
Introduction – Craig Grant, Commercial Director at WMS Group
After more than a year of pandemic 
lockdowns, showroom closures and 
reigning uncertainty, the UK car retailing 
market has kickstarted its return to 
growth. Early indications show that used 
car sales have experienced a bumper 
bounce back since showrooms opened on 
12 April, with a week-on-week increase of 
more than a 27% in April alone. This pent-
up demand is set to drive recovery well 
into the summer months. 

Yet behind the resilience and optimism, 
challenges still exist and a key part 
of addressing this is understanding 
exactly how the pandemic has impacted 
dealerships and their customers. As the 
first mini-report to be published under 
our new ‘From The Forecourt’ series, we 
surveyed 150 car retailers to see how 
their businesses have been affected by the 
pandemic, identifying key future growth 
opportunities – from digital transformation 
through to the UK’s transition to electric 
powertrain vehicles.

To capitalise on the opportunities ahead, 
car retailers need to be using the products 
and strategies available to them to full 
effect, including having a profitable finance 
and insurance (F&I) product programme. 
The findings in this report can be used 
to understand the opportunities and 
vulnerabilities retailers face on the road 
ahead. We explore these, along with the 
steps that can best support them on the 
path to post-pandemic recovery.

HOW IS THE PANDEMIC CHANGING THE 
DEALER MARKET?

ISSUE 1



Remote Purchasing and Price Sensitivity Key Trends
When retailers were asked what changes they had 
seen in consumer car buying during the pandemic, 
the most common responses were related to remote 
purchasing and increased price sensitivity. More 
customers bought cars online without contact via 

phone or in person (53%) and an increased number 
made a purchase without seeing the car in person 
(53%). Indeed, 83% of car retailers sold cars without 
seeing the customer. What’s more, nearly half (44%) 
of dealers surveyed reported more price sensitivity. 

A New Era for Online Car Buying

How Car Retailers are Responding to the Pandemic
The coronavirus pandemic is forcing the used car 
market to accelerate it’s digital sales offering like 
never before.

Our research showed that 69% of dealers started 
offering click & collect and delivery services – a 
stark change if you consider that just 2% offered 
these services before the pandemic. 

And the investment didn’t stop there. Almost a third 
(28%) of dealers advertised more vehicles via online 
sites, such as Autotrader, with over a quarter (26%) 
increasing their activity on social media. 

Meanwhile, a fifth (20%) of used car sellers not only 
invested money in their own website but also spent 
more on advertising the company online. 

A Digital Transformation in Full Force

KEY TAKEWAY: With a number of online car buying platforms currently disrupting the market, traditional 
dealerships should consider how they can capitalise on the online customer journey in order to compete. 
Whether that’s offering vehicle protection products or free mats, the overall package and service needs go 
beyond simply the price of the car.

KEY TAKEWAY: As this ‘digital first’ approach to vehicle retailing becomes the norm, it requires 
investment and ingenuity from retailers on how to combine in-store customer service with online 
convenience.
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Pandemic Spurring Greater Interest in Warranties
With increasing online sales, 27% of dealers said that they 
saw greater opportunities to sell warranties, with a fifth 
(20%) reporting that customers were more interested in 
buying warranties. However, a third (31%) car retailers 
admitted to having less opportunity to sell warranties, 
stating that it is not as easy to present the benefits in the 
absence of face-to-face discussions during lockdown.

In fact, car buyers are more interested in extended 
warranties than ever before, with over a half (54%) 
admitting that they are likely to get an extended warranty 
on their next used car purchase. Almost half (46%) of 
consumers also said they were likely to extend their 
existing vehicle warranty if they were offered, even though 
only a fifth (20%) currently pay for an extended warranty. 

Stock Availability, Economic Uncertainty & Slow Recovery
Asked about the main challenges for their business over 
the next 12-months, car retailers highlighted availability of 
stock (70%), economic uncertainty (65%), slow economic 
recovery (57%) and profitability (36%) as the key areas 
for concern. Especially, as the ongoing global shortage 
of semiconductor microchips continues to stall new car 
production.

Naturally, this has had a knock-on effect on business 
confidence, with 30% of car retailers revealing they felt 
less confident about their business in 2021 than in 2020. 
Just 14% said they felt more confident about their 2021 
business performance. 

Greater Opportunities for Warranty Sales

A Challenging Time

KEY TAKEWAY: Amid the ongoing uncertainty, warranties provide car buyers with peace of mind and can 
help dealers enhance their perception among customers, building long-term loyalty and repeat business.

KEY TAKEWAY: Despite a much-needed boost in UK used car sales post-lockdown, concerns over 
profitability and stock availability means the sector needs to maximise each sale – now.
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Top tips for taking advantage of a changing market:

    Invest and innovate in digital transformation  
– the success of ‘click and collect’ services during the pandemic shows the 
competitive advantage retailers can achieve to drive up their profit.

    Take a fresh approach to fresh challenges  
– as the pandemic recovery gets underway warranty sales can help to uplift 
revenues for many dealers, ultimately, maximising the profitability of each sale.

    Adapt the sales model for post-pandemic customers  
– whether its online convenience or peace of mind, car dealers should find ways 
to add value to the customer journey.

Established in 2003, WMS Group is one of the UK’s leading car warranty suppliers, providing reliable extended warranty 
cover and other motoring protection to over 3,500 dealerships across the UK. 

Acquired by the Opteven Group in January 2020, WMS Group supplies a wide range of trusted warranty solutions to 
the automotive industry. From a three-month warranty to a three year product covering all mechanical and electrical 
issues including wear and tear, the company prides itself on helping businesses source the right warranty solution for 
their customers.

WMS Group regularly works with it’s partners to help them set up new revenue streams, improve customer loyalty and 
retention, vehicle protection and ultimately, to improve profitability. 

          More information is available on www.wmsgroup.co.uk

About WMS Group
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