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A Cordence Perspective 

How Digital is transforming the relationship 
between car manufacturers, dealers and 
customers



These “old school industries” are now working on 

creating new opportunities but in so-doing are facing 

challenges and threats: new jobs, new technologies, 

new ecosystem of partners, necessary reorganization, 

different relationship with customers, and even new 

businesses.

The customer approach topic is in fact a real 

challenge for car companies as it implies changing 

their business model and adjusting their mindset to 

address the customer 4.0: from product-centric to 

customer-centric, from car manufacturer to service 

provider.

Automotive Groups have recently started to engage in large digital transformation 
programs triggering major internal changes to fill the gap with other “customer-oriented” 
industries. Almost all Automotive Groups now have digital departments, with generally 
strong communication within the digital transformation and the customer approach.

Use digital for 
steering the activity

Manage the constraints of 
digital (compliance, legal, 

regulation security)

New Business
Expanded customer 

relationship
Smart Operations

Set up the means
(resources, 
competences, 
architecture, platforms)

Comprehend the impact 
of new technologies 

(Opportunities/Threats) 
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The automotive market is dead,  
long live the mobility market!
New stakeholders (GAFAs, tech companies, 

administrations, telecommunication companies, 

start-ups specialized in data collection, peer-to-peer 

ridesharing…), new services (car sharing, digital 

services, easier short-term rental), new expectations 

from the customer; the automotive industry is facing 

significant transformation. The most well-known 

example is the autonomous or self-driving car, a 

“dream” becoming reality, where the last steps 

forward were not taken by major automotive groups 

but by technology companies. We even observe the 

emergence of “automotive” departments at large tech 

companies. The key challenge for car manufacturers 

is to find the right partners.

There are two types of partnerships: firstly, 

partnerships to improve the connectivity of the car, 

especially with tech companies; for example: PSA 

with IBM for a global agreement on services in the 

vehicle, and Renault with Waze for the navigation 

element; secondly, partnerships have been formed to 

provide a global mobility experience. As the vehicle 

is increasingly connected to its environment, new 

partners can also be cities, governments, and other 

service providers within the global mobility services 

industry in which the car brands want to take part. 

For example, in 2017 Audi signed a partnership 

with Aéroports de Paris in order to provide global 

mobility services for their premium customers who are 

frequent flyers.
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Digital also speeds up the appearance of new 

business models, such as car-sharing and 

generalization of leasing. The target is clear: offer 

a global mobility experience (we offer to move you 

from A to B, and this experience will be unique and 

pleasant), extend the services reachable “on board” 

(especially the enhancement of the connectivity 

between the car and smartphones or other connected 

devices), and reach the standards in terms of user 

experience (online sales, online payment, customized 

experience during and after the use of the car…). 

These mobility market transformations could be 

considered a threat for the car manufacturers. Quite 

the opposite: if they take up the challenge, review 

the business model so that they become the service 

provider, communicate no longer to a driver but to a 

“mobility customer”, they can then take advantage of 

their expertise and their position as a historical player: 

the most convenient means of transport are cars, and 

building a car is highly-skilled work. As an example, 

the car self-service “Autolib” in Paris (which has 

been shut down in the meantime) was a very useful 

mobility service but provided a very unpleasant driving 

experience.

Customer-centric vs product-centric
How to conquer and retain the mobility customer: is it 

really only about the offered services and the habits the 

customer develops? What about the comfort of the car? 

The power of the engine? The design of the vehicle?

If it is obvious today that the automotive market is now 

able to do more than simply build cars, the quality of 

the product as a mean of transport is still important. 

The driving pleasure still exists, and the quality of 

the driving experience is still a major criterion when 

choosing a car. Nevertheless, the markets are 

not moving with the same speed regarding these 

transformations, and there is an important difference 

between, on one hand, countries where there is a 

strong second-hand and vintage car market (mostly 

Europe and the United States), where the affection 

for the car as a product remains strong, and on the 

other hand the emerging markets where mobility is 

considered an experience independent of the product. 

For example, following a study published in January 

2018, 92% of Chinese would be ready to buy an 

autonomous car, compared with only around 35% of 

drivers in France, Germany and USA.1 

In addition, the market will completely change with 

the arrival of millennials, for whom the ownership of a 

vehicle does not make sense; only its occasional use 

is of interest to them.

In fact, the major transformation lies in the offer. The 

offer now has to be global, digital and personalized. 

