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It seems like everything in the auto retailing business is 
changing, all at once. The way cars are made, marketed 
and sold is being transformed in the digital world.
For more than 15 years, MAXDigital’s mission has  

been to help dealers adapt to this new world, with 
pioneering software solutions to purchase, price and 
merchandise inventory. 

At the 2018 NADA Show, we unveiled our newest 
solution: MAX Path to Purchase, a revolutionary new 
product that provides a framework for a sales process 
that is more in line with the way customers want to buy a 
car. MAX Path to Purchase is now being tested with select 
dealer groups across the country.

Early returns are very positive. Dealers tell us that their 
customers really respond to the product — because it 
allows them to follow the precise purchase path, from the 
trade-in process to signing the final paperwork, and gauge 
whether they’re an hour or three hours away from driving 
off with their new vehicle. 

For their part, salespeople say that providing customers 
with step-by-step evidence proving the value of their car 
reduces the pressure to negotiate prices.

Some of the best feedback centers on the ability of 
MAX Path to Purchase to turn the trade-in appraisal 
into a transparent, collaborative process between the 
salesperson and customer. 

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

Although it’s a time of great change in the industry, it’s 
also an exciting time to be an auto dealer. If you are ready 
to embrace the future 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 new path to 
sales success
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The new sales model
Responding to customer feedback 

and research, dealerships are 

reconsidering the way they sell cars 

— especially the part that begins when a 

potential buyer actually enters the store.

When MAXDigital surveyed dealers this 

year, more than 40 percent said they were 

considering changes to the sales process. 

Among those dealers who said they were 

considering changes, the top priorities are 

making the sales process more consultative, 

adding or upgrading the sales team’s 

technology and placing more emphasis on 

the dealership’s brand.

“What’s happening is that dealers are 

starting to truly listen to the consumer when 

they say they want to do business a different 

way,” says Mike Cavanaugh, former COO 

of used-car chain CARite and now head of 

strategic partnerships for MAXDigital. 

The increased use of smartphones, 

consumers’ perpetual use of the internet 

and the ubiquity of online retailers such 

as Amazon are changing consumer 

expectations for all types of purchases, 

Cavanaugh says. That makes price 

transparency, the availability of technology 

and a streamlined sales process increasingly 

important considerations for dealerships.

Today’s car shoppers are spending more 

time researching online, less time in market 

overall and visiting fewer dealerships in 

person, according to Cox Automotive Inc.’s 

2018 Car Buyer Journey report. Less than 60 

percent of car buyers said they visited two or 

more dealerships. 

Not only do shoppers expect to see a 

dealership’s inventory and prices posted 

online, but they’re also increasingly asking 

to see the total purchase price, including F&I 

options, in advance. 

“These days, consumers are being 

conditioned that you should be able to buy 

and research online, see prices and purchase 

any product quickly and easily,” Cavanaugh 

says. “If they have to talk to a person during 

the purchase process, they feel it should only 

be to consult with someone because that 

person is a product expert.

“Given that, the old dealership sales model 

is becoming obsolete.”

Brad DeSelms, sales director for Lander, 

Wyo.-based dealership group Fremont 

Management Co., is a dealership veteran who 

is experiencing these changes every day.

“The sales process needs to change, and 

we’re working on it.” DeSelms says. “When 

I started on the sales floor, I was taught to 

follow the 10-step sales process. Then it 

became eight. Then five. 

“We’re all trying to condense the process, 

streamline it.”

While consumers say they’re looking for 

a more efficient way to buy a car, they also 

come to the dealership well-informed and 

looking for a salesperson they can trust and 

collaborate with. 

“Customers today don’t want to be sold 

to,” DeSelms says. “They want to be informed 

and advised. And the more transparent you 

can be, the better. 

“At Fremont, we’re working on changing 

the trade-in process in two of our 

locations, making it more transparent and 

collaborative, and watching how customers 

are reacting to it.”

Whether it’s increasing transparency 

online and at the store, enabling 

collaboration between salespeople and 

buyers or providing cutting-edge technology 

for staff and customers, smart dealers are 

testing and implementing changes.

“There are a lot of innovative dealers 

taking the right steps,” Cavanaugh says. 

“They realize they need to change to meet 

consumers where they want to be.”

