
As we navigate through the COVID-19 crisis, there are learnings that 
can be gleaned. The auto industry has long been a key component in 
the engine of our economy. Car sales are tracked and communicated 
monthly as a bellwether of where retail is headed. LABOV turned to 
the people on the front lines of retail, the dealer operators, and asked 
them critical questions to better understand their industry, and in the 
process, we caught a peak into the future of the retailer experience.  

Our goal in conducting this research was to learn beyond the sales 
data and gain insights into the hearts and minds of retailers who 
represent OEM brands such as Jaguar, Mercedes-Benz, Ford, GM  
and others. We wanted to identify what, if anything, has changed 
or will be changing going forward. We surmised any insights gained 
would apply to most retailers. 
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Post-COVID  
Are we getting a glimpse 

at the retailer of the 

future?



Pride 

We asked dealers about their level of pride in representing their OEM brands. 
We found they are indeed proud of the brands they represent. In fact, as 
compared to a year ago when we asked the same question, dealers are even 
more proud of their OEM “partners.” 

On average, dealers scored their OEMs a 3.5 on a scale of 4, with many  
OEMs scoring close to a “4.” Clearly, there has been no erosion in the eyes  
of the dealers.  

Well-positioned Post-COVID? 

However, when we asked them to rate how well-positioned their OEMs were 
for success as we re-open the country, the scores were lower overall. Some 
well-known OEM brands scored a “2” while others were “3.5” or better.  
In general, the domestic brands fared weaker than the imports. 

Support 

This is where grading on the curve becomes interesting. Some of the lowest 
scores in our study were in response to OEM support. It appears from 
verbatims and scores, that OEMs, while not being negative during the crisis, 
were just as caught up in the situation as the dealers. 

A few OEMs stood out in their level of leadership, but most were mediocre, 
while some were borderline invisible. One dealer, frustrated with low dealer 
training and support, issued this warning, “Those OEMs that can work with 
their dealer networks to get this right will win. The rest will go down.” 

Retention 

Most dealers planned to retain their OEMs going forward. The scoring  
was universally positive with only a few (negative) outliers.  

Despite giving low scores on support and training, dealers are bullish  
on their brands.

Retailer of the Future
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 “Those OEMs that can 
work with their dealer 
networks to get this 
right will win. The rest 
will go down.”



Training has taken a tumble 

Across the board, dealers’ assessment of OEM training performance is low, 
regardless of it being a domestic or import, luxury or non-luxury OEM brand. 
Scores averaged 2.5 out of 4. This is another lost opportunity to engage and 
educate dealership staff to a deeper level during times where they may have 
more free time than ever.  

Surprising response to OEMs’ public efforts during COVID 

A few OEMs publicly stepped up to produce PPE, ventilators or offer loan 
forgiveness programs. We assumed these efforts were received strongly 
by dealers. In most cases, they were not. Scores were middling, with few 
exceptions. Our observation is that this may be a communication issue, but 
nonetheless, it does imply those efforts are not being touted by dealers to 
their customer base. This is a lost opportunity for OEMs and the dealers  
who represent them. 

Relatively productive, in their eyes 

When dealers were asked how their staff performed throughout the crisis, 
uniformly, they gave themselves above average scores. Likewise, they felt 
their staff reached out and communicated well with customers. 

The big divide: adopting or rejecting online sales and service  

Dealers were forced to find ways to sell, deliver new and service to 
customers throughout the crisis. Digital approaches allowing customers to 
shop and buy cars without entering the dealership were enacted. Service 
departments offered online appointments as well as pick-up and drop-off 
at the customer’s home. These online approaches are not new; dealers have 
been tipping their collective toes in that water for years. 

We asked them how likely are they to continue focusing on online sales and 
service. Their answers were polarizing, with 60% very dedicated to this new 
approach and 40% reluctant or very much against it. As we will share, online 
technology in the eyes of the most committed dealer, represents far more 
than a way to accommodate customers. It is a gateway into  
a new retail model.  > insights + 
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Dealers’ assessment 
of the OEMs’ training 
performance is low, 
regardless of it being 
a domestic or import, 
luxury or non-luxury 
OEM brand. Scores 
averaged 2.5 out of 4.



Help me, OEM! 

In their verbatim responses, dealers uniformly asked for help from OEMs 
regarding training, whether it was in sales, service or with online technology. 
As one dealer shared, “Sales and service training could have been better 
during this down time. We all blew it.” This supports the low training scores 
OEMs received from dealers.  

Dealers are also looking to OEMs to evolve their business relationship.  
A dealer added, “OEMs need to figure out a serious plan on how to deal with 
dealership real estate. Almost all dealerships are either over-built or sit on 
too much real estate.”  

The biggest surprises for dealers 

Dealers all had good and bad employee examples to share, as well as 
frustrations with the government or politicians. But not one said they were 
ready to give up. Those who did share their plans all looked at this moment 
in time as an ideal opportunity to dramatically change their business model, 
including reducing staff going forward: 
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Dealers uniformly 
asked for help from 
OEMs in training, 
whether it was in sales, 
service or with online 
technology.

“This has caused us to do a massive lay-off and develop a plan to return those to 
work that want to be here with the right attitude. Therefore, training becomes 
essential, and I expect that when the dust settles, the environment will be 
more positive with an improved culture. I feel we will be more productive 
with two-thirds of the staff.”  

“My greatest learning was in how differently (good and bad) staff behaved during 
times of crisis. When I started in this business, we catered to the public 
needing to pop in whenever they felt like it. Open 8 AM to 9 PM six days a 
week. I am considering our doors being open fewer hours with the option 
of offering appointments at any time. This will allow for a much higher 
quality of sales professionals. I learned this by laying off the entire sales 
department in all locations and only keeping sales managers to sell the 
leads. They are knocking it out of the park. I am going to build on this.” 

Retailer of the Future



Conclusion 

The pandemic and its effects are still not over, but already the retail 
landscape is changing, possibly forever. The retailers we listened to are re-
assessing their investments in real estate, staffing, brands and technology, 
but they are not conceding defeat or lowering their expectations.  

The OEM brands that will flourish will be true partners with the dealer 
and offer support, training, and a modern partnership regarding dealer 
investment in real estate, for example. The dealers we surveyed were a 
resilient group. We’ll end on a quote that fits their spirit: 

Let’s Jam.
If you are interested in a more in-depth discussion and 
overview to detail the learnings from this study, we are 
ready to coordinate a discussion with you.  
Please contact us below.

We specialize in corporations and organizations that 
sell and/or service through the channel. We launch, we 
engage, we market and we train, in partnership with some 
of the leading brands in the world. In the retail sector, that 
includes The Macallan, Hyundai, Flexjet, Audi, Airstream, 
UPS, Harley-Davidson and others. In B2B, that includes Heil 
Trailer, Steel Dynamics, REV Group, Carrier, Ingersoll Rand, 
John Deere, SDI LaFarga and other  
leading manufacturers.

labov.com

letsjam@labov.com

260-497-0111
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“I was most surprised that business stayed as strong as it was.  
And now it’s getting better weekly.” 

Retailer of the Future


