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The Sophus Forum is a unique event where digital 
marketing professionals meet to hear about 
and discuss the latest trends and emerging best 
practice within the automotive industry. The 21st 
edition, held in the Blue Fin Building on London’s 
South Bank in March 2015 was attended by 
representatives from over 20 car brands from 
around Europe, both those working within OEMs’ 
digital departments and the agencies supporting 
them.

This year the contributions were of the customary 
high standard, addressing the challenges car brands 
face to engage with their customers online and 
maximise the reach and value of their digital 
activity. The theme of “Driving Sales through Digital 
Excellence” was approached from a number of 
angles and in this paper we share with you some of 
the highlights and key contributions.

But the success and popularity of the day is not 
just down to the speakers but also the result of the 
lively contributions of those attending, making it a 
stimulating event and a rare opportunity for people 
to engage with their counterparts from other 
companies.

We hope that you enjoy these ‘Highlights and 
takeaways’ and that we can look forward to 
welcoming you to our next forum in March 2016. 

Marcus Hodgkinson 
Managing Director, Sophus3

To request copies of individual presentations or to 
record your interest in future events please email: 

contact.en@sophus3.com
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Live Chat is a small, yet important channel when it 
comes to Customer Engagement in today’s digital 
world: you’ve got social media platforms such as 
Twitter and Facebook, customer reviews, blogs and 
forums – so plenty of opportunity to engage with an 
online audience.

One of the biggest changes that has impacted all 
of us in the automotive industry is that we used 
to work in separate ‘chimneys’ – vehicle sales, the 
credit organisation, after sales etc. all part of the 
same organisation, but each dealing with a single 

customer on a separate basis – and the fact is that 
our customers simply didn’t care. They want to talk 
to Ford, and they want to be recognised as one 
customer across all of these different silos, channels, 
systems and formats.

It is no longer about merely satisfying customers 
– it is about truly engaging with them and building 
a rapport. To do this, we are not closing existing 
channels – telephone, conventional mail, emails – 
but are opening new ones in order to meet their 
requirements. Our ongoing challenge is how to 
position ourselves within these new channels, 
and ensure our customers are served properly 
in a way that ensures they stay loyal to the brand 
(Ford). If we don’t do it right we create dissatisfied 

Implementing ‘Live Chat’
Jochen Coelsch, Director of 
CRM at Ford-Werke GmbH, 
shares some insights from the 
brand’s roll out of online chat.
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customers and potentially lose them – they simply 
look around at our competitors’ websites and 
purchase elsewhere.

Once we decided to implement Live Chat, our 
considered approach was to start small. We ran 
a pilot in France where we had tagged the ford.fr 
website pages, and, with the buy-in of our marketing 
colleagues, we used our Customer Relationship 
Centre for fulfillment. Using our knowledgeable 
advisors, and with Sophus3 as our software partner, 
we started to monitor the results and understand 
what was going on:  the topics our customers were 
interested in,  why they wanted to chat, and learn 
what we had to do in order to satisfy their needs.

Today we are offering the channel on a permanent 
basis in five of the major markets, i.e. France, the 
UK, Germany, Spain and Italy, via the national 
web portals – as well as having used the channel 
tactically on microsites to support special events 
such as the Mustang pre-launch during the UEFA 
Champions League final in Madrid last year. 

So where are we currently? On average we are 
generating roughly 180 chats per day – small 
numbers for the time being. But what we see is 
cross-channel activity, with customers who go on 
to use the traditional Call Centres and also social 
media platforms. Our research also shows how 
these activities are all inter-related and how, as we 
extend the reach through digital activities, the more 
we need to actively manage these interactions from 
under one umbrella. 

When a customer or prospect is conducting a 
chat they are presented with the opportunity to 
provide feedback about their experience by using 
a survey. We ask them how satisfied they are with 
the service they have received from the Live Chat 
advisor. What is evident is that our audience really 
likes it, with 15% of customers spontaneously 
completing the questionnaire, and rating the service 
as four stars or more in terms of their overall 
satisfaction, and close to five stars for the attitude 
and courtesy of the advisor they interacted with. 

