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Preliminaries
Introduction

Four years ago Sophus3 looked at the difficulties
the automotive OEMs were having trying to sell
electric vehicles to skeptical consumers. Much has
changed since then to move things in a positive
direction, but in most European countries the uptake of electric vehicles (EVs) has been slow. This
whitepaper looks at where and how progress has
been made, and what we can learn from consumers’ online behaviour which could guide the vehicle
manufacturers’ efforts in this area.

Executive summary

 Whilst overall sales of EVs remain small in
Europe, growth in the later part of 2017 saw a
year-on-year increase of 60%. This was assisted
by a ‘flight from diesel’ where registrations
declined more than 4% in the first half of the
year in the EU market.
 Both ‘sticks and carrots’ are driving this uptick.
‘Sticks’ take the form of city and regional bans
of internal combustion engine (ICE) cars, with
nationwide bans set for 2040 in the UK and
France.
 But positive factors are also attracting EV sales
including battery and range improvements,
a greater choice of vehicles on offer, and a
convergence of the total cost of ownership for an
EV with that for a conventional ICE car.
 EV buying patterns are starting to mirror those
of ICE cars, tracking the established peaks and
troughs which suggests further ‘normalisation’ of
the technology.
 In 2017 the percentage of visitors to a site who
looked at EV models increased, whilst interest
in, and traffic to, other models declined in line
with the down turn in the car market.
 Using established KPIs of the ratio of visitor
numbers to vehicle sales and the costs involved,
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we can see that whilst EVs more easily attract
consumer interest the cost of winning a sale
remains far higher for an EV.
 The online journey of the EV customer shows a
greater hunger for information and, potentially,
more openness for contact with the car brand.
They also appear more disposed to undertake a
test drive.
 But EV buyers remain presently in a ‘silo’ of
interest, choosing to look at a limited set of
‘green models’. EVs do not yet appear within the
consideration set for ‘mainstream’ cars.
 That said, EV buying behaviour is ‘pragmatic’,
with, for example, visitors to nextgreencar.
com primarily interested in tax and cost
considerations. (This suggests progress on from
the more idealistic concerns of the ‘early adopter’
market.)
 Car brands are evolving different strategies to
sell electric vehicles. Whichever they adopt,
the digital data suggests they need to focus on
the consumer and the need for information and
guidance.
 EV buyers, for the moment, require a
customised ‘funnel’ and car makers need to
better understand the particular needs and
expectations of this group.

Part 1: The status of the European EV Market
Recent market growth

Whilst European sales figures for Electric Vehicles (EVs) remain small, there are positive signs
of overall growth and an even more encouraging
trendline emerging. In the third quarter of 2017 the
European Automobile Manufacturers’ Association
(ACEA) reported that Alternative Fuel Vehicles
(AFVs) — which includes EVs but also hybrid and
gas powered cars — accounted for 6.2% of vehicle
sales whilst Electric chargeable vehicles accounted for 1.6% of registrations. What was more
encouraging was that compared to a year ago
the increase in demand was up more than 50%1.
It seems that, at last, interest in EVs is gathering
momentum and that the products could be finally
moving mainstream.

This uptick for AFVs is certainly helped by the consumer ‘flight from diesel’. Sales of diesel cars have
taken a hammering across Europe over the course
of the year with demand for this fuel type at its lowest since 20092. This has been as a result of local
and national government policies — ranging from
increased taxation on, and outright bans of, these
vehicles — as the emissions from diesel engines
has come under closer scrutiny. However, in terms
of market share, electric vehicles still remain very
near to the start of the classic ‘technology adoption
curve’.

2 Source: JATO Dynamics http://bit.ly/2xlFcZj

Glossary

AFV — Alternative fuel Vehicle
EV — Electric vehicle. Uses electric motors,
either in full or in part, as propulsion. The term
covers hybrids, plug-in hybrids, and hydrogen
fuel cell vehicles.

