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A hard sell. Customers say 
buying a car is like pulling teeth. 
Salespeople are calling it quits. 
What's the deal? 

A more profitable path to a 
purchase. Dealerships should 
start with these three principles.

'Brand promise'? It defines your 
dealership, tells customers why 
they should buy from you.  

Tech tonic. Technology can help 
dealerships strengthen bonds with 
shoppers, support sales staff.

For more than 15 years, MAXDigital has helped dealers adapt 
to the digital world, with pioneering software solutions for 
purchasing, pricing and the merchandising of inventory. 

So, when our customers came to us asking for help with 
the sales process, we took a hard look at how the path to 
purchasing a vehicle has evolved. 

What we found is a lot of consumer dissatisfaction with 
the way cars are bought and sold. In our just-completed 
annual survey, 41% of dealers told us they are considering 
changes to their sales process in the next year. A whopping 
63% say they hope to make the sales process more of a 
consultation between salesperson and customer. To make 
that happen, nearly half say they are looking to add or 
upgrade the technology they provide to sales teams. 

Reflecting the new transparency of the online world, 
40% of dealers also told us they are considering moving to 
a low- or no-haggle pricing strategy. 

(Read more from our annual dealer survey at 
maxdigital.com/turnover.) 

After much thought and hard work, our team is offering 
what we think is one solution addressing many of these 
issues: MAX Path to Purchase. This revolutionary new 
product will be unveiled at the 2018 NADA Show.

We believe our new product can provide dealerships 
a framework to re-create the path to a purchase—and in 
the process, increase customer satisfaction, improve how 
the sales staff functions and, most important, protect your 
hard-won profits. 

Even if you decide that MAX Path to Purchase is not 
the right product for your dealership at this time, or if you 
are grappling with these issues and are looking for a new 
vision for how to sell cars, call us. Our team of industry 
veterans understands the challenges dealerships face, 
and we are here to help.

A better way to sell a car? 
We have a solution
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Dealing with Discontent:
Customers aren't buying the way 
many dealerships are selling

Very few people like the way cars are sold 
today.  

Customers say they’d rather visit the 
dentist than go through the process of 
buying a car. Nearly three-quarters of all 
dealership sales consultants leave their 
jobs in any given year. And dealership 
managers moan about low profit margins. 

“Dealerships have not been able to 
make that shift from the traditional way 
they have sold cars to the way customers 
want to buy cars,” says Patrick McMullen, 
senior vice president of strategy and 
innovation at MAXDigital.

How do customers want to buy cars? 

With more transparency, more 
confidence in the deal—and faster. They 
want to buy cars like they buy other 
goods in the internet era: researching on 
their own time and their own devices, 
gathering information, reading reviews, 
and comparing prices and deals. 

Dealerships have responded in part by 
changing the way they price cars. 

But McMullen says many dealerships 
haven’t really changed their approach. 
Too often, when a shopper arrives, he 
or she faces a confusing, Byzantine 
purchasing process, with a back-and-
forth on price—a price that sometimes 
doesn’t even include the figure that has 
been posted online.

McMullen points to five persistent 
problems with the traditional way 
that cars are being sold:

1.  Customers lack trust with most 
dealership salespeople. Research from 
the Gallup organization finds that only 
10% of Americans say they trust car 
salespeople. In contrast, 11% say they 
trust members of Congress. 

2.  That trust is eroded further when 
customers possess more information 
about the cars they’re considering 
than the salespeople do. The 2018 
Cox Automotive Car Buyer Journey 
study found that shoppers on average 
spend more than 14 hours online 
researching before purchasing, while 
61% of dealers surveyed last year by 
MAXDigital said car buyers know more 
than the salespeople.

3.  Many dealerships use a multistep 
sales process that frustrates shoppers. 
McMullen points to 12- or 15-step 
processes posted on dealership walls 
that extend the purchasing process at 
a time when survey after survey finds 
that consumers want to be in and out 
of a dealership in about an hour.

A tough 
sell: It's 
hard to keep 
good help

Employee 
turnover 
adds to the 
problematic 
purchasing 
process, 
dealers say in 
a survey.

74%
of dealers say 
turnover is an 
issue at their 
dealerships.

42%
suffer more 
than 30% 
turnover among 
first-year 
employees.

32%
hire salespeople 
without 
automotive 
experience most 
of the time.

90%
pay salespeople 
using either a 
100% commission 
plan or a 
combination of 
low fixed salary 
with a high 
commission.

Source: 2018 
MAXDigital 

Dealer Study
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4.  The lack of staff expertise and the 
inability to quicken the purchasing 
process is exacerbated by the fact that 
so many salespeople are new at their 
jobs. Dealerships continue to suffer 
remarkably high employee turnover, 
especially on the sales side. Not only 
does that lack of experience further 
diminish customer confidence, but it 
also costs dealerships time and money. 

