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The digital revolution is happening at lightning speed — and seems to accelerate more every day. However, busi-
nesses in the automotive sector have barely begun to scratch the surface when it comes to reaping the potential 
of a data-empowered, digitally-enabled world. While industry organizations may believe that they are providing 
supportive digital-forward experiences, their customers might beg to disagree. 

This paper will consider why automotive companies' assumptions may not reflect their customers' lived experienc-
es and explain why many businesses in the automotive sector are not set up for success in the digital world. It will 
further unpack:

•• How automotive companies are falling short of customer expectations — and why they may not realize itHow automotive companies are falling short of customer expectations — and why they may not realize it
•• How these setbacks cause dealers and Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) to lose out on profitsHow these setbacks cause dealers and Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) to lose out on profits

and opportunitiesand opportunities
•• Why building a strong data management foundation is fundamental to delivering omnichannel service andWhy building a strong data management foundation is fundamental to delivering omnichannel service and

elevating CLTVelevating CLTV
•• The opportunity first-person data poses to digitalized organizationsThe opportunity first-person data poses to digitalized organizations

Executive Summary
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When Henry Ford's Model T came off the line in 1914, it sparked an automo-
tive revolution amongst consumers. Suddenly, consumers could overcome 
conventional geographic boundaries and be more ambitious in their travel 
aspirations. Cars empowered their drivers, allowing individuals and families 
alike to go wherever they wanted whenever they wanted. Given this, it's not 
surprising that car ownership in the United States spiked to over 23 million by 
the late 1920s.1 

In the years since, automobiles have become fundamental to our daily lives. 
According to recent data collected by ValuePenguin, a whopping 91.55% of 
households reported having access to at least one car in 2022.2 However, 
unlike shoppers in the 1920s, modern consumers are no longer content with 
the aspirational or empowering experience of buying a car; they expect su-
perb buying and ownership experiences in addition to top-tier automotive 
products. 

In the digital era, customers can browse virtual storefronts and order prod-
ucts from the comfort of their own homes — sometimes, with the option 
to pick them up just hours later. According to Gerent's Automotive Practice 
Lead, Nikhil Bhatia, convenience and seamless experiences have become 
watchwords for retailers everywhere.  

Perceived vs. actual progress: 
automotive organizations are not as 

innovative or supportive as they believe

91.55%

of households reported having access to at least 

one car in 2022.2
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"Think about when you go to pick up a tablet at Best Buy," he said. "Or when 
you're buying a new computer. You might conduct research to figure out which 
brands and models best suit your needs and budget, then head to a website 
like Best Buy to see what they have available. Using location services, you can 
find out whether or not a particular tablet is available at your nearest store, re-
serve or pay for it online, and then either have it shipped to your home or pick 
it up at the store."

"The experience is easy, digitally-enabled, seamless, and — most importantly 
— customer-centric," he concluded.  

Amid this experiential revolution, consumers have begun to expect the same 
convenient, digitally-enabled experiences they enjoy in the retail sector from all 
other industries — including automotive. However, it seems that many dealers 
and Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) may not be as up-to-date as 
they think they are. 

According to a 2022 Salesforce report on trends in the automotive industry, 
over two-thirds of all automotive industry companies surveyed believed they 
were not only providing adequate digital services but excelling at them. How-
ever, 99% of customers say they are dissatisfied with the current car buying 
experience.3 This discrepancy illustrates a profound lack of communication 
and experiential alignment between automotive dealers, OEMs, and custom-
ers. 

What, then, do customers want? Research indicates that consumers expect 
their dealers and OEMs to deliver a seamlessly hybridized digital-to-on-site ex-
perience. Per Cox Auto’s 2019 Car Buyer Journey Study, a whopping 83% of 
consumers “want to do one or more steps of the purchase process online” and 
70% “are more likely to buy from a dealership if they could start the process 
online.”4 

However, relatively few are comfortable shopping entirely online. According to 
Deloitte's 2021 Global Automotive Consumer Study, 75% of surveyed buyers 
said they wanted to see a vehicle in person before buying, and 64% said they 
would like to be able to test drive it, too.5 

Customer want more from their dealers and OEMS — and to meet those ex-
pectations, auto organizations need to provide omnichannel experiences.

