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On June 4, 2014, the Plug-in Hybrid & Electric Vehicle Research Center of 

the University of California, Davis (UC Davis) hosted a workshop to share 

experiences, identify challenges, and explore strategies regarding the role 

of new car dealerships in the market rollout of plug-in electric vehicles 

(PEV). The workshop convened more than 60 stakeholders, including 

representatives from new car dealers, automakers, electric utilities, state 

regulators, and UC Davis.

In this memo, we summarize the insights and ideas discussed by the group 

of experts.

     •  Adoption of plug-in vehicles by Californians is moving at a faster clip 

         than hybrids did when they were first introduced over a decade ago.   

     •  PEVs now account for 6.6% of all Ford’s retail sales in California, double 

         last year. In San Francisco, PEVs represent 8% of total retail volume.

     •  The cookie-cutter approach to selling cars doesn’t work for PEVs; the 

         reason PEVs sit on the lot is not just a result of low or no demand it 

         is also because sales people don’t know how to sell them and also due

         to insufficient or ineffective marketing efforts

     •  Customers are more informed and tech-savvy than ever but current 

         high-pressure ‘move the metal today’ sales approaches drive customers      

         away instead of attracting them to showrooms – when it comes to the 

         PEV-buying experience “we sell spinach instead of ice cream”  

     •  Dealers are independent entities who make their own operational 

         decisions about how to best sell products; automakers have no direct 

         control over this

     •  Traditionally, dealers don’t train sales people to transfer knowledge, 

         yet this skill is crucial for PEV sales and sales of more tech-enabled 

         conventional cars as well

     •  Initial surveys show customer dissatisfaction with the plug-in vehicle

         (PEV) buying experience in California is considerably higher (83%) 

         than for conventional cars nationally (25% per 2013 McKinsey & 

         Co. analysis)
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     •  Information sharing amongst dealers, customers, automakers, and others 

         is needed – especially in terms of what language works best to convey 

         the value of PEVs to customers

     •  There is a need for empirical data for informing dealers and regulators

         so that they are better equipped to meet sales requirements under the 

         ZEV program

     •  Customers appear to value an ecosystem of ancillary products and 

         support services for PEVs that only a minority of dealers currently offer 

     •  Sales people play a key role in relating the value of substantially new 

         technologies to individual customers; this includes relaying a broader 

         set of considerations into the value equation and reframing it around

         total monthly cost relative to a conventional vehicle

     •  Capable and willing sales people in California can sell PEVs with existing

         incentives, especially if they understand the value of PEVs to the 

        customer and his/her lifestyle

     •  The green and white HOV stickers in particular resonate well with customers 

     •  PEVs are now attracting budget-conscious consumers 

     •  Automakers should work together to stoke demand by advertising the

         unique value of PEVs to the right customers

     •  Just as early adopter consumers are the first to embrace new technologies,

         so too do early adopter dealers

     •  Within the early adopter dealers, leading PEV dealers see the challenge

         of short-term profitability as endemic with many new cars; they see 

         vehicle electrification as a permanent trend and view PEV as an

        investment for longer-term business considerations such as brand-

         building, winning new customers, and growing market share

     •  About 6% of dealers (from brands that sell PEVs) account for over 25%

         of total sales. 

     •  Automakers should take steps to earn top-down support and buy-in

         by dealer principals and owners; one way automakers can achieve this 

         is by putting them behind the wheel of new PEV products

     •  In California, funding for local marketing and community outreach

         is available through AB 118 program and administered by the California 

         Energy Commission
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Good
Practices

     •  Opportunities for dealers to net money on packaged solutions for PEV

         buyers are under development by third parties. Third-party vendors 

         are developing software solutions for dealer verticals:

              o  Autowatts is creating a web app in which dealers can net a $500+

                   incentive per PEV at F&I (finance & insurance) for packages that

                  include home solar

              o  SAP has partnered with PG&E to pilot a dealer-utility integration 

                  portal to provide dealers with real-time customer-specific 

                information on electricity rates

     •  It was suggested that sharing some portion of the consumer rebate with

          dealership management and salespeople could encourage wider and

         more robust engagement in PEV marketing and sales by dealers; any   

         incentive should be tied to performance 

     •  Leading dealers have taken steps that have proven effective in selling 

         PEVs, these include:

              o  Designating at least one PEV product specialist who is smart on

                  ‘beyond the sheet metal’ topics such as government incentives, 

                   local electricity rates, and charging options

              o  Training sales staff to convey to customers the unique value 

                  proposition of PEVs in simple terms, including monthly cost 

                  savings and alignment with needs and values

              o  Using a PEV as their daily vehicle; this is the quickest way for 

                  sales people to learn about and be effective selling PEVs 

              o  Outreach to local EV groups and businesses for ride and drive 

                  events at workplaces and other high traffic locations; this is

                  even more effective in driving traffic to dealers when combined 

                  with preferred pricing

              o  Encouraging PEV sales people to engage in online PEV user forums 

                  and chat rooms to answer questions, inform customers, and steer 

                  traffic to the dealer

              o  Dealers offering PEVs should maintain an adequate selection of 

                  at least 10-15 PEVs during peak demand. These cars should be 

                  in good condition, cleaned, charged and ready to drive. The cars
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State 
Incentives

         should be placed prominently in the showroom and charging equipment 

         should be cleared for demonstration.

              o  Featuring PEVs alongside collateral products such as chargers and

                  solar canopies help associate PEVs with buyer values such as oil 

                  independence and environmental friendliness

     •  Grass roots efforts are very effective at funneling traffic to PEV dealers: 

         Dealers can leverage local EV groups who arrange events like workplace 

         ride and drives. The dealer just has to show up with the cars.

     •  Dealers can also serve as a key single point of information for automakers,

          utilities, charging networks, and others. This opportunity is largely 

         unrealized today. 

     •  Dealers welcome continued incentives, so long as they continue to 

         involve little added burden to the dealer

     •  Some dealers have expressed reluctance to more actively market PEVs

         due to concerns over the ongoing availability of incentives and the 

         associated risk of legal liability for misrepresenting benefits to customers 

     •  The Board of the California Air Resources Board chose not to adopt a 

         proposal to reduce the current rebates for battery electric vehicles and

         plug-in hybrid electric vehicles from $2,500 and $1,500 to $2,000 and

          $1,000, respectively; no MSRP cap for eligibility is envisioned 

     •  The California New Car Dealers Association partnered with the Department 

         of Motor Vehicles to enable dealers to obtain HOV-lane access stickers 

         (HOV stickers) for PEVs prior to sale to end customers; this gives 

         dealers the certainty needed to more actively market them

     •  Based on our history with hybrids, HOV stickers can add between 

         $1,500 and $4,000 to the vehicle resale value; this could help buoy 

         residual values 

     •  Government incentives should be captured at the actual point of sale

         wherever possible. Give customers their rebate, HOV sticker, and 

         discounted electricity rate in one package. 

     •  States can help make used PEVs more attractive through HOV stickers, 

         discounted license tags, etc.

     •  In a break-out session, groups offered several ideas for aligning government 

          incentive programs for PEVs, including:
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More 
Information

              o  Pushing as many incentives as possible to the point of sale where 

                  consumers and dealers value them the most; ensure they can be 

                  flexibly applied (e.g. reduce monthly payment or taken as cash)

              o  Developing programs to support dealers offering workplace and 

                  other ride and drive events

              o  If state purchase rebates for consumers are available, share a

                portion of it with the dealer (split between salesperson and dealer 

                  owner/principal) to improve the short-term financial motivation 

                  to sell PEV 

              o  Allow for customers to get individualized incentive quotes quickly 

                  and easily (e.g. via QR code on a window label or via targeted 

                 online marketing such as Google Adwords)

For more information about the UC Davis Plug-in Hybrid & Electric Vehicle 

Research Center, visit phev.ucdavis.edu.

For more information about the Zero Emission MAP initiative, visit 

ZeroEmissionMAP.ucdavis.edu

For questions about the Dealership workshop, please contact Eric Cahill 

(ecahill@ucdavis.edu) or Jamie Davies (jdavies@ucdavis.edu)

For questions about this memo, please contact Dr. Gustavo Collantes 

(gcollantes@ucdavis.edu)
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