices, vehicle options, actual  
  interior and exterior vehicle photos, walk-around videos, vehicle  
  history reports, and more.

 • Vehicle personalization configurators to build a new car from  
  scratch or add accessories.

 • Communications options such as click-to-call the dealership,  
  online chat, lead forms, and language preferences.

 • Specific offers that motivate shoppers to provide contact  
  information, schedule a test drive, and show for the appointment.

 • Tools that enable shoppers to estimate monthly payments, get a  
  price quote, complete a credit application, value a trade-in, and  
  place a vehicle deposit.

 • Information that helps build trust, such as a dealership overview,  
  employee bios and photos, blog, social media links, and  
  customer reviews.

All of these features are designed toward an e-commerce mindset. 
They help deliver the information shoppers want and need for a 
transparent, engaging digital dealership experience.  

“The best 
e-commerce sites 
for dealerships are 
more than just a 
virtual showroom. 
They’re more than 
pages of vehicle 
listings and a 
shopping cart. 
They are the sites 
that capture every 
aspect of the buying 
cycle and entice 
browsers to become 
buyers.”
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Get Found

Capturing shoppers’ attention online can be one of the biggest barriers 
to success for any retailer. Even if it’s the best store, the best people, 
the best products, and the best website, none of that matters if the site 
can’t be found online. 

In addition to investing in website technology, the best dealerships 
pairing those investments with other technologies and services that 
help put their products in front of potential buyers at the right time, 
with the right message, on the right channel.

Those investments include traditional search engine optimization (SEO). 
They also include investments in off-site SEO, such as social media 
marketing, to reach shoppers on the channels they use and trust most.

Plus, the most successful dealers are using paid digital advertising 
for targeted campaigns to attract individual shoppers to dealership 
products and services.

All of these tactics can help dealers increase their chances of being 
found online and attracting buyers.

Go Mobile 

More than 70 percent of consumers say they’re interested in using 
a smartphone or tablet to find information during the car-buying 
process.6 So, those dealerships whose websites are not 
mobile-friendly put up another barrier to delivering the complete, 
satisfying mobile shopping experience that converts.

When it comes to building mobile websites, there are two popular 
choices for design: responsive or adaptive.

 • With responsive design, the HTML code “responds” by  
  recognizing what kind of device – PC, tablet, or smartphone – the  
  user has and adjusts the website text size to fit the user’s screen.  
  It’s easier and often more practical for web designers because  
  they don’t need to code multiple pages.

 • Adaptive design sends separate HTML codes to fit a specific  
  device: sending one HTML code to PCs, another to smartphones,  

“Even if it’s the best 
store, the best 
people, the best 
products, and the 
best website, none 
of that matters if the 
site can’t be found 
online.”
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  and another to tablets. It’s a little more up-front work for web  
  designers. But, it’s better for retailers because they can tailor the  
  consumer website experience to their intent for visiting the site. 

Increasingly, adaptive has become the design of choice for 
e-commerce sites, including Google, Amazon, Priceline – and 
automotive retailers.

Adaptive design serves up information to shoppers in a format that’s 
easy to view and to use on their device for a specific purpose. For 
example, smartphone users often are looking for quick information 
on a retailer or product; tablet users are looking for entertainment 
or product video; and PC users are doing in-depth research on their 
future purchase.

When it comes to shopping for a vehicle on a mobile device, adaptive 
design helps retailers remove barriers to a better digital retail 
experience. It enables shoppers to find the information they want, at 
the time they want it, in a format that’s most useful and pleasing.

Advance Reputation 

As shoppers get further into their car-buying journey, they will decide 
which dealership to visit to test drive a vehicle and complete their 
purchase. If shoppers can’t easily find information that helps them 
answer the “Where-should-I-buy-it” moment they’ll quickly move on to 
another dealership.

Dealers that share positive customer reviews on their website help 
give shoppers the information they’re looking for to help build trust and 
answer the “where buy” question. 

What’s more, while companies like Beepi and Carvana look to digitize 
car buying, there is still one place they can’t compete with dealerships: 
service after the sale. The dealership’s website is the perfect place to 
showcase all it offers to owners and set it apart from the competition.

Car shoppers should be able to learn about the dealership’s services, 
not just its products, when on its website.

“What’s more, while 
companies like 
Beepi and Carvana 
look to digitize car 
buying, there is 
still one place they 
can’t compete with 
dealerships: service 
after the sale.”
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 • Is it simple to schedule a service appointment online? 

 • Can I check the status of a current vehicle repair? Or, view  
  previous repair history?

 • Are loaner cars or a courtesy shuttle available?

 • What other amenities does the dealership offer?

 • Can I buy vehicle accessories or repair parts from the dealership?

The best dealership websites are the ones that show car shoppers 
their in-store experience will equal or exceed their positive digital 
experience. Providing complete information about dealership services, 
in addition to its products, is one more way to encourage shoppers to 
choose the dealership for their test drive and purchase.

Connect to Shoppers Faster 

A final barrier for dealers to remove is the lack of communication with 
potential customers. Today, 40 percent of automotive leads are never 
contacted.7 It doesn’t have to be that way. 

In addition to online chat and click-to-call options, newer technologies 
enable dealers to contact shoppers when they’re on the dealership 
website, ready to buy. 

These technologies help dealers quickly connect to shoppers to 
answer their questions in the “micro moments,” encourage them 
to schedule a test drive, and begin the car-buying process with the 
dealership.

“Today, 40 percent 
of automotive leads 
are never contacted.  
It doesn’t have to be 
that way.”
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Conclusion 
In an “always connected” world, shoppers expect retailers to meet them where they are 
and provide ways to buy goods and services online. This is true whether it’s household 
goods, books, sneakers, or new vehicles.

Those dealerships who apply an e-commerce mindset are best prepared to break down 
the barriers to digital vehicle retailing and attract more buyers to their store, now and in the 
long term.

To learn more about Naked Lime’s services, call 

855.NKD.LIME or email info@nakedlime.com.
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