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India is seeing a digital transformation. This is 
happening at breakneck pace owing to the technologi-

cal advancements in mobile gadgets and the prolifera-
tion of wireless data networks. Ease of access to the 
internet has led to a significant increase in the digital 
consumer base, pervading even through older age 
groups, rural areas and smaller cities. 

The prevalence of digital platforms in the automotive 
industry is far stronger. As per a 2016 consumer survey, 
three out of four car buyers carry out research online 
prior to purchase and 43 percent have already decided 
on the brand before they make their first visit to a deal-
ership. 

Third-party aggregator websites particularly have seen a 
significant growth in traffic. They have grown at an an-
nual rate of more than 50 percent, most of it being on 
mobile phones. These third-party sites provide a pletho-
ra of information in a very concise manner across vari-
ous brands, cars and models.

Five broad themes emerge as we look at the influence 
of digital channels on car purchase. 

Same Destination, But Different Paths
The first major difference in digital usage is observed 
between a first-time car buyer and a repeat buyer. The 
next is the difference in usage based on the digital age 
of the customer. Consumers thereby can be classified 
into four archetypes based on these factors, namely the 
experienced, the open-minded, the evolving, and the 
traditional buyer. Based on the archetype, there are sig-

nificant differences in the level of digital engagement 
and the nature of the role played by dealers.

Contrasting Digital Journeys
55 percent of all digital journeys are short, where the 
consumer spends a total of 25 minutes over seven 
weeks online. The focus of research in such journeys is 
more on revalidating. As against this, 24 percent of jour-
neys are involved, where the consumer spends 2 hours 
over 15 weeks. These consumers do plenty of research 
online including that on variants. 

Evolving Expectations of Customers
The consumer outlook towards the car buying process is 
constantly advancing. Increased exposure to novel fea-
tures in other industries is causing a parallel evolution 
in the customer expectation of both online and offline 
car purchase channels. They are looking for greater 
ease, increased customisation and a considerably seam-
less experience. Currently, a majority of the new car 
purchasers are not satisfied with the amount of time 
spent during the various stages of buying a new car. 

Think Micro-Markets, Not Cities
Significant differences in digital engagement levels exist 
across micro-markets within a city. Contrasting be-
haviour is noticeable even amidst areas with the same 
affluence levels in a city, driven by differences in the so-
cio-cultural profile of residents in the area. This calls for 
a geo-local marketing approach across micro-markets 
within a city.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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New Car Models Need to Win Digitally
New car models see a disproportionately large share in 
digital traffic, although they account for a significantly 
lower percentage of market share. Similarly, new car 
segments such as utility vehicles command very high 
share in online traffic. This highlights the importance 
of digital as a channel to connect with consumers for 
such cars. 

These themes are discussed in more depth in the report. 
In this context, there is a need for OEMs to remodel 
their strategies. There are six key implications for them. 

First, they need to enhance their digital platforms, keep-
ing in mind the growing digital influence and the evolv-
ing customer expectations. Online activities like price 
comparisons and deals and discounts, which are offered 
by third-party sites, need to be incorporated in a cus-
tomised manner. They also need to provide seamless ac-
cess on mobile phones. 

Second, it is crucial to offer an effortless personalised ex-
perience as consumers are increasingly straddling both 
online and offline channels. The Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) system can efficiently integrate the 
online-offline experience by generating a complete pic-
ture of every customer. 

Third, digital solutions can also be used to smoothen the 
financing process. Online data can be used to find con-
sumers who are eligible for a pre-approved loan, there-
by speeding up the entire procedure. Further digi-
tal-based strategies like online service scheduling and 
maintenance can be offered. 

Fourth, there is a need to effectively leverage the abun-
dance of digital data which is getting created, in order to 
develop targeted marketing strategies. OEMs need to 
consolidate consumer data across different databases 
and run rich analytics on it to derive actionable insights. 

Fifth, OEMs need to re-imagine the retail space. The role 
played by dealerships is changing, thereby creating a 
need to develop novel formats which can be more asset 
light and digital intensive. Multiple global players have 
already started experimenting in this regard. 

Sixth, there is a need to go very micro while coming up 
with marketing strategies for a city. This is owing to the 
sizeable differences seen within the micro-market pro-
files of various cities. By efficiently leveraging the ex-
tensive amounts of data available for a city such as af-
fluence levels, sales potential, online engagement etc., 
unique profiles can be constructed for each micro-mar-
ket. Based on the micro-market profile, a different 
combination of digital and offline marketing tech-
niques can be used for different micro-markets within 
the same city. 