Omnichannel: A multi-channel, customer- 

centric approach to communications, sales, 

and service that keeps customer needs and 

experiences top of mind. 

of consumers “want to do one 

or more steps of the purchase 

process online”

“are more likely to buy from a 

dealership if they could start 

the process online”4

83%

70%

Consumers want a hybrid experience4

Auto Experience Perception vs. Reality 

          Perception: 73% of automotive companies believe they are 
            overperforming when it comes to digital transformation

          Reality: 99% of customers say they are dissatisfied with the 
            traditional car-buying experience

*Salesforce Trends in Automotive, 2022³
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"We're living in a digital world, but some experiences can't be had virtually," 
Bhatia explained. "We can try clothes online, we can use AR to see how new 
furniture would look in our homes — but in the car buying process, you still 
need to test drive it; virtual test drives don't exist."

When it comes to buying a car, however, many dealerships just don't have 
the resources needed to provide an optimal customer experience on the web. 
Take pricing, for example: of 500 automotive companies and dealerships 
surveyed by Salesforce, only 24% reported that the prices on their website 
consistently match what customers pay.3 

"It's imaginably frustrating to put in hours or even months of independent re-
search, find a car within your budget, go to the dealership to buy the vehicle, 
and find out it's not the price listed online," Bhatia said. "Discrepancies like this 
simply can't happen with a purchase as expensive and meaningful as a new 
vehicle." 

As the importance of consumer experience & transparency has become in-
creasingly evident, Bhatia says that automotive organizations have begun 
to pivot from product-centric to customer-centric mindsets. A company that 
adopts a customer-centric approach designs its processes to support its cus-
tomer rather than prioritizing immediate sales. Such organizations seek to 
build a long-term, positive relationship with their customers. 

"By moving to a customer-centric model, we are ensuring that the auto deal-
ers are up to date with what the customers want out of the brand," Bhatia 
explained. "That also makes the OEM happy because it helps them sell more 
cars."

However, providing a customer-centric experience is only possible when a 
company has a clear perspective on its consumers — and as Salesforce's 
report illustrates, many companies are entirely unaware of their consumers' 
needs and opinions. In the upcoming section, we'll unpack why this discon-
nection stems from two root causes: subpar data management and siloed 
systems.

We're living in a digital world, but some ex-
periences can't be had virtually. We can try 
clothes online, we can use AR to see how 
new furniture would look in our homes 
— but in the car buying process, you still 
need to test drive it; virtual test drives 
don't exist."

Nikhil Bhatia
Automotive Practice Lead at Gerent

“

       Product-centric model: When a company 

places the vast majority of its focus on devel-

oping and selling its products

       Customer-centric model: When a compa-

ny focuses on providing a positive customer 

experience, both at the point of sale and after 

the sale
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Ultimately, the cause for the discrepancy between dealer perception and 
customer reality boils down to a lack of centralized, cohesive data. Without 
a centralized location for data storage, dealers and OEMs cannot gain intel on 
current and prospective customers, which means they can't provide a person-
alized and satisfactory experience. A decade ago, this siloed data system may 
have been understandable — but nowadays, it's detrimental to a business's 
bottom line. 

According to research from Salesforce, only 46% of auto companies say they 
have enough customer data, and 58% say their data isn't entirely accurate 
and updated.6 These numbers may be surprising at first glance — but under-
standable after some consideration. After all, most companies don't have an 
easy online way to aggregate and store their consumer information. 