“Given the current turnover rate, if 
you have 20 salespeople on staff, you 
can expect to lose 15 of them this year,” 
McMullen says. “Experts estimate that it 
costs a dealership upwards of $30,000 in 
recruiting, training and other costs every 
time a sales position turns over.” 

 
5. Although the internet has increased 
transparency for consumers and 
expanded a dealership’s potential market, 
it also has created a “double discount” 
quandary for dealerships. Because 
shoppers can easily compare prices on 
similar cars, dealerships need to price 
their cars competitively—and post those 
prices online. 

But because of the persistent old-
school mindset, customers still expect to 
haggle with a salesperson. 

“Dealers tend to revert back to 
the traditional model; it’s like muscle 
memory,” says Tim Scoutelas, a Senior 
Group Account Executive at MAXDigital. 
“On the other side, customers have a pre-
conceived notion that they are going to 
get treated a certain way, and their guard 
is up. Those expectations might be the 
biggest challenge today.” 

Given all this dissatisfaction, 
something needs to change, says 
MAXDigital’s McMullen.

 “Dealers are still making money, but 
grosses are under pressure,” he says. 
“Dealers are saying: ‘I know I need to 
change soon, but I’m not ready. And I 
don’t know how to do it.’

“Now is the right time to do it. Those 
who don’t change will be left behind.”

How buying cars has changed: 
the surveys say ...
Among those who shopped on the internet, car buyers say 
they spent 61% of their shopping time online, compared with 
34% of their time visiting dealerships.2

Online research was even more important to used-car buyers, 
who say they spent 63% of their shopping time online.2

of car buyers say they were satisfied with 
how long the purchasing process took. They 
reported spending nearly 40 minutes sitting 
idle at the dealership.2

of dealers say they discount the final 
purchase price on a vehicle by an average of 
more than $500.1

of all car buyers and 58% of used-car buyers 
say they trusted that the dealership gave 
them the best deal on their purchase.2

of dealers say they are considering changes 
to their sales process in the next year.1

Source:     1 2018 MAXDigital Dealer Study
               2 2018 Cox Automotive Car Buyer Journey Report     



5  |  MARCH 2018

Pursuing a more profitable 
path to a purchase
Patrick McMullen of MAXDigital 
suggests that as dealers rethink how 
they sell cars, they should follow 
customers down a more simplified—
and more profitable—path to a 
purchase.

A dealership should start by making 
a commitment to three key habits: 

•    Create a brand promise to use at 
the beginning of every customer 
interaction.

•    Act to infuse trust and confidence 
into every step of the customer’s 
experience.

•    Provide the customer information at 
every step of the process, building 
value with the customer but also 
protecting profit margins.

A successful, profitable transaction 
starts by greeting every customer with 
the brand promise. “Dealers should be 
upfront about how the transaction is 
going to go,” says Scoutelas. A key part 
of that brand promise is explaining the 
dealership’s pricing philosophy. 

“For instance,” says Scoutelas, “if 
the dealership offers no-haggle or value 
pricing, the salesman can explain, ‘We 
search the market for similar vehicles, 
we look at the sales history, and we 
come up with what we think is a fair 
price for every car.’”

Everyone on staff, from the 
salesperson to the F&I manager, can 
build the customer’s confidence in the 
dealership throughout the process. Part of 
that will come by providing information 
about the vehicle being considered 
and prices of similar vehicles in the 
market. Sharing the vehicle’s important 
information also helps the customer feel 
confident in the suggested price. 

“We encourage the dealers we 
work with to move from a hard-core 
sales approach to an evidence-based 
approach,” McMullen says of this new 
process. “Not only is that consistent 
with the way consumers want to buy 
cars, it will benefit dealerships in 
holding the margins on their vehicles.” 

Part of the simplified path may also 
include committing to a no-haggle—or 
a modified version of no-haggle—
pricing strategy. Even if the customer 
insists on a price break, the dealer can 
couch it in terms of a loyalty reward 
for repeat customers or a discount for 
future service visits. 

“The reality is that for customers, 
it’s not always just about the price,” 
Scoutelas says. “It’s more about the 
experience and the overall value 
proposition.”

The path to purchasing a 
vehicle should require only  
5 straightforward steps:

1       Set the agenda: What sort of 
vehicle does the customer need 
and want? What is his or her 
budget? 

2       Explore vehicles that meet the 
customer’s needs and budget. 
Inspect and test-drive the options 
on the lot.

3      Agree on a price for the new 
vehicle and a price for a trade-in, 
if applicable.

4      Examine financing options and 
determine payments.

5       Present protection products: 
extended warranties, service 
contracts, gap insurance, etc.

MARCH 2018  |  5
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A brand promise helps define your dealership for customers. It 
tells them who you are, reflecting your character and reputation, 
your value proposition and how you differentiate yourself from 
the competition.