We also monitor – which is vital if you want to 
provide a good service – whether there are chats 
that we have missed, so opportunities to engage 
with prospects or customers that we have lost 
altogether. 

In the UK we found that the average chat lasts for 
more than 8 minutes – this is quite a long period 
when compared with the much shorter dwell 
time of the average visitor to a car brand website 
[around 3 minutes a visit in 2014]. 

Also extremely important is the customer waiting 
time. Once a prospect or customer has chosen to 
chat, you will only frustrate them if you are unable 
to reply swiftly. The ‘numbers’ (see next page) 
show how we started, and the capacity we have to 

‘. . . our considered 
approach was to start 
small.’

Live chat stats.

8m:34s
average chat

duration

0m:10s
average wait

for chat to
commence

180
chats per

day



4 2015 Sophus3 Forum | Driving sales through digital excellence

A key challenge to successful 
implementation is predicting levels 
of traffic and ensuring that there 
are the right number of advisors 
available to meet the demand for 
interaction from customers. u

t The visibility of the ‘invitation 
to chat' button can be controlled 

depending on the availability of 
an advisor to service a request it 

could generate.
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respond to the incoming chat volume (demand and 
supply).

The pilots have been a useful test to build on best 
practice. Firstly, we have found it is important to 
match channel availability to channel resources. At 
the moment we are not in a proactive mode, we are 
offering only reactive chat, so when we don’t have 
the capacity to respond we simply do not show the 
‘button’ so as to avoid customer frustration. 

Requesting too much customer information upfront 
is a barrier to customer engagement. We request 
only a name from the customer so we know who 
we are talking to. The key message here is to keep it 
very simple for the customer. 

We did try a ‘Leave a message’ facility in cases 
where we did not have enough capacity – but we 
found this didn’t work. People who want to chat 
don’t want to wait and this frustrates them. 

Capacity utilisation is really the tricky part – 
matching resources to web traffic so that the 
advisors are there when the prospects and 
customers are. This is complex, and of course, this 
is what determines a large percentage of the overall 
cost. We did a lot of work on modelling usage so 
that we now can tailor staffing according to the web 
traffic we can see online and according to demand. 

Currently we don’t operate 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week, but we can see from the pattern of our 
web traffic – with activity of increasing significance 
after business hours – that we have to extend our 
availability or work in shifts. Of course with Live 

Chat, you don’t necessarily have to work from an 
office, you can work from home. 

Advisors handling the chats need to be competent. 
Customers invoke a chat because they want more 
information, so the advisor has to know more than 
the customer, and more in many cases than the 
information online that the customer has already 
been provided with. Training is therefore paramount 
– and, if additional pages (content) are added to the 
channel, the advisors must be trained in advance! 

Conclusions
The potential is there to expand and launch Live 
Chat in more markets. The challenge is to find 
synergies in our responses across channels so it is 
as cost-effective as possible.  You cannot simply go 
on adding channels and cost to your operation, and 
you must look at efficiencies as you move to the 
next level and increase the volume of users.

• A key challenge to successful implementation is 
analysing levels of web traffic and ensuring that 
the right number of advisors are available to 
meet the demand for interactions 

• The Live Chat button can be controlled, so 
depending on the availability of the advisors to 
service requests, the button may or may not be 
visible.

• Keep it simple: requesting too much information 
upfront is an unnecessary barrier to engaging 
with customers. n

p Keeping it simple: requesting 
too much information up front is 
an unnecessary barrier to engaging 
with customers through a text 
chat.
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In each issue, AMI covers 
topics relevant to the digital 
automotive landscape and 
asks experts in their field 
to contribute their thoughts 
in the form of a 3 minute 
interview. Here we talk to 
Christian Henkes,  Online 
Expert at Honda Germany.

Digital makes cross brand consideration so 
easy for car buyers, how do OEMs sustain 
brand loyalty online?

Essentially it boils down to two things. I think 
relevant content is key. Relevant content for the 
target audience. You have to tell stories, use images 
and video to engage the audience emotionally, get 
them to have an emotional payoff to come back, 
spend longer on your website. We see this clearly 
by looking at how long people spend on the site. 
Good content drives up dwell time. Ultimately, if 
the visitor gifts you with more of their precious 
time, in the digital world, this is possibly the biggest 
show of loyalty you are going to get.