"Every company has a different methodology for storing their data, and very 
few of them are effective," Bhatia said. "Some companies have homegrown 
digital platforms; others rely on a patchwork of digital tools and spreadsheets. 
At worst, you see sales reps taking down notes in paper notebooks or the fa-
mous whiteboard found in most dealership sales rooms.”

Consider the challenge this data inaccessibility can pose to a dealer during 
a simple lease expiration. Ideally, a dealership should automatically receive 
advance notice that a customer's lease is ending. A representative should be 
able to review that client's vehicle history, budget, and communication prefer-
ences, then design an outreach strategy to gently remind the customer of their 
upcoming expiration and recommend other vehicles to lease or buy. 

However, if that dealer lacks visibility into its current customers, it may not have 
the data it needs to schedule reminders or craft an effective outreach strategy. 
Representatives may reach out late or with recommendations ill-suited to the 
customer's preferences and budget. Annoyed, the customer might even opt to 
move on after their lease comes to a close. 

This potential churn points to another consequence of the automotive indus-
try's data crisis: subpar Customer Lifetime Value, or CLTV. 

Poor data management undermines 
customer loyalty and constrains 

personalized experiences

Some companies have homegrown digital 
platforms; others rely on a patchwork of 
digital tools and spreadsheets. At worst, 
you see sales reps taking down notes in 
paper notebooks or the famous white-
board found in most dealership sales 
rooms."

Nikhil Bhatia
Automotive Practice Lead at Gerent

“

say they have enough 

customer data

say their data isn't entirely 

accurate and updated

46%

58%

Data poses a challenge for auto orgs6
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When automotive companies cannot access or analyze their customer data, 
they naturally struggle to understand what their customers need — which, in 
turn, may lead to lower satisfaction and higher churn. After all, according to 
a study commissioned by Meta, customer experience, not price, is the top 
driver of dealer loyalty.7

In this context, it’s reasonable to assume that poor experiences could compel 
auto shoppers to put dissatisfying dealers in the proverbial rearview. This lack 
of loyalty is a problem that can have significant financial consequences for 
dealers and OEMs alike. According to statistics shared in the Harvard Busi-
ness Review, it costs between five to twenty-five times more to attract a new 
customer than it does to retain an existing one — and increasing customer 
retention rates by just 5% can increase profits by 25% to 95%.8

Since loyal customers drive business success, automotive organizations have 
a financial motive to provide rewarding experiences and build long-term, prof-
itable relationships with their customers. After all, the average person owns 
their car for over eight years; electric vehicles are predicted to last up to 21 
years.9 Dealers and OEMs have the opportunity to take advantage of these 
long ownership spans and achieve notably high CLTVs — if they can win over 
their customers through top-tier, personalized experiences. 

Without data, organizations struggle to 
gauge (and improve) CLTV

Customer Lifetime Value (CLTV): The projected revenue and/or 
profit a company expects to achieve throughout its relationship with 
a single customer. 

It’s up to 25X
more costly to attract
a new customer than

it does to retain an 
existing one

CLTV = 
Average Transaction Cost x 

Annual Purchase Frequency x 
Expected Years of Retention
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"Every OEM and dealer wants to elevate their CLTV, and the only way to do so is 
by providing well-crafted, well-informed customer experiences," Bhatia noted. 
"The problem is, most companies don't have access to the customer data or 
technology they need to provide great experiences — some don't even have an 
accurate idea of what their CLTV is." 

"Organizations spend money on their website; then they have Facebook, Tik-
Tok, and a million other channels. But if you're not integrating all of them, and 
your marketing data does not come into one common system, you won't know 
who you're targeting or their lifetime value," he concluded.

The logic is straightforward: to drive satisfaction, inspire loyalty, and boost 
CLTV, automotive companies need to (re)gain control over their customer 
information by establishing a centralized platform for incoming data. Thus 
equipped, dealers and OEMs alike will be better positioned to understand their 
customers, deliver delightful omnichannel experiences, and forge long-lasting 
and profitable relationships with consumers. 