Most important, a brand promise presents your commitment 
to your customers and explains why you deserve their business.

Step 1: Start with how your dealership does business and 
what is most important to you

Look at the table below. Ask yourself: How does your dealership 
deliver the following qualities to customers?

Step 2: Incorporate your dealership’s history and role in 
the community

What role has your dealership historically played in your local 
market and community? For example, are you the low-price 
leader? Tops in service? The largest dealership in the area?

Are you involved in your community, and how? Your brand 
promise should reflect the local personality of your business. 

Step 3: Draft a brand promise statement

Using the results of steps one and two, develop a preliminary 
brand promise statement. Keep it honest, succinct and easy to 
understand. Brainstorm with managers and other employees 
who work with customers. If you have certain phrases or 
statements you’d like to include, test them with current 
customers using surveys or focus groups. Do they think the 
statements accurately reflect who you are as a dealership?

Step 4: Test-drive the brand promise

Take your brand promise statement to employees for their 
input. Have your sales team practice introducing and 
explaining the brand promise to customers. 

Step 5: Share your brand promise with customers

Work with your communications and leadership teams to 
create a strategy to introduce the brand promise publicly. That 
might include posters featuring your brand promise statement 
to hang in the showroom, posting the promise on your website 
and social media channels and including it in printed materials 
or information folders given to prospective customers. 

Who are you? 
Building your 'brand 
promise' in 5 steps

Which of these qualities define how you do business? 
Decide which should be part of your core promise to customers.

Quality and 
Value

Peace of 
mind

Selection

Price

Sales  
approach

Do you offer inspection commitments, 
warranty information, free vehicle 
history reports, service discounts or 
free car washes for loyal customers?

Do you offer money-back guarantees 
or parts replacement coverage?

What is available to customers, both 
on the lot and within a corporate 
family, if applicable?

What is your pricing philosophy: 
No-haggle? Fair value? Is your 
online pricing consistent with 
showroom pricing?

How might your method of paying 
salespeople affect the customer? 
Do you offer no-commission sales? 
Flat fees?



Building trust & Confidence: 
Mind your P's

People:
Listen to customers and focus 
on their goals. Arm the sales 
staff  with the neccessary 
information and tools to 
discuss every vehicle with a 
prospective buyer.

Process: 
Create a brand promise and 
deliver on it. Build the sales 
process around the customer’s 
preferred way of shopping and 
proceed expeditiously.

Product: 
Use facts, not just words, 
to sell the vehicle. Build 
excitement with the test drive.

Pricing: 
Determine the optimal 
selling price at your initial 
conversation and stick to 
it. Eliminate haggling on 
purchase prices and trade-ins. 
Earn a solid profi t on markups 
by eliminating haggling and 
speeding up the F&I process.

Protection products: 
Create fi xed-price options 
on insurance and protection 
products that involve modest 
increases in the buyer’s 
monthly payment.

Technology can provide a way to share information and be 
transparent with shoppers, establish customer trust and 
support your sales staff.

Eight in 10 dealerships say their sales staff uses technology 
during the sales process, according to an exclusive survey 
of dealerships conducted for MAXDigital. More than 80% 
say salespeople use technology to check the dealership 
inventory; two-thirds say sales staffers use tech tools to educate 
themselves and their customers about vehicle features.

Dealers say technology tools provide tangible benefi ts. More 
than half of those surveyed say providing salespeople with real-
time information on the packages, equipment and suggested 
retail price for all vehicles on the lot can make them more 
successful—and more than two-thirds say it can help build 
trust and confi dence with shoppers.

Not surprisingly, 46% of dealers say they are considering 
adding to or upgrading the technology available to their sales 
staff in the next year.

The right technology can help dealers who are 
re-evaluating their sales process: 

•    Technology tools can provide structure for a “new” and 
simplifi ed sales process and give salespeople a system that is 
easy to follow and repeatable.

•    Technology is a useful aid to help train and support new 
salespeople and contributes to reducing employee turnover 
rates. Having the right technology is also especially appealing 
when hiring and retaining millennial salespeople. 

•    Finally, technology can empower managers with a real-time 
look at how salespeople are performing on the fl oor.

how technology can 
help the process

Dealerships should work to infuse trust 
and confi dence into every part of the 
customer experience.
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In a recent survey, 41% of dealers said they’re looking to change their sales 
process.* We have the answer. MAXDigital’s Path to Purchase makes every 
step of the sales process faster, simpler and more effective because it’s 
uniquely focused on today’s consumers and the way they want to do business. 

Schedule a demo to learn more: (888) 841-0884

Visit us at NADA 2018, booth 4138C 
We’re unveiling something big. 
Don’t miss it.

MAXDigital.com* MAXDigital Dealer Study, 2018

Let MAXDigital help.

you’re not alone.

My sales 
process needs to 

change.