1 “Brussels, 8 November 2017 – In the third quarter of 2017,
registrations of alternative fuel vehicles (AFVs) in the
European Union continued to show strong growth, with
demand increasing by 51.4% compared to last year. 211,635
alternatively-powered cars were registered over this period,
accounting for 6.2% of total passenger car sales. Electrically-chargeable vehicles (ECVs) made up for 1.6% of all
cars sold across the EU during the third quarter of the year.”
http://bit.ly/2kyssdB

BEV — Battery Electric Vehicle. Uses, exclusively, energy stored in rechargeable battery packs
for propulsion.
PHEV — Plug-in Hybrid Electric Vehicle. Combines an electric powertrain that is chargeable
from an external source of electricity, with an
internal combustion engine for propulsion.
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Factors shaping consumer
choice

The ‘sticks’ driving electric vehicle adoption have
been most prominent in recent months. A wave
of cities — including Copenhagen, Oslo, Oxford,
Madrid, and Athens — have announced total or
partial bans of Internal Combustion Engines (ICE)
that come into force over the next decade. Paris has declared all petrol and diesel cars will be
banned by 2030. Most recently the UK and French
governments have said that the sale of new
Internal Combustion Engine vehicles will cease in
2040. Longer term therefore, the end of the century long dominance of ICE looks inevitable.

Hybrid — a vehicle which combines two sources
of power, generally an electric motor with a petrol
or diesel internal combustion engine
Hydrogen fuel cell — uses the reaction of
hydrogen with oxygen to generate electricity to
power a vehicle.
ICE — Internal Combustion Engine. An engine
that burns fuel such as petrol, diesel oil, or gas to
create mechanical energy to propel the vehicle.
TCO — Total Cost of Ownership. How much it
costs to acquire, operate, and maintain a car
over its lifetime.
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The end of the ICE age: driving EV adoption
2020
2019

2022

Oslo to ban all cars
from centre.
Copenhagen to ban
all new diesel cars.

Oxford to impose zero
emission only central
zone.

25% of UK Government
vehicle fleet to be EVs.
2025

EU rules
car and
van CO2
emissions to
be 30% lower than 2021.

Paris to ban all diesel
and petrol vehicles.

Chinese administration’s
target date to produce
7 million EVs annually.

2030
Hamburg’s
Gruenes Netz
car free zone to
cover 40% of
the city

‘Aspirational date’ for India to
ban sale of ICE cars. Air
quality in Delhi was
measured in 2017 as
equivalent to smoking 44
cigarettes a day.

The end of the road?
France, UK implement
nationwide bans on the
sale of all new ICE cars.

2035

2040
The culprits:

Dioxide is a
matter consists
Oxides of Nitrogen
PM Particulate
CO2 Carbon
NOx react
‘greenhouse gas’ that
of solid and liquid particles
to form smog and
contributes to Climate
Change.

cause and exacerbate
respiratory illness.

that damage the lungs and
heart.

Madrid, Athens
and Mexico City
to ban diesel
cars from
centres.

‘Carrots’

But as well as ‘sticks’ there are also many new
‘carrots’ attracting consumers to electric cars. The
last three years has seen the variety of products
on offer increase, and more brands have entered
the marketplace, most recently Hyundai and Kia.
Volkswagen, Mercedes-Benz and BMW are offering EV powertrains within their ‘conventional’ model
line ups so that the choice of electric appears less
eclectic. And, at last, manufacturers are getting
wise to the fact that they should offer EVs within
the vehicle segments that are the most popular
with consumers — namely small and medium sized
SUVs/crossovers. Kia, Mitsubishi, Jaguar, Hyundai and Volvo now have, or soon will have, EV or
PHEV offerings in SUV segments.
Technical improvements to EV batteries’ range and
recharge times are answering consumer objections
about ‘range anxiety’ and thereby increasing the
number for whom an EV can be a practical solution
to their mobility needs. The growth in the number of
public charge-points brings further reassurance to
those considering an EV purchase.