Of course, this goes hand in hand with providing 
visitors with a very clear navigation so that they 
can find what they want with 2 to 3 clicks at the 
most. Navigation fatigue or frustration is a dwell 
time killer. They might invest the time once, but 
most likely won’t be back if they had a negative 
user experience. One big trend to provide a 
better user experience regardless of device used is 
Responsive Web Design. However, while this might 
be key to providing a better user experience, 
relevant and engaging content remains the single 
most important factor to drive online loyalty.

Is it more challenging for OEMs to focus on 
generating leads or to increase the follow-
up and conversion of existing ones?

Focus should be on quality over quantity in either 
case. Of course OEMs are feeling the pressure to 
deliver more leads and there are various strategies 
for that. But we have a responsibility to deliver 
good quality leads to our dealers. To focus on 
quality, it is key to track the complete lead process 
and determine which strategies  have the highest 
conversion rates. 

Car buyers have access to more information 
and voice than ever, especially via newer, 
social media channels. Given the small 
overlap between social media and web 
audiences, how do you approach these new 
channels to generate awareness for your 
brand?

Social Media are for us more of an engagement 
platform. By engagement, I don’t necessarily mean 
leads but engaging the visitor with the brand. 
The website is the central and most important 
platform for capturing audience and for making 
the first contact. Referring mainly to the Facebook 
fan page and the Youtube channel, the social 
channels play a key role in building and enhancing 
the engagement we have with the audience loyal 
to Honda. Here again, quality and relevance of 
content is the focus. n

3 minute
interview
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VW’s Online 
Love Shack

Within a wider review of online 
trends, Paul Rutishauser, editor 
of Auto Market Intelligence, 
looked at one of the early 
adopters of responsive web 
design and suggested that 
car brand websites may be 
evolving into purely functional 
online destinations.

Responsive web design is one element in the 
whole move towards personalisation that we 
see as the overarching objective of much current 
digital strategy: the attempt by brands to conduct 
a one-to-one dialogue with the customer across a 
multitude of channels. 

Responsive Web Design was very ‘on trend’ more 
than a couple of years ago but only now are car 
brands beginning to adopt it – partly because they 
have huge numbers of websites and were obviously 
somewhat hesitant about moving to technology 
that was still in flux. Responsive design is both a 
collection of technologies and a philosophy that 

seeks to make sites that adapt to users’ needs 
whatever device they are using.

A groundbreaking example of this approach within 
the automotive sector is vw.com, the site of 
Volkswagen America that went live in April 2014.

The site was launched with much fanfare about 
how it is an attempt to move away from those 
preconceptions of what a car brand site should 
be. The design team claim to have been greatly 
influenced by the approach of dating websites.

p www.vw.com: “a site stripped bare, free of 
any extraneous content.”
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Certainly, one of the most interesting features of 
this site is the ‘find a match’ functionality, which is 
a substitute for the conventional car configurator. 
The site works around vehicle inventory: it is very 
focused on what vehicles are available within the 
dealer network and matching the visitor to them. 
The site tries to match the user with a specific 
car in a specific dealership: it is not about users 
configuring a ‘theoretical’ purchase. The user’s 
choices effectively filter the vehicle stock according 
to their preferences. This filtering is very different 
from the ‘drill down’ approach of conventional 
configurators – where you select a model, then a 

body style, then an engine, then transmission. Such 
a linearity is maybe what people in the car industry 
are comfortable with, but it means little to the 
average consumer. On vw.com you can jump in 
anywhere – you can say “I want a yellow car” and, 
or instead, say “I want a a diesel engine”.  The site 
immediately shows you what’s available ranked 
according to proximity to your location. 

The site therefore allows the user to determine 
their own ‘journey’ rather than forcing them down 
an implicit, but nevertheless rigid, funnel. All of the 
marketing collateral – the ‘touchy feely stuff ’  such 
as interior and exterior pictures – is there to 

support the presentation of the individual vehicle. 
The cars are all displayed on the site with their VIN 
numbers as if to emphasise their ‘actualness’.

