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Abstract

In recent years e-commerce has become one of the most accelerating internet phenom-
ena changing customer behavior and expectation along the way. Investigating the online shop-
ping behavior in various industries moved into focus for research and companies alike. How-
ever, as the automotive industry has been slow to adapt to the accelerated e-commerce usage
and its customer base only started recently to express interest in purchasing high-priced prod-
ucts such as vehicles via digitalized channels, research in this area is rather scarce. This re-
search seeks to understand the decision-making process of German consumers considering to
purchase vehicles online by investigating the influencing variables of such decisions. By ana-
lyzing the data of fifteen semi-structured in-depth interviews using the content analysis the
factors affecting the consumer’s decision could be divided into three categories including in-
dividual and external factors as well as minimum requirements. The results of this research
contribute and exceed previous research in the automotive industry and the investigation of
online consumer behavior by providing qualitative insights and explanations of the interrelated
dimensions of influencing factors. As the perception of prestige among customers is among the
most driving forces of the online buying decision, automotive brands and car dealership should
adapt their online retail website and process accordingly in order to provide an appropriate

recognition of prestige during the purchase.
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1. Introduction

After emerging in the 1970s, e-commerce is among the most rapidly increasing internet
phenomena and can be defined as “the set of commercial transactions for products and services
made through the internet or other digital means” (Oliviera et al., 2021, p. 36). Due to increas-
ing demand of customers, accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic, e-commerce has become the
most important sales channel in many different industry sectors.

Although, the automotive industry has been rather slow to adapt to the increasing e-
commerce usage, some trend reports done by renowned consultancies like McKinsey, Deloitte
and Accenture point toward a shift in customer behavior and demands (Dau, et. al, 2020; (Bol-
ger, et al., 2019; Accenture, 2019). A large share of customer expect the possibility of purchas-
ing vehicles online in the near future. This is further supported by an increase in online vehicle
sales which amounts to twenty-five percent in Germany (Kords, 2021a).

Considering the increasing share of online vehicle sales and findings pointing towards
a shift in consumer expectation, there are comparably few studies exploring the online deci-
sion-making process and its related influencing factors. On the contrary, research in the context
of online retail in the automotive industry has been either focusing on the exploration of barriers
to the adoption e-commerce or highlighted only a limited set of online purchase related reasons
without providing qualitative insights (Molesworth & Suortti, 2001; Beckmann, et al., 2018)

If one seeks to understand the online purchase decision of high-monetary products like
vehicles, one seems to encounter a vast lack of insights in the current body of knowledge. As
the topic of online vehicle retail has become significantly more important in the last years, the
purpose of this thesis is to understand the driving forces and reasoning behind a customers’
online purchase intention and as such the following research question was formed: What are

the influential factors of the online purchase decision of vehicles?



By answering the research question, qualitative insights into the online decision-making
process of vehicles as high-monetary products can be generated and thus enrich the existing
knowledge in research and the automotive industry.

To answer the research question the study starts off with a literature review, providing
an overview of the automotive industry, specifically elaborating on current trends regarding
the transformation of the sales model as well as the customer’s readiness and willingness to
purchase vehicles online according to various reports. Secondly, the concept of consumer be-
havior and decision-making processes are explained as currently understood within the litera-
ture with the purpose of introducing and analyzing the current consumer-decision making pro-
cess in the automotive industry. This is followed by the description of the methodological pro-
cedure including the research approach, data collection and evaluation according to Kuckartz
(2014). After presenting the results, the last chapter concludes the thesis with the discussion of
the theoretical and managerial implications of the results.

2. Literature Review

The literature review provides an overview of the retail automotive industry in Germany
with focus on its related trends regarding the transformation of the sales model answering the
changing customer expectations. In order to understand the consumer-decision making process
in the automotive industry, the concept of consumer behavior and decision-making will be
introduced first.

2.1 Introducing the Automotive Industry in Germany and its retail sector

With a total revenue of approximately 378 billion euros in 2020 Germany is among the
fourth largest automobile producing countries with China, USA and Japan at the top (Kords,
2021¢; Kords, 2021b). Due to continuous growth in the past decades the German automotive
industry became the largest industry in Europe and one of the most important sectors for Ger-

many itself (MarketLine, 2020b). According to an industry analysis of MarketLine the value



chain of the automotive industry is divided into four parts: raw materials, component produc-
tion, automotive manufacturing and retail. For the purpose of this research paper only the two
latter parts of the value chain — automotive manufacturer and retail — will be further explained
and defined as companies belonging to those sectors take over the most prominent part in the
sale of vehicles to the customer.

Automotive manufacturing includes the assembly and production of motorcycles, and
passenger and commercial vehicles, the latter being Germany’s largest segment in volume with
a share of 87.4% (MarketLine, 2020a). Currently, the industry is dominated by a few large
players: Volkswagen, Daimler, Ford and BMW.

The retail sector in the auto industry can be generally divided into wholesaler and rental
companies. The most common wholesalers are car dealerships who purchase the vehicle from
the manufacturing company and sell them to the consumer (MarketLine, 2020a). In that way
they serve as a direct intermediary between the automotive manufacturing company and the
final customer. The three-tiered sales model is the traditional and most common sales model in
the global automotive industry with only a few exceptions like Tesla, Geely and Hyundai who
sell their vehicles directly to the consumer through online channels (Schmitz, et al., 2020).