But perhaps the most powerful factor in attracting
consumer interest has been the falling price of
these vehicles, and more exactly, the convergence
of the total cost of ownership (TCO) for an electric
car with that for a conventional petrol or diesel car.
A study3 published by UBS in May this year suggested that 2018 would be the year when the cost
of owning and running an electric car would reach
parity. But a paper just released suggests that point
has already been reached — at least in the US, UK
and Japanese markets4.

Footnotes to illustration u

Within those cost of ownership calculations, the
range of subsidies and tax advantages offered by
different national governments (and similar concessions afforded EVs within local congestion management schemes) provide an additional magnet to
EV purchase. Sizeable subsidies on an electric car
of up to several thousand euros are now available
in many European markets5.

5.Next Green Car Fuel Cost Calculator, data
extracted 22/11/2017, http://bit.ly/2B27HfY

1. ’Electric vehicle charging infrastructure’,
European Alternative Fuels Observatory, http://
bit.ly/2hXYLEJ
2. ‘New record driving range for Renault Zoe’,
Renault Group, http://bit.ly/2B6BtQK
3. Quoted time for 43 kW charging station, Renault
Group, http://bit.ly/2B75Wy7
4.‘Electric car costs forecast to hit parity with petrol
vehicles’, FT.com (paywall), 19/05/2017, http://
on.ft.com/2Ba3dE9

3 “UBS Evidence Lab Electric Car Teardown – Disruption
Ahead?”,18/05/2017, http://bit.ly/2zJfvD6
4 “Total cost of ownership and market share for hybrid and electric vehicles in the UK, US and Japan”, Journal of Applied
Energy, Issue 209 (2018), p108-119,
http://bit.ly/2zLqEDl
5 ‘Overview of incentives for buying electric vehicles”, ACEA,
http://bit.ly/2htbm2l
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The end of the ICE age: encouraging EV adoption
Improved range and charging

Expanded Infrastructure

Renault Zoe 2013
210km | 130m

European EV charging station numbers1

2013

30k

2017

30 min. to 80%

3

120k
More choice, lower costs
2017
2013

9

available models

59

available models

Renault Zoe 2017
2
400km | 250m

(Renault Zoe 2017 using ‘quick charge’)

€

EV Total Cost of4
Ownership

Fuel costs

ICE
2014

2016

2018

Ford Focus 1.5

Renault Zoe Q90

14.3p 4.1p
per mile

per mile
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Interview: Evangelising Electric
The Electric Vehicle Experience Centre opened in
Milton Keynes, UK this summer with the objective
of promoting the understanding and use of electric
cars. Operated by Chargemaster, and supported by
the local authority, national government, and six vehicle manufacturers, the centre aims to be a brand
neutral space where ‘EV gurus’ answer questions
about electric mobility. Visitors can take a test drive
in a range of vehicles and ask questions about how
they can switch to electric.
Carl Sanderson has in-depth knowledge of the
EV market having been responsible for delivering
BMW’s electric car brand (BMW i) into the UK. He
has been involved from the beginning in the setting
up of the EV Experience Centre. Here he explains
the thinking behind the project.
S3 — Car brands are usually very competitive
– what motivated these 6 brands (BMW, Kia,