What is most noticeable about vw.com is that 
it is a site stripped bare, free of any extraneous 
content. It is purely and simply a digital saleroom 
and it makes no pretence to be anything else.  
Automotive brands now have so many social 
media and other channels where they can do the 
‘entertainment and brand stuff ’ that their websites 
are returning to the essentials and if you are not in 
the process of buying a car, there really isn’t a great 
deal to detain you. n

p ‘Find a match’  filters inventory 
against  a  user’s multiple preferences.

p The site’s visual collateral focuses on 
the individual vehicles available within 
the dealer network.

p ‘A digital saleroom which makes no 
pretence to being anything else.’
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Let me first set the scene. We know that by 2014 
87% of consumers were using the Internet as 
their primary source of information when buying 
a car (Cap Gemini). This is not ground breaking 
information. In parallel we also know that visits to 
dealerships have declined – in the UK from 6 visits 
per vehicle purchase in 1994, to just one in 2014. 

Many brands start by saying ‘we need more leads’ 
and trying to drive more traffic to their website. 
However the online data shows that the problem 
is more to do with attrition, with people dropping 
out from engagement with the brand. For example 
only 7% of people who start entering a test drive 
request will complete it, similarly only 10% of 
people who begin a brochure request will finish it. 
What these poor results suggest is that you could 
greatly increase your number of leads by reducing 
that attrition on your website. Such activity will have 
a far greater ROI that the effort required to multiply 
overall traffic.

With conversion, it is all about speed. After just one 
hour 90% of online leads go cold – the faster you 
contact the customer, the more your chances of 
success are dramatically increased. The expectations 
of a rapid response are increasing. Yet only 25% of 
salespeople make two follow up attempts, when it 
requires up to 8 follow up actions just to qualify a 
lead, whilst a completed transaction requires five 
to 12 follow ups in 80% of cases. Perhaps most 
importantly to note – given that we often get 
feedback that online leads are poor quality and not 
worth following up – is that 1 in 2 of those online 
leads end up buying a car – from someone – within 
a three month period!

So response is critical. When we first ran this study, 
five years ago, 80% of the time brands failed to 
contact the online customer. Now most brands 
do contact the customer, so the next step is about 
the speed and quality of that response. This is 
important because 4 out of 5 people after a poor 
or incomplete response will change the dealer, the 
model, or the brand they are considering. All too 
often, it has to be said, the response and feedback 
from the brands is poor quality. 

Analysing Car Brands’ 
Online Conversions
Online interaction with 
potential customers is 
meaningless without good 

follow up. Scott Gairns 
of sophus3, presented 
this year’s study of the 

conversion of 
online test drive 
requests on 
European car 
brand sites. 
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The right way and the wrong 
way to follow up on a customers’ 
request for a test drive. u
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Illustrated (previous page) are examples of good and 
poor feedback to a test drive request: the response 
from Lexus gives all the information the customer 
needs and confirms the next steps. By contrast, 
the other email in effect says: “thank you so much 
for spending ten minutes on my website booking 
a test drive request, filling in your name, surname, 
birth date, email address, contact details, number of 
children: here is my phone number, call me back!”. 

When we consider how much brands spend to 
attract customers to their websites then a response 
as poor as this is really disappointing.

For the last five years we have run a lead follow 
up analysis as a kind of mystery shopping exercise. 
We complete 10 test drive requests per brand. We 
measure how long it takes to fill in the form – the 
time you are asking your prospect to invest. Then 
we measure how long it takes for someone from 
the brand to get back to the visitor. If we get no 
response from more than three test drive requests 
then we define this as ‘No follow up’.

The individual results are available in detail for each 
of the ‘Big 5’ markets, but here is a summary of 
what we found.

France and Spain were the best in terms of 
creating forms that were quick to complete; Italy 
was where forms took longest to complete. The 
average completion time was 128 seconds, overall 
a two second improvement compared with 2013. 
The best-in-class for this metric was a dead heat 
between Mercedes-Benz in Spain and Mitsubishi in 
Italy: our testers completed both their forms in 27 
seconds.