Apart from car manufacturers and retailers (car dealerships), the end-consumer is the
most important stakeholder of the sales process. According to Kords (2021b) two third of ve-
hicle customer are above the age of 50, about 17% are 40-49 years old, 12% are in the range
of 30-39 years and the remaining 6% are younger than 29 years. However, some industry
sources suggest that millennials will grow to become more than 45% of potential car buyer in
2025 (Fanderl, et al., 2019). Most commonly, customers in the auto industry are neither loyal
to car dealerships nor OEMs. Although, vehicles are bought based on recommendations, the

final purchase decision is oftentimes feature or price driven (MarketLine, 2020b).



2.1.1 The transformation of the automotive sales model to encompass e-commerce

With the increasing digitization in the past twenty years, e-commerce started to bloom
fueling the change of customer expectation of online shopping. As seen in different industries,
the purchasing of goods online became the new normal, especially with the Covid 19 pandemic
emerging in 2019.

Recent literature argues that the e-commerce is going to continue shaping the retailing
industry especially as the younger generation — also called digital natives — grows up to become
the primary customer group (Stanowska, 2018). According to research conducted by Bigné et
al. (2005), generation who experienced a higher exposure to digital technology growing up, are
more likely to adapt faster to changes in the retailing industry. Conclusively, it can be expected
that the e-commerce will grow even more as demand increases from digital-savvy customers.

Although, the automotive industry has been slow to adapt to integrating e-commerce in
their sales model in the past two decades, car manufacturers and dealerships won’t be unaf-
fected by customers changing shopping behaviors and expectations. That is, only one percent
of customers in the automotive industry were completely satisfied with their overall car-buying
experience due to the current retail model not being able to accommodate the diverse customer
expectations, needs and behaviors (Dau, et al., 2020). Various studies from consultancies such
as Capgemini Invent, Deloitte, McKinsey and Accenture point towards the automotive industry
preparing to transform their sales model in order to encompass e-commerce, answering to the
changing customer behavior and expectation for a seamless online and offline purchase expe-
rience. Instead of following the traditional franchise sales model, the customer would purchase
their new cars directly from manufacturers using mostly online channels. Stakeholder in the
automotive industry could either adopt a direct sales strategy or aim for the middle ground and
sell vehicles through the agency sales model (Dau, et al., 2020). The major difference between

those sales models is the role of the car dealerships. Using a direct sales model, car



manufacturers would completely skip car dealers and sell their vehicles directly to the con-
sumer. The agency sales model on the other hand is an integrated offline-online sales model in
which the car manufacturer interacts directly with the customers and becomes the contractual
partner during transactions. Similar to the direct sales model, the customer purchases their new
vehicle directly from the OEM. While car dealerships lose their role as transaction partner, they
remain as the face to customers and act as an agent specifically in activities that require physical
interactions such as coordinating and executing test drives and handling service appointments
and consultation meetings (Tschodrich, et al., 2020). Since customers currently visit a car deal-
ership on average two to three times before buying a new vehicle and value this offline touch-
point as an important factor throughout the whole customer journey, Dau et al. (2020) from
McKinsey believes the future sales model in the automotive industry to be similar to an agency
sales model. Some known car manufacturing companies that already started to introduce the
agency sales model in some of their markets are Volkswagen (VW) and Daimler
(Wimmelbticker, 2020; Wutzer, 2021).
2.1.2 Consumer’s readiness to purchase new vehicles online

The consumer’s readiness to purchase goods online has somewhat changed over the
past years since e-commerce was first introduced in the 1970s. While it became common in
other industries such as fashion, toys, electronics and media, and food, the adoption of pur-
chasing vehicles online went rather slow even though car manufacturers started to invest
strongly in e-commerce as early as 2000 (Statista Research Department, 2021; Molesworth &
Suortti, 2001). Research done in 2001 by Molesworth and Suortti highlighted that only five
percent of adults would consider buying a vehicle online since most customers don’t purchase
high-priced products online in general. The vehicle market is a prime example with average

prices during the time of this study being a little bit above 19.000 euros in Germany. Average



car prices have even drastically changed over the course of the past twenty years in Germany
and are currently at about 36.000 euros, which is an increase of ninety percent (Koptyug, 2021).

Findings suggest that consumer’s resistance to e-commerce in the automotive industry
is rooted in “usage and tradition barriers, [and] risk and image barriers” which occur mostly in
the later stages of the customer buying process (Molesworth & Suortti, 2001, p. 161). The
resistance attributed to the former barriers is strongest in the evaluation, negotiation and pur-
chase and after-sales stages. During the evaluation stage, consumers indicated they prefer to
have a physical experience of the vehicle in order to test the car and decide on its suitability for
the customers need. This was especially important due to the “level of perceived risk originat-
ing from the high monetary value of the purchase” (Molesworth & Suortti, 2001, p. 163). Apart
from the physical experience, customer also valued the social interaction relatively high when
purchasing a vehicle. Customers described the car buying process as a social experience which
they highly enjoyed. Moreover, the lack of ability to negotiate the vehicle price online plays
further into their overall resistance of adopting e-commerce.

The resistance attributed to the risk and image barriers occurs during the stages of ne-
gotiation and purchase as well as after sales services. Findings point towards customers ques-
tioning the credibility of online seller in general.