Digital is opening up a whole new set of opportunities 
for the OEMs. It is time that they revamp and stay in the 
game. If they don’t, they could become disconnected 
from the modern-day consumer. 

This report is focused on strategies that can be under-
taken to reach the evolving digital customer, by discuss-
ing the ‘why’, the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of digital trans-
formation in the automotive sector.
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The digital revolution is now! India, 1.3 billion 
strong, is on the cusp of this revolution. Omnipres-

ent mobile handsets and wireless data networks have 
significantly changed the common man’s lifestyle. The 
number of internet users is expected to reach 650 
million by 2020 from 330 million in 2016. Along with 
this growth, the profile of internet users is likely to 
change significantly. The number of rural internet 
users is expected to expand around 2.5 times by 2020 
from the current 125 million. Internet consumption is 
also moving beyond the younger age groups. By 2020, 
more than one third of internet users are expected to 
be 35 years or older.

Digital is increasingly becoming a central part of how 
people make choices around products and services. 
Consumers are gradually using more digital channels 
in their research and purchase processes. While one 
third of the urban population go online before decid-
ing on what products or services to buy, around one 
fourth of them, make the final purchase online. These 
ratios are only expected to go up drastically in the 
next few years. By 2020, almost half of the urban pop-
ulation is estimated to engage in online activities be-
fore purchase, followed by almost one third of the ur-
ban population making the final product or service 
purchase online. (See Exhibit 1)

EXHIBIT 1 | Half of the Consumers have Access to Internet, While One-Third of the Consumers are 
Looking up Online Before Purchase

% of urban consumers

23%

3%

Digital Buyers

35%-40%

23%

50%-55%

30%

9%

Digital Footprint

75%-80%

46%

Digital Influence

Digital footprint—Percentage consumers who had access to internet in the last 3 months; Digital Influence—Percentage consumers who used internet
during purchase process for any product/service; Digital buyers—Percentage consumers who purchased anything online.
Urban population above 18 years considered.
Sources: BCG CCI Digital Influence Study 2013 and 2016, BCG analysis.

20162013 2020

DIGITAL:  
TRANSFORMING 
INDIAN 
CONSUMERS
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DIGITAL:  
INFLUENCING 
CAR BUYING

In recent years, digital platforms have become 
central to the process of purchasing new cars. A 

study from 2016 has revealed some staggering 
numbers regarding digital users. Around 76 percent 
of the consumers researched online before purchas-
ing a new car, with around 43 percent making their 
final decision on the model even before their first 
visit to a dealership. Approximately 42 percent of all 

car buyers consider the internet as the primary 
source of information for researching and short-listing 
cars. (See Exhibit 2) 

A majority of this research is being carried out at auto 
aggregator websites. Over the past 2 years, the total 
traffic on auto aggregator websites has been twice 
that of all OEM websites put together. Standard for-

EXHIBIT 2 | Three out of Four New Car Buyers Research Online Before Purchasing a Car

% of respondents % of respondents % of respondents

Internet

Own past 
experience

Friends and 
Family

Dealership 
Showroom

Other

I had 
finalised the 
car I wanted 
to buy

Source: Consumer survey conducted in November 2016 (n = 1,200).

43%
Used 
digital

76%

I had 
shortlisted
2-3 cars

47%

I had not 
shortlisted any 
car, had just 
started looking 
for cars

10%

42%

32%

12%

13%

1%

3 out of 4 new car buyers research 
online before purchase

~42% buyers consider 
internet as the most important 

source of information for 
shortlisting cars

~43% of buyers are decided on 
the model before the first 

dealership visit

Did not 
use digital24%
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mats for information across models, availability of in-
formation on prices, easy comparisons etc., add to the 
popularity of aggregator websites. 

Mobile phones have become the primary device to ac-
cess internet for consumers. The proportion of inter-
net users who use mobile phones as the primary inter-
net device has increased from 76 percent in 2013 to 91 

percent currently. This trend is noticed across all cate-
gories of cities and consumer segments, enabling buy-
ers to access an abundance of information with a few 
taps of their fingertips. The same trend is visible in the 
research process for new cars as well. Desktop traffic 
has seen a 3 percent growth in the number of online 
portal sessions, whereas mobile traffic has grown at 
150 percent y-o-y. (See Exhibit 3)

EXHIBIT 3 | ~50% Annual Growth in Sessions on Auto Portals in the Last Four Years; 
Mobile Contributing to Majority of this Growth

Sources: Website, Mobile site, Mobile App traffic on CarDekho.com.