In terms of response time the average was 7 hours 
with the greatest improvement measured in Italy 
where average response times were reduced by 
33% compared to the previous year. The ‘best-in-
class’ brands from around Europe were Volvo in 
Germany and Alfa Romeo in France: both these 
brands responded to our requests in an average 
time of 30 minutes.

Our view of best practice from this study is that 
brands should be aiming to call back within 1 hour 
from their headquarters / call centre, and that the 
assigned dealer should follow up within 24 hours. 
We recommend sending an email to confirm the 
test drive – still many brands do not do this – 
and we also suggest including an incentive, such 
as a personalised finance plan, to encourage the 
customer to make the appointment.

Too often the problems of underperformance lie 
with the sharing of responsibility for follow up 

How long to fill out a Test Drive form?
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144s

ITDEUKES

86s
81s

FR
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Average Time

128s

-2 secs

v. 2013

Best Practice

AccessibilityImprovement

TDr Section

4 Brands
Don’t have a

on the home page
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Response Time

-5%
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TEST DRIVE LEAD RESPONSE

Seat

Mercedes

Subaru

Renault

Mitsubishi

‘When we consider how 
much brands spend to 
attract customers to their 
websites then a response 
as poor as this is really 
disappointing.’
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between the OEM and the dealer. The dealer will 
often prioritise their own leads assuming they are 
of better quality, whilst the brand will be frustrated 
that it is spending a small fortune generating leads 
that the dealer does not follow up. This is damaging 
the relationship between the brand and the dealer.

It is worth pondering the cost of failing to get this 
right. We have done some calculations of the cost 
of wasted leads: of 1400 visitors to a car brand site 
only one will actually complete and submit a test 
drive request. Given that we know that car brands’ 
marketing spend in Europe is equivalent to around 
€2 for each visitor attracted to their site, then each 
of those requests has cost €2,800 to generate! 
Digital lead conversion is one area where there is 
so much room for improvement which can make 
a significant impact on the bottom line of your 
business.n

KEY strategies for success3

TEST DRIVE LEAD RESPONSE
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Tip #1
Call back within 1 hour
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Dealer should call directly

within 24 hours.

Tip #2
Send an email following call

to confirm appointment.

Tip #3
Provide additional incentives

(e.g. personalized finance

plan) to motivate attendance.
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To receive a full copy of the presentation with 
a more detailed breakdown of performance by 
market please contact: gordon.simpson@sophus3.com
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Could you explain what you mean by digital 
adolescence? What are the symptoms of the 
condition?

Being a marketer today feels a lot like being the 
parent of an adolescent. Everything ‘new’ is ‘cool’ 
(in today’s teenage vernacular, probably ‘sick’!): 
everything ‘old’ is no longer perceived as relevant 
and, if you suggest otherwise, you are a dinosaur or, 
at the very least, out of touch.

Marketers have been – and are being – fed a 
constant diet of new (inevitably digital) marketing 
solutions which are going to revolutionise 
‘marketing as we know it’ and deliver 
unprecedented brand and business transformation. 
First, it was online ‘display’ (we now know the issues 
of viewability and click fraud), then paid search 
(there are still instances of over-bidding on brand 
terms), then social media (the near-
tyranny of garnering Facebook ‘likes’); 
now it’s programmatic media.

Experimentation and challenge is good, 
but it increasingly needs to be tempered 
by the application of critical faculties 
and objective measurement; less fun, of 
course, but it does avoid the perils of 
over-indulgence and a bad hangover.

At the 2015 sophus3 forum 
Andrew Challier of ebiquity 
introduced us to ‘digital 
adolescence’. Here he explains 
the concept, and its relevance to 
car brands’ digital marketing.

Growing pains...
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What are the first steps automotive OEMs 
in particular should take towards digital 
maturity? Or does the pace of digital change 
mean a perpetual state of adolescence and 
experimentation?