Renault, Mitsubishi, Nissan and Volkswagen)
to work together on this project and how were
they brought on side?
The EV Centre is not a sales showroom and that
was probably a key factor. This project is funded by
local government with a view to promoting understanding and information on Electric Vehicles in
the Milton Keynes area. The fact that this was a
not-for-profit project proved to be a ‘neutral ground’
on which the different brands could come together
to enable consumers to experience the EVs, ask all
the questions they might have of the highly experienced and passionate staff of EV Gurus, test drive
the cars, even for a day or more. More brands are
set to come on board next year. The fact that it is
in Milton Keynes’ largest shopping centre means
many people, who initially had no intention of looking at cars, walk in and engage with the vehicles. It
allows them to overcome many of the often negative assumptions they have about electric mobility.
S3 — What are the perceived barriers to EV
adoption this initiative is trying to understand
and challenge? Have there been any surprising
learnings so far?
I think that while a brand such as Tesla has helped
move the emotional needle in customer perception, the practical one is still largely stuck in place.
And this is a challenge that is more significant in
consumers’ minds than in the OEMs’, for who this
might simply be another powertrain. For consumers, I have found that there are 4 perception
barriers: the expectation of mediocre performance,
a driving range anxiety, a residual value angst
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with technology changing so fast, and, lastly, that
ownership is more expensive. What we learnt
with customer experiencing EVs from all brands is
that once those barriers are overcome, they often
switch to convinced advocates and go through the
purchase funnel faster than ICE buyers.
S3 — Is this a model that could be replicated
digitally to engage consumers with EVs?
Central to the adoption of EVs is, in my view, enabling the experience. Not just the short test drive,
but over a day or weekend to see how it fits into
their daily life. We found that 9 out of 10 people
who did this were reluctant to give it back. Translating this to the online experience is obviously not
directly possible, but designing a perhaps separate
virtual ‘funnel’ to promote EVs from the customer
perspective, rather than from the traditional vehicle
specification approach is one way of doing that.
Car brands can create digital gurus to help the online interaction to be that of an EV advocate rather
than a showroom salesman. We find EV customers
to be very loyal. They rarely go back to ICE. n
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Part 2: The EV buyer and their digital journey
Where the data comes from

The most recent registration numbers for Electric
and Alternative Fuel Vehicles suggest that the
market may be moving forward and that we could
finally be entering the foothills of the traditional
adoption curve. The digital data that Sophus3 has
at its disposal allows us to examine the behaviour
of the online consumer and their approach to the
EV buying choice and to test the proposition that
these vehicles are moving into the mainstream.
Sophus3 is the host of the eDataXchange project: a unique collaboration between automotive
brands through which they share and pool detailed
data about their digital platforms, allowing each
participant to benchmark performance against its
peers. Currently the project tracks, each year, over
1 billion individual visits to OEM websites in the
‘Big 5’ European markets. This provides unparalleled insight into the consumer journey, and how it
changes between brands and products.

The EV audience on car sites

In the UK the eDataXchange project tracks visits
to over 400 individual vehicle models from small
city cars to luxury and performance models. Within
these there are nearly 30 EV or hybrid models. As
would be expected, given the shift we have seen
in sales, audience traffic to these AFV models has
steadily increased over the last 6 months from
2% of site traffic to 5%. During the same period in
the UK, visits to conventionally fuelled models fell
slightly, again in line with the downward trend in the
‘real’ market.

Market interest

Online interest

Registration
growth/decline

Online vists
growth/decline

ICE -5%

EV +25%

Source: SMMT, UK passenger car registrations
November 2017, Year-to-date.
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It is worth noting that the pattern of visits within
the UK to these ‘green’ vehicles is consistent with
known car buyer behaviour. Sales of cars in the
UK peak twice a year in March and September and
there is an established pattern of increased traffic
to car brand websites beforehand as in-market buyers research their purchase options. The audience
for alternative fuel cars replicates the same peaks
and troughs of activity. This suggests that the
motivation of a similar proportion of visitors is the
serious consideration of these products within a
journey to purchase, not just idle curiosity.