Sessions (million)

Desktop users 
have remained 

stable…

Steady growth observed in the 
traffic visiting the auto portals

51%

54
70

106

184

FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16

Sessions (million)
45 43 43

48

FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16

9 27
63

136

FY13 FY14 FY15 FY16

Sessions (million)

…traffic from 
mobile has grown 

at 151% CAGR 

+151%

+3%
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As we look at the evolution of digital in the 
consumer’s car purchase journey, we observe 

five key trends. 

Same Destination, But Different Paths
Consumers follow different paths in order to purchase 
their car—with varying levels of digital influence 
along the journey. 

There are two primary factors which determine the 
level of digital influence in the journey. First, if the 
customer is a first-time buyer versus a repeat buyer. A 
repeat buyer, given his previous experience, is more 
comfortable with the process as compared to a first 
car purchaser, who tends to be more cautious in his 
approach. A repeat buyer is much more likely to lever-
age digital actively as a source of influence. 

The second factor is the digital age of the consumer. 
Digital age implies the number of years for which the 
buyer has been an internet user. In our work, we have 
observed that digital age—and not any of the other 
demographics such as age, income etc.—is the prima-
ry determinant of the intensity of digital activities of a 
consumer. Consumers with a high digital age (>2-3 
years) are much more comfortable using digital in 
their decision-making as against consumers with low 
digital age. 

Based on these drivers, four customer archetypes 
emerge. Significant differences in the extent and na-
ture of usage of digital channels / dealerships spring 
up across four major archetypes. (See Exhibit 4)

The Experienced Buyer
The Experienced Buyer uses online channels exten-
sively as a means of doing research before purchas-
ing a car. He uses digital platforms to research cars, 
compare prices, contact dealerships, etc. An experi-
enced buyer’s digital journey starts early and lasts 
anywhere between 2 to 4 months with frequent 
lengthy sessions online, culminating towards mak-
ing the final choice of the car even before visiting 
the dealership. The dealership plays a negligible 
role in his choice, with the one or two visits, mostly 
aimed at test drives, final price negotiations, and 
closing the deal.

The Open-minded Buyer
The Open-minded Buyer is mostly a first-car pur-
chaser who is proficient with internet usage. Al-
though he uses digital platforms to research, per-
form price and model comparisons and look for 
discounts online, being a first-time buyer, he doesn’t 
want to go wrong, and hence, explores multiple 
channels before making the purchase. He has multi-
ple short sessions on various online portals, going as 
far as shortlisting models online. He looks up to the 
dealer for offers and discounts as well as to validate 
his final choice.

The Evolving Buyer
The Evolving Buyer is new to the internet and uses on-
line for specific activities, such as price check, offers 
and discounts, and a quick validation before purchase. 
The dealership plays a significant role in his deci-
sion-making since they provide him with details about 
technical aspects of the car.

DIGITAL: 
SHIFTING 
GEARS IN CAR 
PURCHASE
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EXHIBIT 4 | Four Key Customer Archetypes Emerge Based on Differences in 'How They Buy'

Young new buyer; comfortable with 
digital – explores both online and 
offline channels before final purchase

Digitally savvy; self-reliant – likes to 
make his / her choice independently

Conventional buyer;  looks upto the
dealer / friends for information

Familiar with car purchasing, buyer more 
comfortable with offline interactions

Customer 
Archetypes

The Traditional Buyer The Open-minded Buyer

The Evolving Buyer The Experienced Buyer

Low 
digital 

age

High
digital 

age

First-time buyer

Repeat buyer

Minimal
digital Use

Very high influence 
of dealership

Significant 
digital use

Moderate influence 
of dealership

High 
digital use

Minimal influence of 
dealership

Moderate
digital use

Significant influence of 
dealership

Extent of digital use Role of dealership

Source: In-depth consumer interviews.

The Traditional Buyer
The Traditional Buyer is the conventional buyer who 
hardly uses digital platforms during the purchase pro-
cess. The dealerships, therefore, play a major role in his  
entire journey, right from developing the initial short-
list to making his final choice.