Get the right data, in the right place and align/
de-dupe it so that objective and integrated 
measurement takes place. This will allow you take 
small pragmatic steps rather than trying to do it all 
overnight. However, one of the first ‘disconnects’ 
to address would be any lack of integration with 
dealer traffic and sales data (easier said than done, 
we know).

This is an organisational challenge as much as a Big 
Data or Digital one…and it is the defining step on 
the route to digital adulthood. n

Today, do you think Digital Adolescence in 
the automotive industry applies mostly 
to social media activity or also to brand 
websites?

Probably both. We need to stop seeing digital as 
some kind of appendage and more as an integral 
part of modern automotive consumer journeys. 
Only the most extreme reactionary would deny 
the impact of digital/the web/online (delete as 
necessary) on the path-to-purchase, but we need 
to look at how the whole comes together. Again, 
we need to put the hard yards in to understand 
what works, what doesn’t and in what proportions. 
“All my friends are doing it” has never been an 
argument acceptable to parents of teenagers, so 
why does it seem to govern so much of marketing 
decision-making at the moment? Start asking the 
right questions!

Can you give some examples of which 
industry or brands look most likely to be the 
first to escape digital adolescence?

Price comparison websites (aggregators) would 
immediately spring to mind. They understand the 
importance of neutralising price as an impediment 
to brand, they understand an integrated customer 
journey and they adopt new technology in a 
measured and intuitive way (mobile apps, cookies 
which are used to remember you rather than 
pester you). Maybe there is something about data-
led newer industries with less marketing baggage, 
and an integrated approach to marketing and 
business planning where the size of your thinking is 
more important than the size of your budget.
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The multichannel 
customer journey
Marcus Hodgkinson, the 
Managing Director of sophus3, 
demonstrates how the recently 
set up Dealer eDX furthers the 
capability to study customer 
interactions and journeys 
across OEM sites, third party 
consumer sites, and now, 
dealer channels. 

Sophus3 has been tracking 23 auto brand sites in 
the UK for nearly a decade. Since the beginning of 
2015, through Dealer eDX, we have added to this 
five dealer groups in the UK who between them 
have 30 individual dealer sites. In addition, through 
our partnership with Dennis Publishing group, we 
also track a number of significant publisher sites of 
interest to car buyers, the largest of which is ‘Auto 
Express’, one of the leading online motoring titles. 

With similar tags in place we can now track and 
record web traffic across and between all of these 
sites. This means for the first time we can begin 
to look at the car buyer’s ‘multi-channel’ journey. 
Whilst it is early days – the following observations 
are based on just the first 60 days of this mix of 
data and covers only the UK – it does begin to give 
some interesting insights into online behaviour and 
the variations across these different channels.

First of all let us compare some differences in 
traffic between the OEM and dealer sites. Figure 
1 highlights some of those differences.  As we 
would expect, the scale of traffic is very different. 
The number of visits to OEM sites are, on average, 
around 11 times the number to the typical dealer 

Figure 1. Differences in Channel Traffic on Brand 
and Dealer sites.
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site. However dealer sites are achieving a much 
higher dwell time than the OEMs, seeing more 
content accessed in terms of pageviews, whilst the 
‘bounce rate’ (the percentage of visitors who leave 
the site after only visiting one page) is again lower 
for dealer sites. These basic differences may well be 
due to the generally higher campaign activity of the 
OEMs which produces more ‘casual’ traffic to their 
sites. 

In terms of device split we see a slightly more 
‘traditional’ usage on dealer sites – with the 
majority of views coming via conventional PCs/
laptops (51% v. 48%).

The differences in what visitors do on each type 
of site are more marked (see Figure 2). More than 
half of people to dealer sites are interested in used 
cars whereas for OEM sites it is only just a fifth 
of visitors. This may explain the difference in page 
views and dwell time: the audience on dealer sites is 
more focused on the detail of individual cars.

In the pattern of daily traffic (see Figure 3, right) we 
also see some pronounced differences with Monday 
and Friday the busiest days for dealer sites whereas 
the weekend – Saturday and Sunday – are the 
busiest times for automotive brand sites. This could 
be people planning weekend dealership visits, then 
validating their experience following that visit. 