Although, the adoption of e-commerce in the auto industry lacked speed, it has been
acknowledged by several studies done in the past few years that the consumers’ readiness to
purchase vehicles through fully or partially digitized sales channels started to increase. Most
research tends to focus on the European market or USA with only a few studies investigating
the consumer behavior and readiness in context of the German market. However, all studies
done in this area recognize that the consumer buying process and specifically how consumers
intend to shop for vehicles has changed compared to the past decades and will further develop

in the years to come. The results on customers interested in buying a vehicle online ranged



from thirty percent up to seventy-five percent (Furcher, et al., 2020; Stanowska, 2018; Bolger,
et al., 2019; Accenture, 2019; Tschodrich, et al., 2020). In example, a survey conducted by
McKinsey with consumers located in the UK, US, Germany, France, Italy, Japan and China
highlighted that half of the respondents show an interest in “online and contactless sales”
(Furcher, et al., 2020, p. 2). According to Deloitte (2019) sixty percent of US vehicle customers
would be interested in purchasing vehicles online if the sales channel is fully digitized. More-
over, Capgemini highlighted that customers are more keen to buy online directly from car man-
ufacturers or dealerships if a seamless purchase process can be guaranteed and provided
(Tschodrich, et al., 2020).

Compared to the global state of research in this area, there were only few studies con-
ducted in German context. However, a survey done by Beckmann et al. (2018) solely focused
on the German market with respondents between the age of 18 to 65 and emphasized that the
customers’ readiness to buy vehicles online is already high compared to the readiness of the
current automotive market. That is, sixty-six percent of consumers would consider buying
through digitized sales channels (Beckmann, et al., 2018)

2.2 Consumer behavior in the automotive industry

After elaborating on the current level of consumers’ readiness to purchase vehicles
through digitized sales channel, the remainder of this literature review aims to investigate in
more depth the current state of the literature regarding specific influential factors of online
purchase decisions. For that purpose, the following chapter has been divided into various sub-
section to allow for providing a general understanding of consumer behavior and decision-
making processes and explain these in the context of the automotive industry.

2.2.1 Importance of research of consumer behavior
Not only research but also practitioners seek to understand the very nature and influen-

tial factors of consumer behavior. According to Hazuchova, et. al (2020) companies seeking to



maintain their competitiveness in today’s market are forced to understand the behavior and
expectations of their customers in order to satisfy and retain them. Stankevich (2017) highlights
in their elaboration that researching consumer behavior and consequently the decision-making
process of customers stems from the goal to understand why customers act and decide in certain
manners when acquiring a product or service. Gaining knowledge in this helps to understand
what might influence purchase intention and purchase decisions and thus makes it possible for
practitioners to adjust their strategy accordingly. This becomes increasingly important in to-
day’s society considering the rapid changes in the past two decades that have a significant
impact on consumers behavior. Especially in the digital environment people are living nowa-
days, consumers expectations and needs have shifted, therefore impacting their overall buying
behaviors. They became not only more demanding, expecting different touchpoints and a seam-
less interaction and experience with brands offline and online, they also value individualization
and a high degree of efficiency (Stankevich, 2017). Moreover, due to the digital advances that
give consumers easy access to all kinds of information, today’s customers have become more
educated and conscious than ever, making it difficult for companies to easily influence them
through marketing strategies. In addition, the large number of products and services offered to
customers by many different companies enable consumers to be more selective in their choice
with no great need of being loyal towards specific brands (Hazuchov4, et al., 2020).

It is understood by current literature that changes in the societal context reflect and
impact changes in current consumer behavior. The main forces of society’s changes driving
changes in consumer behavior are believed to be the rapid grow of technological advances, the
economic development and social communication. Changes in society impact individuals in a
way that they are forced to reconsider their values and lifestyles which leads to different con-

sumption patterns and behavior.
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Consequently, when trying to understand consumer behavior, researcher and practition-
ers not only seek to gain a compound knowledge of the factors influencing such behavior and
its level of impact, but they also focus on changes occurring in the society and the social context
of customers (Hazuchova, et al., 2020).

2.2.2 Defining the concept of consumer behavior and consumer decision-making

According to Gupta & Singh (2020), consumer behavior can be defined as the “study
of the process of consumption of consumers” (p. 19). Schiffman and Kunak further elaborate
this definition by describing consumer behavior as the process of searching, buying, consum-
ing, evaluating and disposing of a good or service in the expectations to fulfil the customer’s
needs (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1997). This brings the aspect of decision-making to the forefront
of research’s focus. Similar to that, Stankevich (2017) explains consumer behavior as the pro-
cess consumers go through when purchasing products including the factors influencing their
decision. The buying decision of a customer stems from a process of searching for information,
comparing brands and products and evaluating their options. According to Solomon (2009) the
research of consumer behavior focuses its study on the process of customer choosing, buying,
consuming and disposing of goods. Loudon and Della Bitta (2002) describe consumer behavior
as the activity of evaluating, buying, consuming and disposing of products. Another definition
given by Engel, Blackwell, and Miniard (1990, p. G4) understands consumer behavior as
“those actions directly involved in obtaining, consuming, and disposing of products and ser-
vices, including the decision processes that precede and follow these actions”.

