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As influencers within the automotive retail industry, 
women should be heavyweights. They hold more drivers’ 
licenses than meni, influence 85 percent of vehicle 
purchasing decisions and buy 65 percent of  
new vehiclesii.

As a customer base, this purchasing power would be 
enough to put the entire industry against the ropes, 
yet only one in four women (25 percent) feel certain 
and confident in the car buying areaiii. An analysis of 
64,000 dealership customer reviews showed keyword 
frequency further indicates that women feel vulnerable at 
dealerships. Their identity is affecting their treatment, not 
just as women, but also as being younger, older, single 
and widowed.iv

Despite some movements within the industry to improve 
the female experience, including the integration of 
sophisticated online research tools and improved 
experiences within dealerships, the negative reputation 
of the female car-buying experience lingers, seemingly 
slow and unresponsive to the needs of its largest buyer 
segment. 

The female car-buying and-selling landscape
On the surface, developing empathy for female buyers 
by hiring more females to sell and service vehicles feels 
like a solid approach, but the number of women who 

work in automotive dealerships has actually decreased 
from 21.8 percent in 2017 to 19.5 percent in 2018v 
and, according to the National Automobile Dealers 
Association (NADA), only a mere 21 percent of new hires 
are femalevi. 

With millions of female car buyers feeling undervalued at 
dealerships, it’s no surprise that women may be avoiding 
the latest help wanted ad from the local auto dealer. 
But the advantages of hiring women into a female-
dominated customer marketplace cannot be ignored. 

Yes, dealerships require cultural change, but it’s women 
who need to deliver this genuine transformation.      

What do female car buyers seek?
In several research initiatives throughout the past five 
years, CDK Global has affirmed that in addition to access 
to an accurate knowledgeable base—online and through 
informed associates at the dealershipvii—female auto 
buyers seek advocates who consult and confer with 
them to develop trustviii.

CDK research suggests that women often feel they 
are treated more as an equal during the car-buying 
experience when working with another woman, which 
not only extends to a common frame of reference, but, 
in the words of one female interviewee who works 
in automotive, also includes shared experiences 
that translate to the authenticity that defies female 
stereotypes: 

“I think dealerships should recruit all types 
of women that are relatable and reflect our 
female customer base. [Dealerships] tend to 
hire saleswomen who all have one look: tall 
and skinny. I would be inclined to … hire more 
women in sales that don’t fit a certain look 
that more women could relate to.”x 

CDK Global. “2017 Women Buy Cars Too,” CDK Global (2017).
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While the need to relieve car-buying stress crosses 
gender lines (99 percent of all car buyers expect a hassle 
when they begin their shopping experiencexi), this can be 
especially true for women, who contributed to research 
results that identified the top two reasons customers 
would not buy from a dealership as the attitude of the 
salesperson (86 percent) and high-pressure sales tactics 
(73 percent)xii. 

Demonstrating compassion is another top quality that 
most woman seek when interacting with a dealership. In 
fact, reviews from female auto dealer customers revealed 
that compassion was used as a top keyword to describe 
positive auto-buying experiencesxiii. 

So if having knowledgeable, authentic women who relate 
to customers by showing compassion during a stressful 
car-buying process is the simple answer, then why aren’t 
dealerships hiring women of this description by the 
thousands?

Female perceptions about  
dealership employment
The simple answer is that women are using their negative 
buying experiences to envision dealership employment 
potential. In a 2019 research study conducted by CDK, 62 
percent of female job seekers felt that the stereotypes 
associated with car dealerships was a negative aspect 
of dealership employment, and were significantly more 
likely to be discouraged from working at a dealership 
because of this. Sixty-two percent of women also 
asserted that a dealership’s male-dominated workplace 
was undesirablexiv.

When asked to rank deciding factors for new job 
opportunities, job seekers, both male and female, 
identified their top four as pay/bonus, benefits, work/
life balance and flexible hours. However, when asked the 
likelihood that a dealership opportunity would meet these 
expectations, the list of nearly 15 attributes was nearly 
inverted—the attributes most important to job seekers 
are the same attributes they believe a dealership was 
less likely to deliver.  
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The future of a new customer experience
There’s no question that car buying, selling and sharing 
is transforming at a rapid pace, with a focus on the 
customer experience becoming front and center. In 
a five-part series entitled “Redesigning the Industry,” 
Automotive News made predictions about what 
automotive customers will value in the future: 

“Customers [will] want a streamlined, 
customized transaction process,” which 
in the dealership of the future requires 
customer experience professionals who 
are knowledgeable problem solvers with 
good communication skills. The dealership 
employee of the future will be “more strategic 
and understand how the customer experience 
impacts the bottom line. Hiring altruistic 
people who ‘truly care about that customer 
experience’ and are problem solvers will 
deliver the best customer service”xv.

The results from recent CDK research suggest that 
improving customer experience in the dealership is a role 
that appeals to women: the number one role in which 
women job seekers reported the highest interest was 
customer experience. To understand why women prefer 
to work in customer experience, CDK researchers talked 
with female customer experience managers. 

During interviews, women shared that this role is better 
suited to their interests because they enjoy building 
relationships and ensuring customer experiences are 
memorable: 

“I have a way with people and a way to talk to 
them. I hear them out to find out what their 
needs are. If you can help someone make 
their experience better, it is worth it.”xvi  

Turning the traditional sales role into a customer 
experience role or adding a non-commissioned 
customer experience role during the sales process is 
well-aligned with female buying preferences. Women 
cite the negative impact of a salesperson’s attitude 
and high-pressure sales tactics as deterrents to 
visit dealerships. It is also better suited to women’s 
employment preferences for non-commissioned 
compensationxvii.

In the dealership of the future, predicts Automotive 
News, “the car salesman … goes away. The whole 
stigma of the car salesman is gone.xviii”

This discussion of future dealership employment would 
not be complete without the acknowledgement that 
work-life balance and flexible hours rank three and four, 
respectively, on the list of attributes important when 
considering a new job opportunityxix. 

While some predictions estimate that standard work 
hours will disappear as early as 2030xx, it’s important to 
highlight that women are especially eager for flexible 
work opportunitiesxxi. 
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Studies show that employing women within  
a dealership begets more female employees,  
and that having at least one female in 
a leadership position changes the work 
environment, lowering rates of bias by 12 
percent and increasing feelings of respect by  
24 percentxxiii.

Understanding that women believe dealerships are 
unlikely to meet this expectation, makes the need for 
dealerships to deliver flexible options more important 
than ever to attract and retain female talent.

Encouraging a transformation
Encouraging women into the automotive work space 
is a challenge that requires careful consideration and 
deliberate effort. And while organizations, such as 
Women in Automotive and NADA, have consistently 
monitored and reported progress on female hiring within 
the industry, more than half of dealerships reported 
no specific focus on the recruiting, hiring, retaining or 
promoting of womenxxii.

The demands placed on dealerships for a different 
female-centric customer experience may eventually 
force the industry into the dramatic workplace changes 
that female job seekers notice; but by then, it’s possible 
that women will opt out of the dealership experience 
completely, creating space for an entirely different buying 
and selling platform. 

Change is on the horizon and dealerships are uniquely 
positioned to ensure a female-centric experience by 
ensuring their place within automotive buying and selling 
process; and by doing so, may enable a sea change that 
preserves the importance of dealerships as the buoy of 
the automotive industry. 

© 2018 CDK Global, LLC / CDK Global is a registered trademark of CDK Global, LLC.  18-0000
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