Dealers hear what savvy shoppers expect and are changing the purchasing process

“Customers today don’t 
want to be sold to. They 
want to be informed and 

advised. And the more 
transparent you can be, 

the better.”
- Brad DeSelms, sales director,  

Fremont Management Co.

40%
of dealers said they 
were considering 
changes to the 
sales process.

MORE THAN

60%
of car buyers said  
they visited two or 
more dealerships.

less than

Source: Cox Automotive 2018 
Car Buyer Journey Report
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Trade-ins need more trust, 

People like getting a new car. And according 
to Deloitte's 2018 Global Automotive 
Consumer Study, consumers are generally 

happy with their overall dealership experience. 
But Deloitte found that car buyer satisfaction 

dropped considerably for three parts of the 
dealership experience: pricing and haggling 
issues, paperwork and the length of the 
purchase process — which are almost inevitably 
intertwined. 

Customers reported that of the average three 
hours spent at a dealership while buying a car, 
half was spent negotiating or doing paperwork 
— and only 46 percent of car buyers said they 
were satisfied with how long the process took, 
according to the 2018 Car Buyer Journey study 
from Cox Automotive.

“There are a couple of points that slow the 
sales process down, and are consistent pain 
points for customers: financing and trade-
ins,” says Mike Cavanaugh, head of strategic 
partnerships for MAXDigital. In particular, 
Cavanaugh says, the trade-in process often 
creates tension and distrust between the 
dealership staff and potential buyers

“We dealers have a horrible reputation of 
not doing a good job of building trust and 
transparency with consumers during the trade-in 
process,” Cavanaugh says. “Customers too often 
feel they’re getting a lowball offer for their trade-
in — that the dealer is trying to steal the car.”

He believes part of the solution is 
reconsidering how the trade-in appraisal and 

negotiation is handled — and specifically getting 
the customer more involved. “The trade-in 
process has to be a more collaborative process,” 
he says. “The customer wants to feel they’re part 
of the process, and that they understand the 
reasons we arrive at a value for the trade-in.”

Brad DeSelms agrees. “We think it’s better that 
the appraisal of a trade-in is not just a piece of 
paper with a number written in Sharpie — and 
that when the customer asks why that’s the price 
for his car, it’s not just ‘Because my manager said 
so,’ ” says DeSelms, sales director for Fremont 
Management Co., which owns 12 dealerships 
across Wyoming and Nebraska.

“The more you involve the customer in the 
trade-in process, the more they see the logic in 
how you price the car.”

At some of Fremont’s dealerships, the staff 
is testing a new process: asking a buyer to help 
evaluate his own trade-in, handing the customer 
an iPad so he can go through the appraisal 
alongside the staff, providing information on 
the car’s condition and history. It helps build 
transparency into the process.

 “We want to reduce that ‘genie behind the 
curtain’ feeling so often associated with trade-
ins, and so far, we think it’s working,” DeSelms 
says. “When we get the customer interacting in 
the trade, all the armor comes off.”

Part of the reason it works is that the 
customer gets a step-by-step rationale for the 
trade-in price. 

“The customer wants to feel they’re part of the 

The ‘genie behind the curtain’ needs to be congenial and collaborative with customers

less tension
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Source: Deloitte 2018 
Global Automotive  
Consumer Study

NINE OUT OF TEN
car buyers expect an 
extremely efficient 
purchase process.
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process,” Cavanaugh says. “It’s about 
having a conversation about how a 
dealer arrives at the trade-in value, taking 
into consideration the book value and 
the market price but also the vehicle’s 
specific history and what the customer 
says about the car’s condition.”

For Patrick McMullen, MAXDigital 
senior vice president of strategy and 
innovation, getting the buyer involved 
in appraising the trade-in is part of the 
larger process of “building evidence 
with the customer about the way 
cars are priced” — which increases 
transparency, cuts down on buyer angst 
and helps dealers hold prices. 

“If the customer is included in the 
trade-in process, because it was a 
mutual examination of the car, not 
just an appraisal being conducted by 
a guy behind the door, the customer 
understands the number he’s presented 
with,” McMullen says. “Dealers find they 
get a lot less pushback on the number. 

“It ends up being more profitable 
in the long run, because dealers often 
acquire those cars at a lower cost. And 
in pre-owned cars, we all know it’s not 
just what we sell the car for, but what we 
buy them for that matters.”