Conclusively, there have been many researchers and authors who tried to describe and
define the concept of consumer behavior and consequently the consumer decision-making pro-
cess. In summary, the research of consumer behavior focuses on the decision-making process
in which consumers get involved in different kind of activities that could ultimately lead to

purchase and consumption (Hazuchova, et al., 2020; Santos, 2021).
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In addition, the research of consumer behavior goes further in to understanding the spe-
cific factors influencing the decision-making process and their level of impact on the purchase
intention and behavior (Santos, 2021). According to Hazuchova, et al. (2020, p. 5) the broadest
level of influence on the consumer’s decision is the cultural environment with its values and
opinions shared across the same group of people. Moreover, the social class as well as social
groups in the cultural environment further shape the individual beliefs, values and attitudes.
Naturally, the groups closest to a person have the strongest impact. Personal components like
demographics, interests, activities and psychological factors like motivation, perception and
experience further affect the consumer’s decision (Hazuchova, et al., 2020).

A similar explanation of influencing factors of the decision-making process can be
found in the model of consumer behavior by Engel, Blackwell and Kollat. The EKB model is
one of the most popular models opting for investigating consumer behavior. The model depicts
the various components of consumer behavior and the interrelationships between them and
consists of four distinct components, which may be given as information input, information
processing, decision-making process and the variables influencing the consumers decision
(Santos, 2021). For the purpose of this paper only the decision-making process and its related
influencing variables are explained in more detail. The stage of the decision-making can be
entered at any given time during the information processing and consists of five phases: the
problem recognition, the internal and external search for information, evaluation of product
alternatives that are available and finally the purchase and post-purchase behavior. Especially
the post-purchase evaluation and behavior will impact the information input in the form of
learning and as such play a role in the consumers’ future decision-making process. The final
component of the model are the variables that influence the decision-making process of the

customer and include external influences, such as the consumers’ environment and social



12

surroundings, as well as individual characeristics like demographics, values, and lifestyle
(Santos, 2021).

Although the offline and online decision-making process and its influencing variables
are quite similar, some aspects need to be highlighted. According to Katawetawaraks and Wang
(2011) there are several aspects specifically influencing online purchase decisions including
convenience, information access, availability of products, cost and time investment, security,
social contact, negative experience with online shopping and the triability of products. Since
the research has investigated the named aspects only in context of general online shopping, it
remains to be seen whether the variables are applicable to purchasing high-monetary products
like vehicles online.

2.2.3 Consumer Decision-Making Processes in the Automotive Industry

After introducing the concept of the consumer decision-making process, the following
sub-chapter focuses on reviewing studies that tried investigating the customers decision-mak-
ing in the automotive industry and subsequently its influencing factors. The majority of recent
research has focused on the determinants of the decision-making in the context of offline sales
as these make up the main share of auto sales. It was “concluded that price, fuel efficiency,
design, family and friend’s recommendations, and easy financing plans affect car buying deci-
sions” (Dahiya & Gayatri, 2018, p. 75). However, few studies, especially in the German
context, have investigated the factors influencing the decision to purchase a vehicle through
digitized channels. Moreover, the reports were mostly published by international Consultanies
rather than academic researchers and consequently focused more on the customer’s readiness
and willingness to buy a vehicle online rather than the specific factors influencing such decision
(Bolger et al., 2019; Dau et al., 2020; Tschddrich et. al, 2020). While the study conducted by
Beckmann, et al. (2018) mostly examined the customers’ preferences during the customer

journey considering online and offline touchpoints, it also provided some insights regarding
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reasons for choosing digitized channels over offline channels. In effect, the study found out
that incentives to purchase a vehicle online would include a guaranteed price advantage, a faster
availability, exclusive online add-ons, easy trade-in of used vehicles and time savings during
the purchasing process. Moreover, customers valued the possibility of fully customizing the
vehicle by configuring and purchasing it online above all else. Furthermore, customers
considered convenience, flexibility, price advantage and product diversity to be the main
advantage of buying a vehicle online, whereas concerns about data security, fears of system
failures and the request for personal consultation with a salesperson were highlighted as
disasdvantage and reasons against online purchasing a vehicle. The study also highlighted that
customers set a maximum price limit they were willing to spend online for a car at 35.000 euros
in total or 400 euros in monthly payments. This suggests that the vehicle price might play a
crucial role when deciding to buy a vehicle online or at the dealership.

Although, the study conducted bei MHP in 2018 gives some insights when trying to
understand what touchpoint — digital or non-digital — customers prefer and what specific
incentives for using online channels while purchasing vehicles might be, the study doesn’t
elaborate those findings in much depth.

3. Method
3.1 Research approach

After reviewing the studies conducted in order to investigate the customer decision-
making process, it becomes clear that there is a current gap in the body of research. Although,
there are studies regarding the decision-making when purchasing vehicles at the dealership,
one cannot assume that the same findings can be projected onto the decision-making of
purchasing vehicles online. Therefore, this paper aims to explore the matter of decision-making

in more depth while focusing on specific factors influencing such decision.
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In order to generate more in-depth insights, a qualitative research approach seems to be
the most appropriate as it allows to understand subjective opinions and individual experiences
“by entering into the ‘black box’ of how social phenomena are constituted in real time”
(Silverman, 2021, p. 5). This makes it more valuable to use in studies where qualitative,
psychological insights are key in understanding the topcis at hand as it allows the researcher to
draw a hollistic picture and understand dynamics that would otherwise be lost in between
numerical results (Walle, 2015). Consequently, a qualitative approach is chosen for the method
of data collection and evaluation.