Moreover, it's worth noting that organizations that can leverage their data and 
deliver personalized, timely experiences will be ideally positioned to thrive as 
new data sources become available. 

First-party data offers a crucial opportunity for 
omnichannel-minded automotive organizations

In recent years, many OEMs and dealerships have begun to switch from third 
to first-party data in response to tightening internet privacy laws.10 This restric-
tion is, in its own way, an opportunity; by using data collected from internal 
channels like social media, driver data, surveys, and apps, organizations can 
collect high-value customer information at less cost and (theoretically) reap 
higher returns.

"First-person data offers a chance to deliver real-time personalization," Bhatia 
said. "If dealers and OEMs can harness it, they can completely change the con-
sumer automotive experience. Today, dealers are top-notch if they can provide 
personalized end-of-lease recommendations via a customer's preferred chan-
nel — tomorrow, they might be expected to deliver real-time service sugges-
tions based on data provided by the car itself."

First-party data: Information a company directly collects about 
consumers as the consumer interacts with their brand

Third-party data: Information aggregated from public and non– 
public sources that may not be given explicitly by the consumer 

Every OEM and dealer wants to elevate 
their CLTV, and the only way to do so is 
by providing well-crafted, well-informed 
customer experiences. The problem is, 
most companies don't have access to the 
customer data or technology they need to 
provide great experiences — some don't 
even have an accurate idea of what their 
CLTV is." 

Nikhil Bhatia
Automotive Practice Lead at Gerent

“

Understanding the Value of an 
Accurate CLTV

Knowing each customer's lifetime 
value can help companies:
• Measure the effectiveness of

marketing campaigns in driving
new customers

• Understand customer back-
grounds and behaviors, creating
a closer relationship with them
and providing them with a better
experience

• Save money that would have
otherwise been spent on
attracting new customers
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However, to leverage first-party data to its fullest potential, an organization 
must have a platform that allows its team to centralize, gather, and operation-
alize the collected information. Data is only as valuable as a company's ability 
to use it — and if incoming first-party data is hidden away in decentralized or 
siloed systems, it can't be used to personalize a customer's experience or pro-
vide context on their overall experience.

"Companies need a sturdy data foundation and digital engagement layer — a 
CRM like Salesforce's Automotive Cloud, for example — before they can even 
think of providing the kind of competitive experiences that boost CLTV," Bhatia 
said. "You can't exceed customer expectations if you're working with a siloed 
system and relying on your employees to manage customer relationships 
manually." 

However, it's important to note that building such a foundation isn't an easy 
or quick undertaking. Digital transformation is a prolonged process that re-
quires months — if not years — of careful planning, technology implementa-
tion, and change management.

Dealers and OEMs could implement the best, most innovative technology 
available and see zero benefits because they haven't trained their employees 
or adjusted their processes to be in line with the new system. Technology isn't 
a turnkey solution; if automotive organizations want to make full use of digi-
tal solutions, they need to think holistically — they need to evolve into digital 
businesses.

In the following papers of this three-part series, we'll consider what undergo-
ing such a transformation looks like in practice and provide actionable insights 
on how dealers and OEMs alike can leverage Automotive Cloud to deploy om-
nichannel experiences and maximize their CLTV. 

You can't exceed customer expectations 
if you're working with a siloed system and 
relying on your employees to manage cus-
tomer relationships manually."

Nikhil Bhatia
Automotive Practice Lead at Gerent

“
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Start planning for a data-
empowered future state today

Want to get started today? Gerent specializes in helping 
businesses achieve their future-state goals through care-

fully planned digitalization initiatives. To date, our team has 
completed 1000+ implementations, maintaining a 5-star 
satisfaction rating all the while. We're ready to help you 

achieve more with Salesforce. 

If you would like to learn how customer relationship man-
agement and omnichannel service can help increase your 

customers' lifetime value, contact us today! 
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