As an automotive company, you can no longer expect 

customer loyalty simply with good products; you must 

conquer and re-conquer a customer that “consumes” 

your service. Your offer has to be adapted to this 

customer’s needs at any given moment. A key issue 

related to data control is to build customer loyalty by 

creating a customer experience “tailored” throughout 

the cycle of use of the “car product”: purchase, 

driving, maintenance, trade-in of the vehicle.

1 http://lemobiliste.com/voiture-autonome-attente-mondiale/, from “L’Observa-
toire Cetelem de l’Automobile”
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Which enterprise architecture should be used to 
support this transformation?

We believe in flexible and modular architectures, 

built on integration platforms able to share data 

and services. This kind of architecture allows a 

progressive transformation of IT systems, because a 

complete big bang approach is impossible. 

Our structured approach to defining architecture and 

steps, tested in an automotive context:

•  Clarify business environment, value chains, 

describing stable business events and players 

(client, consumers, supplier, partners...) 

•  Diagnostic of pain points and improvements 

required 

•  An analysis (requiring data) taking into account 

business agility, new services and partners also 

highlighting key improvements 

•  Identification of initiatives, projects and roadmap 

(creation of a data-hub, use of a data lake, 

integration layers, common modules…)

This approach allows fruitful exchanges between 

business and IT. Both parties are challenged and must 

come together in creating a joint roadmap, with clear 

responsibilities.

The result of this mixed digital architecture takes into 

account the hidden value of legacy systems and new 

services to clients, to lead in a digital automotive world. 

With the increase in the amount of client data and 

connected opportunities, the recommendation is to 

set up data-centric approaches. The value is now in 

the customer data. The general prerequisites are to 

rework the data model and the Enterprise Architecture 

and generally build up a data lake including data 

from all sources (internal and external, structured 

and unstructured). This is a strong entry cost but also 

opens the gates to new customer approaches, totally 

personalized, comparable to the targeting now used in 

the most advanced retail markets, for example: 360° 

customer view, unique customer ID, churn systems to 

retain clients, improve brand image through targeted 

marketing campaigns.
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Car dealers: a new place to be found
According to a Google Auto study in 2017, 37% of 

Europeans would be ready to buy their car online. 

Online sales are now a reality, such as the partnership 

between Seat and Amazon in France, creating a 

virtual showroom allowing customers to reserve and 

order their car within 72h.2 Are we ready to say that 

the time of dealers is over? Not exactly. 

First, the prerequisite of setting up a customer-centric 

approach is to know the customer, and as one of 

the main touchpoints with the customer, the dealer 

has gathered a significant amount of personal and 

behavioral information. The car manufacturer knows 

that their dealers have this wide knowledge of the 

customer and that they remain a direct touchpoint to 

collect information – especially in the context of GDPR 

where the data collected online is highly protected. 

So, the strategy is not only to move to online sales, but 

also to transform the dealer’s network: several offers 

2 https://www.amazon.fr/adlp/seat)

(sales, leasing, short term rental), customized services 

and digital experience.

This is the second point which demonstrates that 

the dealers are evolving but are still “in the game” – 

the digital transformation of this historical player in 

the automotive market. Urged on by the automotive 

brands, the digitization of the selling points is in 

progress: tablets, all information on the customer 

in a single point, direct link between website and 

dealership… indeed the most advanced dealerships 

are transformed into experience stores where digital 

is used to provide a customized and unforgettable 

moment.

As in all retail markets now, the shared goal of the 

brands and of the dealers is to be able to access all 

collected customer information, i.e. preferences in 

terms of the type of car, demographic data, behavior 

in terms of purchase and of consumption, financing 
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history (has the customer taken a loan for the 

purchase of a vehicle previously?), etc. using a single 

application. In the most advanced dealerships, the 

seller has a single system gathering and displaying 

all the data of the customer. Being able to adapt his 

speech and being flexible and responsive therefore 

are the main issues for the vendor: he improves the 

customer journey and contributes to streamlining the 

brand-client relationship.

This raises the question of redesigning the training 

courses for sales staff, and transforms the relationship 

between automotive companies and dealers. The car 

manufacturers should be the impetus for the change 

to their dealers’ network.

In the evolving mobility market, the value is in client 

data – as in other retail markets. And with personal 

data regulations, such as GDPR in Europe, the 

use of this data will be strictly controlled, especially 

regarding online-collected information. 

Car manufacturers, being first in the mobility market 

value chain have great opportunities, but they will 

need to review their customer approach, both in the 

direct relationship and through the dealers. If they 

don’t act, they risk becoming a B2B industry, dealing 

with newcomers, losing the client relationship and 

reducing their profit.
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