It also can help the flow of the overall 
sales process to do the walkaround 
of the potential trade-in and start the 
trade-in appraisal before the test drive, 
McMullen says. “After the customer 
provides feedback on his trade-in, the 
manager can do an appraisal while the 

customer and salesperson are off doing 
the test drive,” he says. “It can be more 
efficient, and eliminate 20 to 30 minutes 
from the purchase process.” 

When MAXDigital asked dealers earlier 
this year if they were considering changes 
to the sales process, 41 percent said yes 
— and two-thirds of those dealers said 
they were looking at ways to make the 
sales process more consultative.

A collaborative trade-in appraisal 
process can help with that approach, 
Cavanaugh says. “It’s a way to build 
trust and rapport with the customer, by 
positioning the salesperson as a trusted 
consultant,” he says. “It reinforces that 
the salesperson is not trying to jam you 
into a car or steal your trade.”

It also helps make sure that the stress 
of the trade-in negotiation doesn’t wreck 
a potential deal. 

“Consider that the average customer 
today visits 1.3 dealerships,” Cavanaugh 
says. “You don’t want to be that .3. And 
that can happen when a customer feels 
they are not getting a fair value for their 
trade-in.

“When a customer has spent 14 
hours researching online, and decided 
to come to your dealership, he’s saying, 
‘I like your car and I want to see it to 
determine if I want to buy it.’ The trade 
can be the part of the transaction where 
the dealer blows the sale. And they 
didn’t just lose the trade, but lost the 
whole deal.” “The trade-in 

process has to be a 
more collaborative process. The 

customer wants to feel they’re part 
of the process and that they understand the 

reasons we arrive at a value for the trade-in.”
-  Michael Cavanaugh, head of strategic partnerships, MAXDigital

“The more you involve 
the customer in the 

trade-in process, the 
more they see the logic 

in how you price the car.” 
- Brad DeSelms, sales director,  

Fremont Management Co.
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A s dealers reconsider and reconfigure the 
sales process, they also are  
  addressing a problem that continues 

to plague the auto-retailing industry: high 
turnover on the sales force.

Nearly 80 percent of dealers surveyed by 
MAXDigital this year said turnover is an issue 
affecting their business; 23 percent said it’s a 
major problem. And nine in 10 dealers said 
hiring good salespeople is difficult.

“Statistics show that the auto industry 
continues to have a hard time getting and 
keeping quality people,” says Mike Cavanaugh, 
former COO of the used-car chain CARite 
and now head of strategic partnerships for 
MAXDigital. “It creates a disconnect. Dealers 
have these phenomenal websites and online 
experiences, and customers are expecting the 
same thing in store. 

“They’ll say: ‘You made it seem really easy 
online. But when I asked about this particular 
vehicle, all the salesperson had to say was that 
it was a great car — he didn’t know anything 
else because it’s not your main brand.’ ”

It’s a vicious circle: The lack of expertise can 
lead to a lack of confidence among salespeople, 
leading to more turnover and even less 
expertise on the sales floor. 

One used-car sales manager put it this way: 
“You can lose quality salespeople if they’re 
scared and don’t know what to say when talking 
to customers. The right training and tools give 
them more of a chance to succeed at sales, so 
they’re more likely to stick around.”

 Fifty-two percent of dealers said providing 
salespeople with technology that gives 
them access to real-time, detailed vehicle 
information would make those salespeople 

A sales career? 
They aren’t buying it

Dealers hope better training and tools will slow troublesome  
turnover of talent from the showroom

more successful; 67 percent said those tools 
would give salespeople the ability to build more 
trust and confidence with customers.

Not surprisingly, 46 percent of dealers 
considering changes to the sales process 
pointed to adding or upgrading technology for 
the sales team.

Besides providing salespeople with 
instant information on every vehicle in the 
lot, technology tools often enable a more 
collaborative relationship with customers. 
Salespeople can look with their customers to 
review vehicle history, pricing, packages and 
equipment on a tablet or other screen, or even 
collaborate to appraise a trade-in. 

Dealers say creating that type of expert 
consultant role may be one way to mitigate the 
hiring and turnover issues. 