3.2 Data collection
3.2.1 In-depth interviews

The choice of non-standardized in-depth interviews, which is based on a list of ques-
tions, ensures that multiple topics are covered but also allows for other unforeseen topics to
emerge. The interview guideline was determined in advance based on the research objective
and therefore did not result from the answers of interviewees.

The development of the guideline was based on a preliminary category system. The aim
was to obtain information on the categories used using various question types. Before obtaining
answers regarding the consideration of purchasing a vehicle online, questions were established
that aimed at collecting information about the interviewee regarding for example demographics
and occupation. Further questions were asked about the general online consumer behavior as
well as first experiences with purchasing a vehicle either at a car dealership or online. Based
on those answers, information about the lifestyle, values and past experiences that could serve
as influencing factors in the decision-making process could be gathered. This allowed for a
better understanding and interpretation of the answers related to the topic of purchasing vehi-

cles online.
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3.2.2 Data collection

For the data collection a total of fifteen interviewees were acquired. This number of
interviews is chosen on the one hand to collect a sufficient amount of data that is saturated in
its answer sets and on the other hand to keep to the time frame of the master thesis. To ensure
data saturation an interview guideline was developed in order to ask multiple participants the
same question (Fusch & Lawrence, 2015). Since the answers of the conducted interviews
showed significant similarities and no new information was being collected after fifteen inter-
views, it can be assumed that results will remain constant if interviews were repeated, thus
ensuring the data saturation and validity of the qualitative research (Fusch & Lawrence, 2015).

The participants were vehicle customers considering buying a vehicle online in the near
future and were acquired through personal contacts and social media with the aim to create
diversity among the interviewees. This was achieved by selecting consumers of different age
groups and background regarding occupation and living location. An overview of the inter-
viewees regarding age group, occupation and living location can be found in the appendix.

3.3 Data Extraction and Evaluation

For the purpose of data evaluation, the qualitative content analysis according to
Kuckartz (2014) was selected. According to Kuckartz (2014), categories can be deductive and
thus derived from the theory but can also be inductive and thus supplemented from the existing
interview material. Both methods are combined in order to remain open to unforeseen infor-
mation during the evaluation process and to form categories inductively in the case of new
findings. Building on previous research three main categories and five sub-categories were
deductively formed. The remaining six sub-categories were inductively derived from the inter-

view material. An overview of the category system can be found in the appendix.
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4. Results

The results of the in-depth interview indicate the relevance of several aspects affecting
the decision-making process when purchasing a vehicle online. The influencing factors can be
categorized into three interrelated dimensions: individual factors, external factors and specific
requirements for the purchase process specifically related to individual companies. The results
of the study are presented in detail as follows.

4.1 External factors

Both aspects already mentioned in previous research as well as newly arised factors
were discussed in the interviews as relevant in the decision-making process of customers. A
detailed explanation of the individual variables follows in the next sub-chapters.

4.1.1 Easy access of information and avoidance of social interaction

Although some respondents agreed that salespeople at car dealerships can offer some
value in the decision-making process by providing relevant information, it was mentioned reg-
ularly that the same information could also be easily accessed online rendering the consultation
and thereby the visit to the car dealership irrelevant for most: “I don't know what they should
tell me in the store that I can't just Google. Nowadays, you have access to so much information
if you know how to access it.” (Interviewee 3). Due to the easy access to information online,
customers are more educated than ever but also recognize their own limit in acquiring required
knowledge. Only when noticing the need for consultation during the information search would
the interviewees visit a car dealership. However, given the common knowledge of the sales
staff receiving a provision for selling a vehicle, the consultation at the car dealership has shown
to be a conflicting topic for the interviewees. The provided information is believed to be biased
following the purpose of pressuring the customer to make the purchase and as such customers
only have access to “neutral information on the internet” (Interviewee 12). Furthermore, a deal-

ership visit is associated with a “sense of finality” (Interviewee 11) in their purchase decision
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as interviewees experienced guilt as the consequence of not buying a car immediately. Thus,
the social pressure leads to the avoidance of visiting the dealership and thus the consideration
of online purchase: “I can look at the cars online without any constraints. At the dealership, it
feels rather final. Online, I can just go into the store, configure the car and then still decide
against it without any consequences.” (Interviewee 5).
4.1.2 Price
The results regarding the price as influential factor were significantly more ambivalent
compared to the other categories and support to some degree the findings of Beckmann, et al.
(2018) that there is a maximum price limit for customers when engaging in the online purchase
of vehicles. However, the limit set by customers is rather associated with the level of prestige
than with the price itself since higher priced vehicles carry a different level of prestige than
lower priced vehicles which significantly impacts the choice of purchasing channel. Purchasing
the vehicle at a car dealerships is associated with class, prestige and celebration due to the
“good service with the obligatory coffee and champagne” (Interviewee 6). Thus, interviewees
tend to buy more expensive vehicles “rather in a store” (Interviewee 13) than online.
4.1.3 Convenience and time efficiency
Similar to the results of Beckmann et al. (2018), the interviewees took the convenience
of the online process as well as the invested time into consideration. Buying a vehicle online is
associated with “lean processes that make it easy to buy a car without much effort” (Interviewee
14). Along with that customer have the possibility to “get all the information at a glance” which
can be “read through at my own pace” (Interviewee 9) making the online purchasing process
inherently flexible.
4.1.4 Product diversity and availability
Another important factor that can influence the decision to purchase a new vehicle