Contrasting Digital Journeys
The typical digital journey of a customer, on an aver-
age, includes around 40 minutes of online activity 
over a span of 2 to 3 months. During this period, the 
time spent and the activity in focus change as the digi-
tal journey progresses.
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Name: Sunil

Age: 45 years

Location: Delhi

Occupation: Doctor

Need for purchase Bought a car for his daughter who was turning 21

Car purchased Honda City

Car owned before Hyundai i10

Internet Usage Digitally savvy person who has been using internet for over 6 years

"I get very excited browsing for things on the internet. Online discounts and offers are incredible 
nowadays. For my last car, the internet gave me all the information I needed. I used different sites and 
blogs to research. I wish that I don't need to go to the dealership at all for my next car."

Journey of an "Experienced Buyer"

Sources of information

Final
Purchase

Looking for 
Information

Model 
Decision

Need
Identification

Need
Detailing

Digital

Third-party
websites

Google 
Search DealershipsWord of

mouth / Friends
Ads/ 

Incidents

Offline

Sunil realises he 
needs to buy a car for 

his daughter

He goes to Google, 
which directs him to 

3P websites 
Focuses on fixing 
purchase criteria He speaks to friends on 

what options fit the key 
purchase criteria

Sunil considering 7-8 models 
simultaneously;

Model overview, prices key 
focus of research

Models under active consideration 
reduces to 4

He then sees and compares 
models, variants, pictures

Sunil speaks to his friends 
to get actual user feedback

Visits 2 different Honda 
dealerships to validate his 

choice 

Sunil then visited his 
preferred Honda 

dealership to close the 
deal

Final Booking made at 
dealership

His shortlist set ~3;
Focused research

on them only

Sunil uses digital
/offline sources

in tandem

He now actively 
searches for offers and 
discounts, searches for 
last 5 shortlisted cars 

once more

Sunil then narrows down 
to 1 option – searches 

mainly for prices. offers

Insurance, Car Loan 
arranged by Dealership

St
ag

es
 o

f c
on

su
m

er
 jo

ur
ne

y

Insurance
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Customer
journey

Sachin visited dealerships of 3 OEMs –
Maruti, Honda and Hyundai

Sachin realised he wanted to buy a new car 
because of a growing family – cars of friends, 
family gave him a shortlist of cars to start with

He saw an attractive Datsun 
Go ad on TV and print and began 

considering it

He spoke to his friends who own cars 
and explained his needs / budget

He took counsel on which 
dealerships to visit

He spoke to his friends to 
get actual user feedback 
on the cars they owned

Despite being interested in Datsun Go, did 
not visit showroom as he could not find 
any actual user to take feedback from

Sachin checked for information on the 3 
models from 2-3 different dealerships

Sachin consulted 2-3  dealerships to 
understand the tech specs and see 

what car is best for him
Sachin took test drives of the 3 models 

before finalising on MarutiCiaz

Warranty, Insurance done at dealer's end
Insurance

Journey of a "Traditional Buyer"

Name: Sachin

Age: 35 years

Location: Mumbai

Occupation: Businessman

Need for purchase Growing family so he wanted a car for commute

Car purchased Maruti Ciaz

Car owned before None

Internet Usage Started using internet recently, mainly for news and videos

"I do not use internet much—mainly for news or YouTube videos. Also, I know the people at 
dealerships well, so do not really see how internet can help me"

Sources of information

Final
Purchase

Looking for 
Information

Model 
Decision

Need
Identification

Need
Detailing

DealershipsWord of mouth
/ Friends

Ads/ 
Incidents

Offline

St
ag

es
 o

f c
on

su
m

er
 jo

ur
ne

y
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However, large dissimilarities exist across journeys 
based on the length and intensity of online engage-
ment. Digital journeys can be broadly categorised into 
short and quick, moderate, or long and involved jour-
ney. (See Exhibit 5 and Exhibit 6).

A majority of the digital journeys are short and quick, 
with around 55 percent of the customers using online 
channels falling into this category, spending less than 
seven weeks online prior to their car purchase. Cus-
tomers falling in this category spend a total of 25 min-
utes online. These customers do not view more than 
1-2 models across multiple pages—indicating that they 
are largely online to further validate the choices al-
ready made. The intensity of the digital engagement 
increases close to the purchase date. They utilise on-
line platforms more to view and compare the best of-
fers and deals available online, evident from the in-
crease in the share of page views involving offers and 
deals during the last leg of their digital journey.