ICE -6%

EV +60%

Source: eDataXchange, change in number of visits to
UK model pages by vehicle type, May-November 2017

Digital KPIs and EV conversion
rates

Whilst an uplift in the number of visits to these
AFVs is encouraging for the brands offering them,
if we follow through the user journey then the ‘outcomes’ — in terms of conversion to sales and the
cost of acquiring each sale — show that marketing
these new vehicles still remains problematic.
Sophus3 has for many years benchmarked
brands’marketing and digital ROI using a simple,
if somewhat unforgiving, series of measurements.
Firstly, the number of visits to the website that produced a sale. Secondly, the cost (utilising advertising spend) of acquiring each visitor. Thirdly the
cost, using the same spend figure, to achieve each
sale.
Over the fifteen year lifespan of the project, the
‘visits to result’ ratios have risen dramatically as
more people have moved online and Internet
access has become ubiquitous through a growing
variety of devices. Currently in the UK the KPIs
(Key Performance indicators) are as follows:
On average there are 102 visits to a car brand site
per vehicle sale (a decade ago the number was 34
visits). It costs an average of €1.3 to acquire each
of those visits. In all a brand will spend on average
€132 to win each sale. (These costs exclude the
brand’s search spend and any incentive/support
activity: the value of these measurements is to impose some common representation of brand cost/
effort to allow performance benchmarking.)

€3.3, Cost per registration €65.

Cost of conversion
Cost per
registration
€303

EV
ICE
Cost per
visit

€65

€3.3
€1.8

The same KPIs can be applied at the model level
and this is where the disparity in the conversion of
site traffic into sales for EVs, and the cost of winning their sale becomes apparent.
Taking the Top Ten selling ICE vehicles in the UK
and averaging their performance in terms of visits,
sales and spend, produces the following KPIs: Visits to model page per registration 32, Cost per visit
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For the three top selling ‘pure’ EVs, the results
are very different and perhaps surprising: Visits
to model page per registration 169, Cost per visit
€1.8, Cost per registration €303.
So it would appear that whilst EV manufacturers
are efficiently attracting an audience to their products — spending considerably less per visit than for
their ICE products — that audience is not turning
into buyers. There are two possible explanations
for this which are by no means mutually exclusive.
Firstly, that the audience having appraised itself of
the EV ‘offer’ remains reluctant to commit due to
perceived shortcomings in the product. Secondly,
that brands, having attracted an audience, are
not sure what to do with it: their online and offline
‘funnel’ is failing to convert these visitors into customers due to shortcomings in their presentation of
information and in their sales process.
The existence of two explanations as to why EVs
are proving difficult to shift of course gives brands a
headache, particularly as it allows different operational arms of the business to claim it is someone
else’s ‘problem’. Let’s look at the digital data in a
little more detail to try and understand more about
the buyer’s journey and where there may be difficulties.
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EV visitors’ activity and
engagement

When looking at visitor activity on car brand websites Sophus3 believes it is useful to concentrate
on areas of the site that are of most interest to
in-market shoppers. These ‘engagement areas’
include the vehicle configurator, brochure request
forms, test drive request pages and dealer locator functionality. A comparison of the behaviour
of those visitors looking specifically at EVs/AFVs
found that they were 30% more likely to request a
brochure, 20% more likely to search for a dealer,
about equally likely to use a vehicle configurator,
and twice as likely to visit the request a test drive
page.
So it appears that the needs of the EV buyer are
different from those of the customer for a more
familiar ICE based car, with a greater need for
information, a desire to experience the car and,
possibly, greater openness to contact with the
brand and its agents.
Brands looking to improve their EV sales will need
to look at the detail of their own audience’s digital
journeys. Where are the main attrition points that
they most likely to exit? Where are they spending
longest — and is that because they are immersed
in the information provided, or struggling to make
sense of it? Is the hand-off between the digital
channel to the bricks-and-mortar dealer channel
working effectively?
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Interest of ICE v. EV Buyers
% of site visits to ‘engagement’ destinations