through a digitized channel is the product diversity and availability: “I also feel like I have a
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wider selection to choose from. I feel like a dealership can't draw from the entire lineup. I find
it hard to imagine that they always have the car I want in the store.” (Interviewee 7).
4.1.5 Recommendations of others
Lastly, the recommendation of others such as family, friends or peer groups are consid-
ered by interviewees in their decision to purchase a vehicle online rather than at the car deal-
ership. The positive word of mouth from people whose opinions are highly valued be the in-
terviewees conveys the feeling of security in the sense that the process of online purchase was
already tested and found to be good: “It also matters a lot to me if people around me have
already tested it. I mean, that's how it works in today's world. Others mention it and then you
know you can trust the process” (Interviewee 1).
4.2 Individual factors
As depicted in previous research individual factors or personal components include the
demographics, personality, lifestyle and value of a customer (Engel, Blackwell & Kollat, 1990)
as well as psychological factors like motivation, perception and experience (Hazuchova, et al.,
2020). The in the interviews regularly discussed variables were especially associated with the
value, perception and prior experience of customers. As such, four distinct sub-categories were
formed and are explained in detail as follows.
4.2.1 Perception of online shopping in general
The perception of online shopping in general is an important component which needs
to be taken into consideration when investigating the online consumer buyer behavior of vehi-
cles. They way interviewees perceive e-commerce, and their own online consumer behavior
can be assumed to highly impact their decision to purchase a vehicle online. The results have
shown that all interviewees engage quite frequently and excessively in online shopping with
average online purchases ranging from monthly to weekly. E-commerce is valued to be “easy

and time saving” (Interviewee 14) and described as “the path of least resistance” (Interviewee
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2) compared to offline shopping. Respondents consider the “availability of products” (Inter-
viewee 1) and the overall convenience of purchasing at any given time as the most valuable
factors.
4.2.2 Comfortability in digital environment
The results have shown that customers regardless of age consider buying vehicles
online. Furthermore, the interviewees decision is influenced by their comfortability in the dig-
ital environment: “In the meantime, I have become totally accustomed to buying products
online. That's a process I know. And of course, it might be strange to buy a car online for many
people. But it was also once strange to buy anything online at all. You can get used to any-
thing.” (Interviewee 8).
4.2.3 Perception and importance of prestige
As already highlighted in the previous part, the level of prestige was of significant im-
portance during the decision-making process and as such the individual perception and im-
portance of prestige is connected to the previously described external factor. Depending on
how highly the prestige is valued by customers, the selection of purchasing channel is im-
pacted. Respondents who didn’t perceive prestige as something important also didn’t consider
the level of prestige of the car in their choice of purchasing channel and vice versa: “This is
not something important for me. I don’t need to be seen when buying a Tesla” (Interviewee 5).
4.2.4 Previous experience with the vehicle
Another factor influencing the decision to purchase the vehicle online was the previous
experience interviewees had with the desired car. This may include physical experiences made
during prior usage and existing knowledge acquired from talking to others who owned the same
or a similar vehicle: “It depends on your level of knowledge if you go through the online pro-
cess. For example, I already owned a VW Golf, therefore I would be comfortable with buying

it online.” (Interviewee 10). Thus, respondents felt more comfortable purchasing a vehicle
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online when they had already past experiences or knowledge of the vehicle prior to the pur-
chase.
4.3 Requirements for purchasing vehicles online
Apart from the abovementioned factors, other company specific components of the
online purchase process were regularly discussed as minimum requirements in order to engage
in the purchase and as such significantly impacted the decision-making process. These factors
conveyed a certain level of security and trust requested by customers given the high monetary
value of the purchase.
4.3.1 Structured Website and a lean purchasing process
According to the interviewees a well-structured and modern website is the most im-
portant requirement when considering purchasing vehicle online since it conveys trust and se-
curity: “If the website looks cheap and is poorly structured, you immediately get a bad feeling
and do not feel safe to order there.” (Interviewee 3). This becomes even more important con-
sidering the high monetary investment customers are making. Along with a modern and struc-
tured website, interviewees expect to find all information necessary about the offered vehicles.
Furthermore, price transparency and the availability of customer service is requested. Moreo-
ver, an easy to handle and lean purchasing process is expected that provides all information
needs since the interviewees “don’t want to spend time trying to understand how to purchase
the vehicle” (Interviewee 4).
4.3.2 Possibility of test drive
Besides a well-structured website and lean processes, the interviewees emphasized the
importance of the possibility of a test drive regardless of it being required or used in the pur-
chasing process because it improves their trust in the website. Thus, interviewees would not

feel comfortable ordering a vehicle online if a test drive wouldn’t be available: “I would never
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buy the vehicle on a website that doesn’t offer me the possibility to test drive because pictures
can always lie.”
4.3.3 Proof of concept

As many interviewees already emphasized, the recommendation of others impacts their
decision to purchase a vehicle online and as such would require the website to provide proof
of concept of the buying processes. By doing so the company would ensure that the purchase
of the vehicle worked in the past for other customers and thus would be able to further improve
their trustworthiness: “I want to see on the website that it has already worked for others in the
past. This can be achieved, for example, by sharing reviews from other customers on the web-
site.” (Interviewee 15).