A moderate journey lasts around 9 weeks with over 
40 minutes of online research. Around 21 percent of 
customers using digital channels fall into this catego-
ry. On an average, they search for 5-6 models across 

various online pages. Similar to the customers with 
short & quick journeys, the intensity of engagement 
for a moderate-digital customer also intensifies clos-
er to the purchase date. Their journey, predominant-
ly, starts with the search for basic information regard-
ing car purchase and comparison of models and 
prices, and moves on to queries and advanced infor-
mation on variants, deals and offers.

The long and involved journey customers comprise 24 
percent of those availing digital channels as a part of 
their car purchase process. These consumers spend 
around 2 hours online, lasting over a period of 15 
weeks prior to the final decision-making, navigating 
through various pages and comparing around 7-8 dif-
ferent models as a part of their consideration set. A 
difference observed in these set of consumers is that 
their digital journey is more intense in the first few 
weeks as compared to the short and quick or moder-
ate-digital journey customers.

Evolving Expectations of Customers
New car buyers are increasingly straddling between 
online and offline channels in the purchase process. 

EXHIBIT 5 | Contrasting Digital Journeys Observed

Length of engagement 
(in weeks)

Total time spent by customer

Count of sessions

No. of models actively 
researched on

Segment size

7

25 mins

4

9

40 mins

6

15

1 hr 53
mins

14

55% 24%21%

1-2 5-6 7-8

Short & quick 
journey

Long & involved 
digital journeyModerate 

digital journey

Source: May and June 2016 data of car buyers from CarDekho.com; sample size ~14,000.
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EXHIBIT 6 | Different Customers Engage Differently on the Online Platforms

Engagement patterns of different types of digital customers

Pageviews /
customer

Start of 
journey Purchase of car

Approach: Each customer journey has been divided into 3 parts and analyzed; Pageviews / customer indicates the average number of pages each 
customer has visited in the corresponding part of the journey.
Source: May and June 2016 data of car buyers from CarDekho.com; sample size ~14,000.

Information
search

In-depth
evaluation

Finalization

71

43

52

10 5

18

4

2

9
Short & quick
journey

Moderate digital 
Journey

All types of content 
explored, car 

purchase decision 
is made online

More involved 
online in terms of 

comparing different  
models

Coming online to 
look mainly for 

offers and dealers

Long & involved 
journey

Their experiences in other sectors / industries such as 
banking, technology and e-commerce companies are 
changing their expectations from the automobile digi-
tal experience. Most of these revolve around simplify-
ing and customising the online interface, and better-
ing financial processes associated with a new-car 
purchase. In order to understand the evolving needs 
of the modern customer in more detail, we conducted 
a survey to understand the key pain points that they 
face. The results of the survey suggest that some of the 
foremost issues of today’s consumer are the non-trans-
parency in car prices, significantly high time spent in 
negotiations, lack of advice / information regarding 
car models that cater to the customers’ need, and high 
turnaround time for processing loans. (See Exhibit 7).

Think Micro-Markets, Not Cities
City tier has been a key lens for OEMs as they build 
their go-to market approach. There are, however, con-
siderable differences in digital engagement across cit-
ies within a tier as well. For instance, Patna, Jaipur and 
Pune, although being Tier 1 cities, show considerably 
higher digital activity resembling that of a metro city 
behaviour, thereby highlighting that cities need to be 

approached at an individual level instead of being 
grouped into tiers. (See Exhibit 8) 

Even beyond cities, there are large behavioural differ-
ences within a city. A number of micro-markets, even 
with same affluence levels, display large differences in 
online activity. Exhibit 9 shows the digital-activity-mea-
sure against average household income in Chennai and 
Mumbai. The top right corners of the graphs show the 
digitally active affluent areas, comprising datapoints 
corresponding to Anna Nagar, Adyar and Thousand 
Lights in Chennai and higher-middle class areas such as 
Juhu and Malabar Hills in Mumbai. A few areas, Alwar-
pet, and Mylapore in Chennai and Cuffe Parade, and 
Andheri (W) in Mumbai, for instance, do not exhibit 
high digital activity although they are affluent parts of 
the respective cities. On the other hand, certain areas 
such as Guindy and Thiruvanmiyur in Chennai and Shi-
vaji Nagar and Goregaon (E) in Mumbai, are dispropor-
tionately high on digital activity although they are not 
very affluent parts of the two cities, owing to the com-
mercial centres and IT parks in these areas.

