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A by-brand mystery-shopping study of
how well auto dealerships deliver
customer satisfaction indicates top
scorers had something in common: They
helped customers more.
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Helpful’ is one word that determines
how dealerships did,” says Fran
O’Hagan, president and CEO of Pied
Piper Management, a consultancy that sent secret shoppers to 3,466
dealerships nationwide.




“And fact-finding is essential to being helpful,” he says, referring to a
point in a sales process when the car salesperson asks questions about
customers’ mobility needs to help them select the right vehicle.

O’Hagan contends such factfinding remains relevant today, even though
many customers extensively shop and research online. Many of them
know exactly what they want when they arrive at the dealership. Others
aren’t so sure. That said, “It’s unusual for someone to show up at a
dealership and say, ‘I don’t know what I want,” O’Hagan notes.

“The customer may have done the research but came to the wrong
conclusion,” he tells WardsAuto. “That’s especially true if they are moving
into a new brand. For example, someone buying a BMW for the first time
might not be entirely sure which one is right for them.”

That’s where it is helpful when the salesperson asks customers questions,
such as how they primarily will use the vehicle and how many miles they
typically drive in a year.

For the first time, Audi dealers top the Pied Piper Satisfaction Index,
followed by Lexus, Toyota, Mercedes-Benz and Infiniti. In the cellar is
Tesla, a brand that has never scored well on the Pied Piper test.

Mystery shoppers found some Tesla
salespeople were outstandingly effective,
but too many of them weren’t, basically
because they just answered customer

questions. O’Hagan likens them to informa eng ag e
museum curators.
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(A graph showing how all major YOUR BUYERS DO
brands ranked is at the bottom of

this story.)

Some people may disdain small talk, but the Pied Piper study says it helps
when dealership salespeople first meet customers.



The 12th annual study indicates salespeople compared with past years do
a better job of connecting early on with potential car buyers, yet that still
occurs only half the time.

“Usually, it’s just, ‘May I help you?’ vs. small talk that builds rapport,”
O’Hagan says, adding it is essential that dealerships create a selling
process and get staffers to follow it.

“If left to their own devices, salespeople (especially veterans) tend to size
up customers and go for the hottest prospects,” he says. “Dealerships that
are most successtul say, ‘These are the things you are going to do; it’s not
up to you.”

Here are some of his tips for effective car selling;:

Ask if the customer visited the dealer website. The most effective
salespeople determine what a customer already has learned about
vehicles in the dealership’s inventory.

When given a choice, customers prefer to work with a single person
at a dealership, rather than obvious back-and-forth negotiation with an
unknown manager. “But the fact is, the salesperson doesn’t set the price,”
O’Hagan says. “Introduce the manager early on, so if there is back and
forth, at least the customer knows who the salesperson is going to.”

Involve the customer with visual aids. A test drive is the ultimate
way to engage a customer, but showing multimedia material or a product
cutaway are good ways to demonstrate unique features and benefits.

Give reasons to buy. A customer’s time is a valuable commodity, and
smart manufacturers and dealers are using service convenience solutions
(such as mobile “come-to-you” service or service pick-up and delivery) as
a reason to purchase.

Suggest going through the numbers
or writing up a deal, rather than outright
asking if the customer will buy the




vehicle. “At some point, move from
talking about the product to talking
about buying the product,” O’'Hagan
says. “It can be the softest of closes, such
as ‘Would you like to sit down at the
desk?’ We consider that asking for the
sale.”
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