5. Discussion

The results of this study have both theoretical and managerial implications which are

discussed in the following subchapter.
5.1 Theoretical Implications

Building on the research of Beckmann et al. (2018), the importance of several factors
such as flexibility, convenience, time savings, a faster availability of vehicles and the request
for consultation in the decision-making process could be confirmed by this research. Moreover,
this research supports the results of MarketLine (2020b) emphasizing the relevance of price,
features and peer recommendations in the purchase decision-making process. Although the
research done by MarketLine was conducted in the context of vehicle purchase decision at car
dealership, the results of this research paper demonstrated the applicability to online purchase
decision indicating similarities between the offline and online decision process.

Furthermore, this research enriches the existing knowledge gathered by Beckmann et
al. (2018) and MarketLine (2020b) by providing an in-depth explanation of these aspects in the

decision-making process of customers. In example, according to previous research customers
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set a maximum price limit when purchasing vehicles online. Contrary to the expectation of the
price originating from a concern regarding data and transaction security, the research results
rather indicate a connection between price and the vehicle’s level of prestige. As described in
the interviews, the perceived level of prestige is directly associated with the price of the prod-
uct. This interpretation is supported (Leibenstein, 1950) who suggested that the value of a prod-
uct can be directly affected by external factors like the certain price a product bears. Moreover,
Vigneron and Johnson (1999, p. 2) concluded in their work that the level of prestige of a
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product results among other things from the “perceived conspicuous value” of the
consumption. To further elaborate on their idea, the purchase of a prestigious perceived brand
indicates a certain degree of wealth and status which is enhanced by the price of the product
(Vigneron & Johnson, 1999). Thus, the online channels’ lacking ability to satisfy the cus-
tomer’s need for prestige recognition during the purchase process of high-priced vehicles con-
sequently leads to customers defining a maximum price limit for online purchases.

Moreover, and in line with previously stated expectations, the results of this research
demonstrated that the aspects affecting the consumer’s online decision-making process in the
automotive industry exceed the findings of previous studies. Based on the conducted interviews
new insights regarding external aspects in the online decision-making process could be gener-
ated. According to the results of the interviews the easy access to information on the internet
as well as the avoidance of social interaction with sales staff turns out to be the most mentioned
external motivator in the online decision-making process when purchasing a vehicle. This con-
firms the applicability of Katawetawaraks and Wang’s (2011) findings regarding said
motivational factors of general online decision-making. Whereas Katawetawaraks and Wang
(2011) depicted the factors as being separate from each other, the results of the in-depth

interviews have shown that these external motivators are in fact connected. In the possible case

of the customer not being able to collect the required information online a salesperson
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inevatibly has to be consulted despise the negatively perceived interaction. However, if all
necessary information can be accessed on the internet and an educated opinion is formed, the
customer can forego the consultation of a salesperson and as such satisfy their need of avoiding
the social interaction.

While some motivational aspects mentioned by Katawetawaraks and Wang (2011)
could be confirmed by this research, other variables such as the intangibility of certain products
as an impeding factor of the decision to purchase online were contradicted by the findings of
this study. As described by Katawetawaraks and Wang (2011) customers are less likely to
purchase products whose suitability for their respective needs need to be tested before the
purchase. Although this is to some extend true for purchasing vehicles online as most of the
interviewees requested the possibility of test-drive in order to engage in the purchase, the
interviews have also shown that the need for examination of the product is specifically tied to
the access of information and the previous experience with the respective product.

The findings of this research add further to existing knowledge by providing insights
into the individual motivators of customers and their interrelationship with external aspects of
the decision-making process which was not discussed so far by previous research. The general
perception of online shopping influences the consideration of purchasing via digitalized
channels in the first instances and can therefore be defined as the most important individual
aspect in the decision-making process. In the second instance, the decision-making process and
consideration of external factors is affected by the general comfortability in digital
environment. Based on the evenly distributed interview sample regarding age groups the results
might suggest the level of comfortability is experienced regardless of age assuming all
generations would equally consider purchasing vehicles online, a more plausible explanation
is provided by Bigné et al. (2005) emphasizing the correlation with the level of exposure to

digital technology growing up. Thus, it can be assumed that younger generations are more
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likely to adapt to digital retail in the automotive industry. However, the results have also shown
that some customers of the older generation experience a certain level of comfortability in the
digital environment after years of getting used to it and as such consider purchasing vehicles
online. Third, the individual perception of prestige and the psychological utility derived from
it affect the consideration of a maximum price limit in the online purchase process. As such,
prestige-seeking customers who value appropriate recognition highly tend to decide to
purchase high-priced vehicle at a car dealerhsip.

Finally, the unexpected emergence of minimum requirements in the interviews adds a
new perspective to research of online consumer behavior in the automotive industry beyond
the mere exploration of individual and external aspects. Whereas the external aspects discussed
in the interviews are associated with the general decision process of purchasing a vehicle, the
minimum requirements are described as company specific.

5.2 Managerial implications

Based on the findings of this research and in relation to previous reports of consultan-
cies, companies in the automotive industry can derive valuable insights from the results. Sim-
ilar to the findings of (Dau et al., 2020), the interviews have shown that offline touchpoints are
still important for the customer experience. When restructuring the sales model to encompass
the changing customer behavior, companies should opt for the middle ground solution provided
by the agency sales model. With a hybrid sales model companies will be able to cater towards
customers expectation of having offline and online touchpoints in the customer journey.