This implies the need to build a targeted local market-
ing approach across micro-markets within a city. 
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Digital activity: Unique online leads / car sales
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EXHIBIT 8 | Significant Variations in Digital Engagement Across Cities Within a Tier

Metro Tier 1 Tier 2 and 3

Digital activity is the ratio of unique online leads customers have dropped on auto portals to the car sales in the city.
Sources: Unique leads dropped by customers on CarDekho.com in FY 15-16, BCG CCI proprietary database, BCG analysis.

EXHIBIT 7 | Negotiations for Final Price, Lack of Advice Regarding Customer Fit Car, Delays in 
Loan Processing are the Key Issues Faced by Consumers in the Car Buying Process

%. of respondents

Question—What were your top 3 pain points in the entire Car buying process? 
Source: Consumer survey conducted in November 2016 (n = 1,200).
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New Car Models Need to Win Digitally
When a new car / model enters the market, the internet 
becomes an important go-to channel for customers to 
view and compare the latest features and experience the 
vehicle. Therefore, the online traffic for new car models 
is much higher compared to that of older ones. Although 
new car models account for a market share of around 37 
percent only, close to 53 percent of the entire digital traf-
fic comes from extensive research, analysis, and compari-
son of new car models. These digital-related numbers for 
new car models are considerably higher as compared to 
that of old car models that consume 47 percent of the 

entire online traffic although they account for almost 63 
percent of the automotive market share.

Utility vehicles are a new and upcoming category of 
cars. This segment of cars has seen an abundance of 
product innovation in the recent past, with many new 
launches in the past few years. The online traffic, there-
fore, is disproportionately high for this segment com-
pared to that coming to hatchbacks or sedans. This 
class of cars, although possessing only 27 percent of the 
current market share, sees a disproportionately high 40 
percent share in digital traffic. (See Exhibit 10)
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EXHIBIT 9 | Significant Differences in Digital Engagement Across Micro-markets Within a City 

Mumbai FY 15-16

Digital activity is ratio of unique online leads customers have dropped on auto portals to the car sales potential in the micromarket.
Sources: Unique leads dropped by customers on CarDekho.com in FY 15-16, BCG CCI proprietary database, BCG analysis.
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EXHIBIT 10 | Newer Models and Segments Constitute Disproportionately Higher Share in Digital 
Traffic

Utility VehiclesSedansHatchbacks

Share in total car sales marketShare in total digital traffic

Newly launched models 
attract greater digital traffic 

Newer segments like utility 
vehicles seeing more digital traction

New launches include newly launched cars and facelifts (old car model that has undergone a significant technical upgradation).
Sources: Digital traffic on CarDekho.com FY 15-16, Market shares from SIAM car sales FY 15-16.
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The evolution of digital in how consumers buy 
is pushing various players in the automotive 

industry to remodel their strategies. Change in 
consumer preference, coupled with the availability of 
huge data about the consumer, requires OEMs to 
challenge their conventional approach. In this context, 
there are six propositions that emerge, which the 
OEMs need to take a note of. 

Enhance Digital Platforms
With expanding digital influence on the purchase 
journey and increasing expectations of customers, 
there is a need for OEMs to step up on what they are 
offering on their digital platforms.

To begin with, the core content needs to be upgraded. 
To compare multiple models as per a standardised 
format, on-road prices, and personalised deals are at 
the core of what consumers want to see online. Sec-
ond, given that the mobile has become the primary 
access device, all the content needs to be available in 
formats which are compatible. Mobile apps can in fact 
become a way for on-going customer engagement. 

Mercedes AMG, for example, has leveraged various dig-
ital touch points to effectively drive the right customer 
emotions. An interactive user interface, 360-degree cus-
tom visualiser, appealing product presentation especial-
ly for newer products and race track videos have made 
the website and mobile application into a unique expe-
rience. They have also developed a community site that 
serves as a customer forum and an exchange platform 
for interesting details about their technologies.