Says MAXDigital’s Cavanaugh: “Really, how 
many people say they want to become a car 
salesperson? But you can position it differently. 
You can tell your staff: ‘You are not a used-car 
salesperson. I want you to be a product adviser, 
like someone at the Apple Store’s Genius Bar or 
a BMW dealership. I’ll arm you with the right 
tools to be an expert on every vehicle you sell, 
and help you build trust with every person you 
deal with.’ ”

Brad DeSelms of Fremont Management 
Co. puts it this way: “If you advertise for a car 
salesman, you’ll get nobody to apply. But if you 
advertise for a customer service adviser, you’ll 
get lots of applicants.

“We’re looking for ways to help our 
salespeople be more tech-savvy. Not only is 
technology a great tool for the salesperson on 
the floor, I believe it helps dealerships retain 
them longer.”

NINE IN TEN dealers 
said hiring good sales-
people is difficult.

46%
of dealers considering 
changes to the sales 
process pointed to 
upgrading technology 
for the sales team.

“What I always 
say is that transparency is 

replacing negotiation.” 
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Transparency: 
The clear choice

Dealers adapt sales process to meet expectations of internet-savvy consumers 

Because internet shopping has increased consumer 

demands for transparency both online and at the 

dealership, many dealers are working to change the 

sales process to meet those customer expectations.

“The lovely thing about the internet is that everything is online. 

The bad thing is that everything is online,” says Peter Wilson, 

owner of Florida’s Orlando Infiniti. “But those who fear it are 

wrong. In my opinion, the secret is to not hide the information.”

At Orlando Infiniti, a four-tier pricing system — certified 

pre-owned, plus gold, silver and bronze — makes things crystal 

clear for both the customer and salesperson. Used cars in 

each tier are winherently different — the higher the tier, the 

lower the mileage, for instance — and are treated differently in 

terms of reconditioning at the dealership. Colorful, tier-based 

window stickers on each vehicle are in sync with the prices 

featured on the dealership website, while every salesperson 

has an iPad ready to share each vehicle’s history, packages and 

equipment with an interested customer.

“We pride ourselves on being market-based in terms of 

pricing, and we use technology to demonstrate to customers 

that our prices are in lockstep with the most competitive in the 

market,” Wilson says.

“Our business is not user-friendly when it comes to the 

bureaucratic and regulatory soup you have to wade through. 

We can’t control all that, but we can influence what we do at 

the dealership. I wanted to simplify things.” 

Wilson’s salespeople don’t negotiate with dollars, he says, 

but with inventory. For instance, if a customer is interested 

in a silver-level used car but wants new tires, the salesperson 

can point him to the certified pre-owned cars, whose 

reconditioning automatically includes new tires.

In yearly Gallup polls, the percentage of Americans who 

say they don’t trust car salespeople hovers near 90 percent. 

Reflecting that wariness, two-thirds of customers say they’re 

“showrooming,” or checking prices and vehicles at other stores, 

while in a dealership. 

Building transparency into the sales process is a way to 

deflect those customer concerns, to reassure buyers that 

they’re getting a fair deal.

 “What I always say is that transparency is replacing 

negotiation,” says Tyler Lane, operations manager for Gerry 

Lane Automotive in Baton Rouge, La. “The car business today 

has to compete with an online retail experience market, where 

customers expect transparency, to see your best price online 

from the start. I’m working to put as much information online 

as possible about my dealership and our cars.” 

But being transparent and providing customers all the 

information they want can be challenging. “All of a sudden 

I’m selling every brand and model, and it’s impossible to 

retain that much information about every vehicle,” Lane says. 

“I’m working to structure our website to give customers all 

the information I want them to have — for instance, to list 

everything we do to recondition a vehicle before we sell it, with 

the Carfax vehicle report right next to it. 

“But I think providing all that information builds the  

value in the car.”

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SUPPLEMENT

“What I always 
say is that transparency is 

replacing negotiation.” 
- Tyler Lane, operations manager, Gerry Lane Automotive
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Speak your 
customer’s 
language.
MAXDigital puts tools and 
knowledge in your salespeople’s 
hands to create the experience 
customers want—and the sales and 
profi ts you want. 

•  No-hassle: Our tech-based 
solutions make every part of the 
buying process simpler and more 
effi  cient. 

•  Instant experts: Salespeople will 
have up-to-the-minute info about 
every vehicle on the lot.

•  Trust & confi dence: Build trust and 
confi dence with evidence-based 
proof points that justify the price.

•  Transparency: Customers can see 
fi rsthand how you determine price 
or fair trade-in value. 

Schedule a demo today: 

MAXDigital.com