The cycle of daily activity shows more similarities 
with the most activity – particularly significant 
‘actions’ – concentrated between 8:00 and 10:00pm 
in the evening.
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Book a test drive

Dealer location

Used vehicles

New vehicles

Figure 3. Differences in Channel Activity – the days 
they visit.

Figure 2. Differences in Channel Activity – the 
content visitors are interested in.



 www.sophus3.com  17

The picture gets more interesting when we start 
looking at the customer journey across not only 
OEM and dealer sites but also ‘publisher’ sites. In 
this example (Figure 4), we include Auto Express, 
the one with the highest traffic of the three Dennis 
publishing sites that we track. The first question is 
what’s the overlap? We can see that of traffic to the 
franchised dealer sites we are monitoring, 19% of 
visitors to a dealer site also visit the OEM site for 
that brand. (We measure cross site traffic across 
a 60 day window; we cannot track the same user 
across different devices.)

The overlap between autobrands and Auto Express 
averages 8% of traffic to the AE site. The overlap 
between dealers and Auto Express is a similar 
percentage of dealer traffic. The middle overlap – 
i.e.those going to all three destinations – brand, 
dealer and Auto Express – is just 2%.

19%
8%

7%

2%

Visit dealer

brand siteand

Visit brand site

Auto Expressand

Visit dealer site

Auto Expressand

Visit dealer site brand siteand

Auto Expressand

Figure 4. Multichannel traffic share across brand, dealer and publisher sites.
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It is interesting to focus on one brand, and also 
look at the flow of traffic between it and its key 
competitors. In this example (Figure 5) we are 
looking at the Ford website, dealers, Auto Express 
as well as these competitor brands . Traffic between 
Ford and Auto Express is much higher than the 
average at 14%. Of those who go to Auto Express 
only 20% will return to the Ford site during the 
60 day window. Of those visitors to Auto Express 
we can see a similar pattern in their journeys on 
to competitor brand sites but some variations also 
in the competitors chosen and the frequency with 
which they are visited.

What is clear is that Auto Express influences the 
visitor’s view and that they appear to make different 
choices than if they had not gone to the publisher’s 
site.

In terms of dealers we have quite a large overlap of 
20% between the Ford brand and its dealers, whilst 
there is a flow of 10% between Auto Express and 
the same group.

17% 13% 9% 7% 6%

14% 9% 8% 8% 7%

14%

20%
of visitors return

20% 10%
to Ford dealers to Ford dealers

from Ford to

Auto Express

Competitors

ranked by

traffic

Figure 5. One brand’s traffic. Journeys between the Ford site, Ford dealer sites and competitor brands.
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The next thing we looked at is the direction in 
which this cross site traffic is going. Between brands 
and Auto Express we see a symmetrical pattern, 
with an equal probability of a visitor going to a 
brand site before the publisher site, or vice versa 
(Figure 6, top). Whereas if we look at brand versus 
dealer we can see there is a marked difference 
(Figure 6., bottom). This shows that people are more 
likely to visit the brand site first before they visit 
a dealer’s site. It is worth noting that most of the 
cross site traffic is in the same session, with 80% of 
cross site traffic happening within 22 days.

Figure 6. The direction of shared traffic.
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When we studied the traffic between individual 
brands and Auto Express we could see a much 
higher ‘sharing’ of traffic between the two of 
engaged traffic. For example, we measured that 
Volkswagen shares about 18% of its traffic with Auto 
Express, but if we look at engaged traffic (people 
who have differentiate themselves by looking at 
individual models and using functionality such as 
request forms and configurators) then the shared 
traffic is much greater – around 32%. By visiting 
both a brand site and a publisher site, the user is 
effectively self-qualifying themselves as ‘engaged’. 

We know that only a minority of people come 
back to a site, but if we can capture that they are 
‘returnees’ and that they have been to a publisher 
site we know that they are much more likely to be 
engaged, and potentially an ‘in-market’ car buyer.

Let’s have a look at some of those numbers in terms 
of engagement. We know that only 29% of visitors 
ever return to a brand site (Figure 7). However, 
if someone does return, the probability that they 
will complete a contact form increases by 65%. If 
they have also visited another brand site before 
returning, then their engagement increases further 
still with a 160% increase in the probability of them 
completing a request form.