Apart from OEM websites and applications, dealer-
ship websites are also gaining prominence. One 
such example is the online vehicle purchase process 
employed by AutoNation, a large automotive retail-
er in the US. Their own digital platform, called 
“smart choice express”, aids the customer in the 
end-to-end car-purchase process. The user can view 
cars online, reserve them or reserve test drives. 
Once a selection is made online, they can negotiate 
and finish the paperwork digitally before visiting 
the dealership. Since the launch of “smart choice 
express”, 25-30 percent of the overall sales of Auto-
Nation have come from their own website and 
around 50 percent of the consumers have closed the 
deal upon visiting their store as compared to a na-
tional average of 10-12 percent.

Create a Seamless Customer 
Experience 
As consumers increasingly straddle both online and 
offline channels, it is important to offer them a 
seamless personalised experience. Consumers’ on-
line journeys can be used to better understand their 
needs, thinking process and choices. This data can 
be used to personalise the experience and sharpen 
the sales pitch at different offline touch points. In 
this regard, the Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM) system can efficiently integrate the online-of-
fline experience and create a 360 degree view of the 
customer. The CRM system can reach even the last-
mile executives and make them handle the digital 
inputs more efficiently. Coupling of the CRM system 
with a Lead Management System (LMS) would en-

DIGITAL: 
CHANGING THE 
GAME FOR 
INDUSTRY PLAYERS
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able the executives to make a targeted and timely 
pitch to the consumer. 

Digitise the Entire Purchase Journey
There have been numerous technological advance-
ments in vehicle design, driving experience, features 
and vehicle safety. But the developments seen in 
the purchase journey of a consumer, in terms of the 
usage of digital channels to engage customers along 
the journey, have not kept up with this pace.

For example, one of the big gaps that has been 
identified in the pre-purchase stage is the turn-
around time for loan processing. Finance is a critical 
step in the entire journey. Digital solutions can 
make the finance-related processes much more con-
venient for the customer. Online data from auto 
portals can be used by auto finance companies to 
identify potential customers for a pre-approved 
loan. Select banks and auto finance companies in 
India are already investing in such ventures—hav-
ing tied up with third-party aggregators for obtain-
ing data on prospective car buyers.

In addition to this, digital can be used much more ef-
fectively for other initiatives such as scheduling test 
drives during the research phase, and on-going car ser-
vicing and maintenance during the ownership phase.

Leverage the Data Arsenal
OEMs have access to loads of customer data from the 
initial purchase and then from the maintenance cycles. 

Mostly, this data is spread across multiple different sys-
tems making it difficult to analyse and undertake 
meaningful actions based on it. Consolidation of these 
datasets and further enrichment by leveraging the digi-
tal data footprints can enable OEMs to develop ex-
tremely targeted marketing techniques. 

A prime example of an organisation leveraging the 
data firepower is Starbucks. They incorporate real-time 
data capabilities with contextual models based on loca-
tion, customer preferences and hourly weather infor-
mation etc. (See Exhibit 11)

Re-imagine the Retail Space
Conventional dealerships have followed a ‘push-for-
sales’ strategy. With the emergence of digital, the role of 
dealership needs to evolve to that of a ‘service / exper-
tise provider’. Given this, OEMs need to re think of the 
right dealership formats and ways of physically con-
necting with the consumers. 

Globally, many OEMs are taking innovative measures 
in reaching out to customers by reinventing the dealer-
ship space and developing newer and lighter formats. 
Tesla, for example, has a mobile sales force that covers 
locations without any physical presence. They have ini-
tiated pop-up stores operated by knowledgeable and 
product-enthusiastic people for a few weeks in presti-
gious locations. Further, OEMs globally are also increas-
ingly integrating digital as a core part of their dealer-
ship experience. Audi, for example, has established 
virtual product showrooms with innovative digitised 
formats allowing customers to configure vehicles with 
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life-size projections and also enabling them to experi-
ence the car from an acoustic and touch angle. 

Recently, the Chinese ride-sharing company, Didi Chux-
ing, has improved their model for offering test drives to 
potential customers. By partnering with 19 different top 
brands like Toyota, Audi, Mercedes-Benz etc., their new 
service platform can handle test drive requests for near-
ly a hundred car models. According to their new design, 
a customer who is interested and wants to test drive a 
particular car is matched with a driver who brings the 
car for the customer to try. Their new transportation 
ecosystem has seen almost 1.4 million test-drive re-
quests in a span of 90 days. (See Exhibit 12) 

Build a Geolocal Strategy
There are substantial dissimilarities in digital activity 
within a city. This requires OEMs to think at a mi-
cro-market level. They can develop the right local mar-
keting approach by leveraging the extensive amounts of 
data available at a micro-market level. 