ICE

EV

Configurator

Brochure

Find dealer

Test drive

17% 17.3%

4.5% 6.6%

2.6% 3.2%

1%

2%

Source: eDataXchange

The EV buyer’s shopping basket

Data from Sophus3 eDataXchange allows us to
track (anonymously) all the vehicle models an individual visits across different brand sites within the
same month long timeframe. Aggregating the data
together we can create a ranked ‘consideration set’
for consumers visiting a particular model, i.e. the
other cars that they are comparing alongside it. We
analysed these ‘other model’ destinations of more
than 200,000 visitors to five of the most popular
AFVs in the UK market. We found that almost three
quarters of the top ten most popular alternatives
viewed were other electric or hybrid vehicles. This
suggests that buyers are looking at an hermetic
subset of the market. These cars are often very different in terms of their price, size and specification
but would all be identified as ‘green cars’. It must
be said that when we extended the analysis to look
at gasoline (not plug-in) hybrid models that have
been established in the UK market for some years,
that this grouping within a silo of models can be
seen to have weakened. Petrol hybrids are looked
at alongside a much larger number of mainstream
ICE cars suggesting greater levels of consumer
awareness, and comfort with, hybrids compared to
the newer battery electric technology.

Further insights from Next
Green Car

As well as collating and analysing visitor traffic
to the car brand’s digital platforms, the Sophus3
eDataXchange project performs the same function
for a number of online publishers for their automotive consumer sites. Again, the data this generates
allows those publishers to benchmark their sites’
performance and to more fully understand their
audiences’ needs and preferences.
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Amongst the sites we track is nextgreencar™
whose mission is “to help car buyers find, compare
and buy a greener, more economical car.” The site,
online since 2007, is a rich source of comparison
data about all of the alternative fuel cars available
in the UK market with reviews and guidance about
ownership, costs and taxation.
As would be expected, analysis of site traffic
provides further insight into the EV car buyer’s
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digital behaviour. This confirms the commonalities
between the ‘green’ car buyer and the general car
buying audience. The peaks and troughs of visits
to the site track the car market peaks of March and
September that we see on car brand sites. Interestingly, towards year end, nextgreencar shows
relatively stronger audience retention in October/
November relative to car brand sites.
The content preferences of the visitors to the
site supports the view that this is an increasingly
‘pragmatic’ audience, exploring practical rather
than idealistic considerations. The most frequently
visited pages on the site are those on the taxation
advantages of a green car choice. The page with
the longest dwell time is the one that specifically
covers company car taxation.
But like the ‘generalist’ automotive site visitor,
there is a high level of interest in vehicle / product
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information. The second most visited destination is
the ‘view-car’ page which drills down to listings of
all the AFVs available in the market. The cars that
most interest visitors to nextgreencar may be distorted by campaign drivers to the site, or editorial
priorities, but they are nevertheless interesting. Of
the top ten most viewed model variants, seven are
plug in hybrids. It also appears that consumers are
currently more attracted to EV and hybrid variants
of a recognised vehicle model — six of the top ten
are established model lines to which alternative
fuel variants are a later edition (models such as
Mercedes C-Class and Volkswagen Passat and
Golf). Tesla’s S model features in a relatively lowly
position, showing perhaps the low evaporation
point of a ‘halo’ within the heat of the market-place.

Interview: Marketing Electric
Consumers still have a number of perceptual
barriers to overcome when they consider buying an
electric vehicle. Jürgen Seitz, Professor of Marketing, Media and Digital Industries at Stuttgart Media
University — as well as a successful digital media
entrepreneur — argues that car brands need a
rethink of how they present themselves, their products and evolving services.
S3 — With the shifts in the industry that car
brands are dealing with, is there a need to market themselves and cars differently?
Yes, they need to market differently. They have to
tell their authentic story continuously. Instead of
fine tuning a specific piece of marketing communication over and over, they should consider a more
journalistic approach, with their own journey as a
developing story.
Good stories need conflict: this includes all kinds of