For the purpose of process architecture, companies can derive insights from all three
levels of influencing factors presented by this research. First and foremost, the focus should be
on the fulfillment of the minimum requirements requested by customers for a successful pur-
chase experience. In support of the results from Capgemini, a lean purchase process with a

seamless integration of online and offline touchpoints is valued highly by customers
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(Tschoderich, 2020). Moreover, companies can use the results from this research in order to
develop a process that conveys trust and security while being easy-to-handle and to understand.

Furthermore, the exploration of individual and external factors showed that the level of
prestige is an important component throughout the purchase process. Based on the review of
previous research this turns out to be an unexpected and to date unnoticed factor in the decision-
making process. When developing the online purchase process, companies are recommended
to focus on delivering a certain recognition of prestige, especially for high-priced vehicles.
Another possibility would be to offer online purchase only for lower-priced and lower-prestige
vehicles to bypass the lack of prestige in the online purchase process.

5.3 Limitation and Recommendation

The sample size of fifteen interviews has proven to be saturated in its answer-set and
was valid for the purpose of answering the previously defined research question. However, it
is important to highlight that the research solely focused on the German market and as such no
assumption can be made about automotive market in other countries. Therefore, it might be of
interest for future research to conduct research focusing on automotive markets from different
countries to further enrich the knowledge provided by this study.

Furthermore, since the study solely focused on the decision-making process of purchas-
ing vehicles online and as such was limited to only customers who considered buying a vehicle
online, no insights can be derived for the opposite case. Thus, future research could conduct
studies which include both perspective in order to compare both cases and the respective deci-

sion-making process and derive even more insights from it.
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Appendix A
Qualitative interview script for semi-structured in-depth interviews

Demographic facts and lifestyle

e How old are you?

e Where do you currently live?

e What do you do for a living?

e What does your typical day look like? What is your work routine?

e What do you do in your free time?

e What are important values to you?
Introduction to online consumer behavior

e How do you perceive online shopping?

e What role does online consumption play in your life?

¢ How often do you buy products online per month / per week?

e What kind of products do you purchase online?

e For what reasons do you purchase certain products online?

e What is the difference between online and offline shopping for you?

¢ In which situation do you rather purchase online and in which situation do you purchase

offline?

e What factors do you consider important when shopping online?

e What factors influence your decision to purchase online?

e How do those factors differ from offline shopping?
Previous experience of purchasing a vehicle (at a car dealership)

e Have you ever purchased a vehicle before at a car dealership?

e Ifyes, could you please describe the purchasing process?
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e How did you perceive this process? What was positive and what was negative in your
opinion?

e What were the important touchpoints in the purchasing process?

Online car purchase

e What do you know about the process of purchasing a vehicle online?

¢ Do you have a specific idea of the process?

e Please describe the process of shopping a vehicle online.

e How would this process look like compared to purchasing a vehicle at a car dealership?

¢ Would you consider purchasing a vehicle online?

e What would be specific factors that you would consider important in your decision to
purchase online? Please elaborate this based on the customer journey in automotive.

e  Which factors are the same for shopping a vehicle online and what factors are different?

e How important are offline touchpoints in the customer journey when purchasing the
vehicle online? (Test-drive, consultation)

e What are the minimum requirements for you to consider purchasing a vehicle online?
Which touchpoints and offerings need to be given?

e What are factors that give the online shopping an advantage compared to offline shop-
ping of a vehicle?

e Are there specific situations in which you would rather purchase a vehicle online than
offline? How are those situations characterized? What leads to those specific situations?

e Would you overall prefer to purchase a vehicle online or offline? What factors / situa-
tion, etc. influence the preference?

e Ifyou need to summarize, why would you consider buying a vehicle online rather than

offline?
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e How do you perceive purchasing a vehicle online? What are the advantages and disad-

vantages in your opinion compared to offline shopping?
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Sample characteristics
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No. Age Gender Occupation Living Location
1 56 Female Nurse Stade, DE

2 24 Male Consultant Hamburg, DE

3 22 Male Student Hamburg, DE

4 62 Male Office Manager Kiel, DE

5 55 Female Sales Advisor Stade, DE

6 24 Female Student Munich, DE

7 28 Male Winegrower Saarbriicken, DE
8 31 Male COO Berlin, DE

9 46 Female Sales Advisor Osnabriick, DE
10 41 Female Teacher Dresden, DE

11 19 Male Student Hamburg, DE

12 65 Male Retired Stade, DE

13 37 Female Unemployed Berlin, DE

14 49 Female Civil Engineer Bremen, DE

15 32 Male Stay-at-Home Parent Diisseldorf, DE

Note. All participants bought or considered buying a vehicle online
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Appendix C
Category System
The following figure shows the main categories (in dark blue) and the respective sub-catego-

ries (in light blue).

Requirements for purchasing

External factors Individual factors . .
vehicles online

Easy access of information
/ avoidance of social
interaction

Perception of online Structured website and
shopping in general lean purchasing process

Comfortability in digital
environment

Possibility of test-drive

Product diversity and Perception and
availability importance of prestige

Proof of concept

Recommendation of Previous experience with
[ the vehicle