Multiple data sources can be combined to develop three 
dimensions for each micromarket. First, data around 
affluence levels, number of households in different in-
come brackets and discretionary expenditure can be 
combined to develop an estimate of car sales potential 

for a given car segment. Second, digital activity on vari-
ous online aggregator websites can help in estimating 
digital engagement levels. And third, data around the 
presence of different points of interest, for example, res-
idential buildings, shopping complexes, office spaces 
etc., can help develop a profile for each micromarket 
(residential / shopping / commercial). (See Exhibit 13) 

OEMs can then use this information to develop the 
right mix of digital versus offline marketing spends for 
each micro-market. For example, the approach for areas 
with low digital activity and high car sales potential 
needs to revolve around offline marketing like hoard-
ings, banners etc. Standard digital content is sufficient 
in these micro-markets. Showrooms can be established 
more as experience centres leveraging various ad-
vanced digital solutions.

On the other hand, the focus in areas with high sales 
potential and high digital activity should be to build the 
brand online. These micro-markets are already throng-
ing with plenty of online solutions for a potentially 
large set of purchasers. Over and above that, custom-
ised digital content based on the area’s profile can be 
developed. Consumers can be reached through pop-up 
stores and mobile sales force, and the emphasis should 
be on ramping up digital services for scheduling test 
drives and servicing.

EXHIBIT 11 | 360 Degree Consumer Analytics by Starbucks

Created the Customer DNA... ...to craft  personalised
offers and promotions

Personalised notifications to incent 
customers to visit a store, tailored 
by:
• Product
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…driven and optimised by 
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• Advanced modeling 
techniques, from machine 
learning to deep learning 
applied
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Source: BCG analysis and case study.
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Dealership

EXHIBIT 12 | Car Manufacturers Globally are Developing New Retail Formats Leveraging Digital

Source: BCG.
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Description

All functions

Sales
funnel

• Large format brand building facility
• Typically in periphery

Marketing/ 
brand building

• Digital 
features 
(e.g. 3D 
configurator)

Digital Examples

Brand 
center

• Boutique brand building 
(small sized)

• Exclusive locations w/o purchasing

Marketing/ 
brand building

• Digital 
features
(e.g. tablets,
Interactive 
wall) 

City 
showroom

• Mobile showrooms
• Event-based for brand/ product 

positioning

Marketing / brand 
building

• Digital 
features 
(e.g. touch 
tables)

Pop-up
stores

• Test drive platform 
• Connect car owners to prospect car 

buyers for test drive

Conversion focus • Support to 
booking

On demand 
test drive

• Mobile sales & after sales activities 
• Product expert
• At customer's preferred location

Conversion focus • Support to 
access info 
remotely Mobile SF1

& AS2

services

• Service & after sales hubs 
• Delivery service 

Service focus • Support 
during 
maintenanceService 

hubs

Brand building Marketing Conversion Service

• Audi
• BMW
• Mercedes

• Mercedes
• Tesla

• Audi
• Tesla

• Audi
• Mercedes

• Tesla

• BMW
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Sales potential for compact 
car segment

EXHIBIT 13 | Sample Profile for Mumbai: Vast Differences in Potential and Level of Digital 
Engagement Across Micro-Markets

Digital activity is ratio of unique online leads customers have dropped on auto portals to the car sales potential in the micro-market.
Sources: Unique leads dropped by customers on CarDekho.com in FY 15-16, BCG CCI proprietary database, BCG analysis.

Digital activity
Kandivali East

High potential, Low 
engagement, Residential 

area
• Drive local offline marketing
• Have standard digital content 

available
• Establish city showrooms as 

experience centres

Lower Parel
High potential, High 

engagement, Shop cum 
work area

• Customised digital content 
based on area's profile

• Reach out to consumers 
through pop-up stores, 
mobile sales force

The game for auto OEMs is changing. In order to suc-
ceed, players need to act now. Digital is opening up 
multiple new opportunities for them to up their game 
on customer engagement. It is important to act fast 
and seize the opportunity. Players who are left behind 

will struggle to connect with the consumer. All this re-
quires them to shed conventional models and adopt 
new mindsets which build heavily on innovation and 
experimentation. Those who are able to do this will 
win the hearts of the Indian digital consumer.
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