The pinnacle is when somebody visits a brand 
site, then Auto Express, and then comes back 
to the brand site, then the probability of them 
demonstrating engagement is increased by 250%. 

Contact us

Name

Telephone (optional)

Email

Send

Brand B

A returning visitor

from another

car brand 160%
more likely to make contact

A returning visitor is

65%more likely

to request contact

A returning visitor from

publisher site250%
more likely to request contact

Only of visitors29%
to a car brand website

ever revisit, but . . .

Figure 7. Returning visitors to Brand sites are 
more likely to engage
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In the case of traffic to and from dealer sites the 
return rate is higher at 40%, but the likelihood of 
them completing a form only increases by 23% 
(Figure 8). If they return after visiting the brand site 
as well, then their engagement is almost double. 
Whilst visitors who visit a dealer site, then a brand 
site, then a publisher site show an 180% increase in 
engagement.

What is clear is that the more points people visit, 
and if they visit competitive points, or publisher sites 
where they are exposed to a number of competitive 
brands, then their return qualifies them as engaged, 
as a ‘hot lead’. This shows the importance of car 
brands maximising the number of people coming 
back to their site.

We are now working on a number of projects with 
individual brands to analyse their cross site traffic 
so as to be able to target that small number of 
visitors interested in buying a car, and engage with 
them at exactly the right time in their consideration 
process.n 
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Send

A returning visitor

from brand site is
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A returning visitor from

brand site publisher siteand
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to ‘engage’
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revisit, but . . .

100%

Figure 8. Returning visitors to dealer sites also 
show a higher propensity to engage.
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Other take outs!

Here is a round up of the 
key points from other 
presentations delivered at 
the 2015 Sophus Forum. Full 
copies of the presentations are 
available on request.

eDataXchange (eDX) project leader, Tania 
Hodgkinson, talked about the challenge of the 
‘data deluge’ to car brands measuring their digital 
performance. She outlined developments within 
the project that will assist OEMs:

• data collection and processing to cover all digital 
channels, including social media

• lean reporting, allowing brands to quickly pinpoint 
their performance across the whole digital 
landscape, showing reach and engagement and 
highlighting those areas where  resources will have 
the greatest impact

• the new Optimizer series of reports tailored to 

Download Car Brands Online: 2014 in review

each group of stakeholders looking for timely market 
insight – whether at board level or within marketing 
and CRM departments.

Differences and similarities in the value generated 
by data collaborations in other industries were 
explored by Charles Gardner (sophus3) in his 
presentation about the digital customer journeys 
in asset management. MS3Insight, in the first year 
since inception within this very different sector, 
has already extended the types of data shared and 
benchmarked. As well as including digital behaviour 
across channels, the participants now share their 
media spend figures to gain better understanding of 
their performance. In asset management, the brand 
has a much more personal face than in automotive 
with fund manager ‘personalities’  playing a key role 
in brand perception. This invites a strong social 
media strategy. There are some pointers here for 
automotive brands for whom the challenge is how 
their often ‘aloof’ image can be made approachable 
across social channels. 

Kenneth Cukier (data editor, The Economist and 
co-author of t‘Big Data’) looked more widely at the 
role and value of big data, while making clear that 
the term does not simply mean ‘more data’. For 
OEMs the key issue is to integrate the insights from 
data into business decision making beyond digital 
departments. The value of big data generally lies 
in delivering many, small incremental performance 

improvements, rather than from a single ‘big bang’.

To round off the day, Steve Fowler (Editor 
in Chief, Auto Express and Carbuyer) offered a 
perspective on the changing car market in 2015. The 
recovery of the UK car market is in part driven by 
the ease of finance available, reduced running costs, 
the proliferation of models that cover all customer 
niches (or create new ones). The power has very 
much shifted to buyers, who are more informed, 
do not follow a traditional sales funnel, easily shift 
between segments and brand categories and are 
much more sensitive to the short term deal in their 
purchase decision. n
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