struggles and there are always people at the centre
of the story. An example: instead of referring to an
abstract brand heritage, recount the challenges
your people have overcome in the past and how
the principles you learned have changed the way
you do things today. Tell them why you believe this
is relevant for them.
S3 — Consumers have access to so much information, how can car brands still be heard?
We are exposed to more media all the time, but
we are also becoming more selective in what we
remember. Consumers always ask themselves
“What is in it for me?”. Therefore, you need to understand your customers, their needs, their dreams
and desires, better than ever before. Every piece of
content needs to have a clear goal. What feelings
or thoughts do you want to trigger?
Data helps you to understand what works with your
consumers in real-time and it gives a clearer understanding of their path to the final purchase. You
need to nurture customers who have shown initial
interest. If you see a signal in the noise, you have
to go down that path with your potential buyer. But
don’t push them, feed them. They will hear you –
when the time is right.
S3 — The industry is becoming more customer
and transaction centric as they evolve into mobility service providers. How does the marketing function need to work with other parts of
the organization to support that?
It’s quite simple: you are in the service business
now. You need to think and act in a customer-centric manner all the time. Nobody cares about your
internal structure. You need to deliver, or you’ll
perish. Marketing plays a key role in all of this,
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as does the know-how that enables you to create
great customer experiences. Use this know-how for
service innovation and optimisation of the touchpoint experience.
It might be seen as a small difference that you
don’t pay directly after every Uber ride, but it
makes a huge difference in the overall experience.
We need to find these small differentiating factors
and we need to react to them rationally.
S3 - What is your view on car brands bringing electric vehicles to market - should they
consider a separate EV brand or market them
under their existing brand?
I don’t see a lot of value in the former. I am
convinced that traditional manufacturers already
use too many brands and sub brands. Some manufacturers use trademarks for every small feature
in a car. This mainly causes confusion and distraction. Consumers seek simplicity, they want clear
language and messaging. In the future EV world,
where new Chinese brands and established brands
from other industries like Dyson or Apple are likely
to become competitors, I would prefer to work with
an established well-known brand. Use your EV initiatives to strengthen your existing brands and tell
the developing story of your brand in an authentic,
personal way. n
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Part 3: Learnings and conclusions
The evidence both in the marketplace, and from
our digital data, is that the audience for electric
vehicles appears to be maturing and increasing in
number. The signs are that people are shopping
pragmatically and therefore could be persuaded
to switch by brands that have both good EV products as well as the capabilities to convince their
audience to buy EV.
Yet as we see, car brands are struggling to
convert that growing interest into a respectable
volume of sales, despite strong initial levels of
interest from consumers.
Car brands are developing two quite different strategic responses to the challenge of selling electric
cars. On the one hand is the view that EVs are a
disruptive technology that needs a new disruptive
model of design, manufacture and route-to-market
to succeed. Tesla is the most frequently quoted
example of this model and Elon Musk is celebrated beyond the industry as the poster boy of its
success. Car makers, it is argued, should emulate
that model with new agile brands or sub-brands
that can slough off the century old complacency
of their parent companies. Thus we are seeing
the appearance of new entities such as the BMW
i brand, and Volvo/Geely’s Polestar.
A counter view is that EVs are not really so
disruptive, that they are fundamentally the same
self-propelled metal box with a wheel at each
corner. Like all products, this argument goes,
EVs will only gain mass acceptance in the market

