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SPOTLIGHT:
FUTURE OF MOTOR RETAIL

ar dealership sites are set to 

undergo a major transformation 

over the next decade.

As customers are increasingly 

turning to (and are able to) 

complete more of their purchase journey online, 

there will be less need for face-to-face inter-

action with sales and reception staff.

Yet, they will still have to take their cars in for 

servicing and repairs, particularly with the advent 

of electric vehicles (EVs) where specialist  

diagnostics and equipment are required.

“From a servicing perspective, dealers will still 

need to offer all that kind of high-tech stuff,” says 

Tim Smith, chief commercial officer at GForces. 

“And the big service centres continue to be built 

out of town on lower-cost land, especially for 

multi-franchise operations.”

As a result of this greater omni-channel 

approach, however, dealer sites will become 

much smaller, with a centralised hub for vehicle 

sales and delivery to achieve economies of scale 

and efficiency, especially in areas such as admin-

istration. Dealers will also have to do more with 

less space, with a bigger focus on using show-

rooms to sell the brand experience rather than 

displaying the physical stock.

“In line with other retail sectors, physical retail 

will remain an intrinsic part of the offer, but the 

focus will change from point-of-sale to a holistic 

exploration of brand ethos/culture,” says Richard 

Adams, director at future strategists Accendia 

Consulting. “This will manifest itself in product 

and technology showcasing to promote brand 

engagement, choice valuation, test drive experi-

ences and other fulfilment services.” 

Workshops will also become more stream-

lined, with multiple brands sharing the same site 

to drive efficiency and mobile servicing more 

widespread. There will continue to be further 

divergence between sales and aftersales, 

particularly in high-cost urban locations.   

“Increasingly, customers can now do so much 

more on the computer than before, yet they still 

want to maintain that physical interaction with the 

car and real people,” says Mike Jones, until 

recently the chairman of ASE Global (see page 

13). “There will always be some people who want 

to buy purely online and retailers can facilitate 

that, but that doesn’t mean the showroom will 

disappear overnight.

“The industry is going to go through a huge 

change in the next 10 years as it moves towards 

electrification and, in order to take consumers 

with them, dealers will play a key role in guiding 

them on that journey. Therefore, I don’t foresee 

motor retail sites going away anytime soon.”

The size of the site and facilities, however, will 

still continue to be dictated to an extent by  

individual dealer’s franchise agreements, says 

Jones. But, he adds that brands will also increas-

ingly move towards a hub-and-spoke model with 

more local servicing and multi-franchising.

Another factor by which dealers are bound, 

says Jones, is the existing buildings and leases 

on sites. Yet they still have the scope to make 

modifications to their layout, including the intro-

duction of drive-through service lanes, as in the 

case of JLR Arch, he says.

One given, however, is that showroom sizes are 

diminishing, for example at Volkswagen, where 

they will be significantly smaller under its future 

roadmap, says Jones. That’s due, in part, to the 

wider use of virtual reality and configurators, 

negating the need for the customer to be physi-

Showrooms will need to evolve to reflect the incoming agency model; sites will be smaller
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MANY 
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MUCH MORE 
IMMERSIVE IN 
THE KIND OF 
EXPERIENCE 
THEY OFFER

TIM SMITH, GFORCES
cally present to test or select the car, he says.

Greater digital engagement will also reduce 
the need for sales functions in prominent and 
high-cost locations. Servicing operations can 
be undertaken in ‘grey box’ facilities that 
leverage the efficiencies of multi-branding and 
extended service hours too.

“Accessibility and cost will be more important 
than prominence of location as we migrate to 
future retail models,” says Simon van Oppen, 
consultant at RS & Co and former group prop-
erty manager at Volkswagen Group. “In high 
land value locations, mezzanines can be 
constructed in high bay industrial units to repli-
cate the traditional low densities of develop-
ment required by the retail automotive sector.”

Future retailing will also become more 
diverse, with the adoption of a range of physical 
touchpoints to meet local customer require-
ments. However, the density of retail represen-
tation will be much lower, with investment 
targeted more at regional locations which 
emphasise brand ethos and culture, split 
between high visitor traffic sites where 
customers can browse at leisure and specific 
destination locations which focus on experien-
tial physical engagement and test drives.

“While there will be fewer dealership sites than 

before, many of them will become much more 
immersive in the kind of experience they offer,” 
says Smith. “They will use technology as an 
enabling tool to achieve this through the adoption 
of showroom displays, multi-media screens and 
touchpads that allow the customer to immerse 
themselves fully in the brand and feel the 
emotion of driving or owning the vehicle.”

Retailers and brands will continue to use high 
street and shopping mall spaces to market 
their vehicles rather than as a sales opportu-
nity, especially given the size, access and 
staffing and rental costs associated. However, 
industrial estates and retail parks are far more 
productive locations, particularly where they 
are complemented by other outlets such as 
coffee chains or convenience stores.  

“Shopping mall outlets are more about brand 
awareness and promotion,” says Steve Young, 
MD of IDCP. “Even with a relatively small site 
the staffing costs alone can go well beyond the 
volumes of sales that can be achieved.

“Retail parks are a much more attractive 
proposition, with significant footfall, good  
visibility and relatively low costs. It’s also 
convenient for the customer who can, for 
example, come in for a service while they do 
their shopping or go for a coffee.”

Rather than being confined to one type of 
location, Smith believes dealers will use a 
multitude of different retailing formats in the 
future. That includes everything from pop-ups 
to small concessions, he says.

“Moving forward, dealers are going to adopt 
a whole host of different presence points and 
opportunities for customers to experience their 
brands,” says Smith. “It has already started and 
we are going to see much more, for example, 
promotional stands displaying cars that you 
can buy there and then if you have the right 
device.

“It’s going to be far more geared towards 
meeting the customer in the environment they 
feel most comfortable in. That involves the 
dealers changing the way they may have done 
things traditionally in the past and being much 
more flexible in their approach.”

With the move to an agency model, used cars 
will also become an integral part of franchised 
dealer sites going forward. Yet, at the same 
time, stand-alone used car supermarket sites 
will continue to grow.

“Manufacturers could become more directly 
involved in used car sales at franchises in the 
future, for example, with financing and leasing 
schemes, and service plans,” says Young. 
“Also, the effect of competition from new online 
players such as Cazoo and Cinch means that 
dealer groups will now put much more 
emphasis on selling their own branded used 
cars, particularly in the showroom.”

The motor retail site transformation is already 
under way. How dealers get there depends 
largely on their individual circumstances and 
how they can set up to best serve the customer.    
ALEX WRIGHT
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