when they provide two things. The first is utilitarian advantage: they must be better at what
they do than what they replace. The second is
economic advantage: they must do what they do
more cheaply. That point of mass acceptance is
now arriving — through technical enhancements
and Total Cost of Ownership parity. Under this
reading, car brands should continue to do what
they have always done: build affordable and
desirable vehicles that, in many ways, are little
different from what they already produce and
consumers already buy. This strategy is the one
adopted from the beginning by the Renault-Nissan alliance as they have sought a mass market
for their EV products.
But whichever strategy an OEM adopts, they
need to focus as much on the consumer as they
currently do on the technology. What is clear
from our initial dive into the digital data is that
they need to improve greatly their understanding and connection with the customer across all
channels. Most importantly they need to get it
right in their digital channels where the automotive consumers’ initial consideration, and currently rejection, of their products takes place.
The data suggests that the EV buyer’s journey is
different, that there is a hunger for more information and a greater variety of information. The
electric vehicle buyer needs reassurance with
everything served in the right order, at the right
time.
EV buyers therefore require a customised funnel,
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at least for the foreseeable future. At a simple
level, their priorities may well be very different: for
example, safety may be a lower concern and range
a higher concern than when looking at an ICE car.
There is also a propensity for more contact with
the brand — shown with the greater interest in
dealer contact and, very significantly, with a greater
disposition to take a test drive. Whilst the trend in
recent years has been for a increasing proportion
of car buyers to forgo a test drive — trusting it
is assumed in the flawless quality of the current
generation of automobiles — in the case of the EV
shopper the need to experience a novel powertrain
is a much higher priority. Sophus3’s ongoing auditing of test drive request functionality on car brand
sites shows how many brands still struggle to get
this right, both in the design of the test drive funnel,
in their responsiveness, and in the hand-off to their
dealer network of these requests. The EV test drive
funnel is likely to be even more problematic and
the process needs to foreground the idea that the
potential customer is probably thinking more fundamentally about “how would this vehicle fit into my
life?”, rather than “is this car nice to drive?”.
The potential for interaction with the customer
suggests that wherever possible contact should be
personalised and, crucially, allow the customer to
manage and define that personalisation, enabling
them to communicate what they feel is relevant
and what information, in their view, is missing. It is
notable that OEMs establishing their own electric
brands are utilising ‘live chat’, supported by trained

product specialists, within their digital channels to
facilitate that interaction. In so doing the chat transcripts they gather become a rich source of data
about the questions that EV customers are asking
and are key to revealing the deficiencies that need
correcting within their current processes.
For electric vehicle brands the customer is particularly important — each one is potentially a crucial
reference point from which a brand can scale
adoption. The customer’s online and offline experience therefore has to be impeccable if they are to
be turned into an ambassador for both the brand
and the technology. ‘Digital’ remains the ideal tool
to test both the strategies and actions required to
hasten EV adoption and to measure success. n

Sophus3 Activate
This white paper describes the significant differences in the way a car buyer researches an EV purchase compared with that of a conventionally powered car. The availability and timing of information
is crucial in maintaining the online engagement that leads to a sale.
To succeed in this emerging sector — and the mobility solutions that will follow – brand teams must
take time to understand fully the consumer’s priorities. The opportunities to influence car buyers
have never been greater in this era of choice and diminishing brand loyalty.
Sophus3 draws together multiple datasets to unlock:
Clarity on competitor sets across electric, hybrid, petrol and diesel
Best practice in sequencing of information
‘Transactional’ research steps that reward engagement
Role of concierge features such as live chat
Configuration tools such as tax calculators.
We can help give you confidence in the strategic decisions you make around online marketing and
engagement design, reducing duplication and saving time. Our insight can play a crucial role in understanding your true market position and anticipating the needs of your customers.
To find out how the Sophus3 Activate team can help you to increase consideration and sales, please
contact Patrick Fuller and Tania Hodgkinson on activate@sophus3.com.
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www.sophus3.com
Sophus3 is at the forefront of designing and
applying technology and processes that monitor
consumer behaviour in the online sector.
Our key strength lies in our ability to identify and
gather the right data and information, combined
with advanced and objective analysis. We provide
expert services and support to companies in areas
where they don’t always have in-house expertise.

If you have any questions or comments we would
be happy to respond if you email:
contact.en@sophus3.com

eDataXchange (eDX) is a strategic sector and
country collaborative project that monitors consumer behaviour across websites. It acts as a digital
GPS of a car brand’s position in the market place
and enables participants to set targets, determine
which digital investments are changing their market
position and how.

