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The Preference-Engagement Matrix  
A White Paper for Auto Dealers and Those Who Serve Them  

 

Introduction  

Automobile dealers have been bombarded by changing shopping habits and wave after wave of new 

advertising opportunities. The best way to cut through the complexities is to get back to the basics, truly 

understand them, and apply them strategically. The basics of dealer advertising come down to 

preference and engagement.  

Dennis Galbraith combined 17 years of market research and automotive marketing leadership to create 

the Preference-Engagement Matrix. It can be intimidating to look at initially, but this white paper is 

intended for even the most junior staff members working with dealer advertising. This new matrix 

provides the ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩs most integrated look at automotive advertising.  Consistent with integrated 

marketing communications, there are no distinctions between online and offline advertising. 

Building on his presentation at the 2009 National Auto Dealers Association conference, Dennis shows 

which promotional opportunities work well together and which do not.  He shows what types of 

advertising fit some of the fastest growing dealer strategies, and what creative considerations are 

necessary for success. 
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Preference Generates Store Contact  

A decision to purchase a new vehicle is no longer a sufficient motive for consumers to begin contacting 
stores.  In order to get a shopper to contact or visit the store, the shopper must have a preference for 
the dealership, a vehicle at the store, or both. 

 

 
 
Advertising creative is designed to strengthen one or both preferences in an effort to stimulate contact 
with the store. Before an advertising medium can be purchased, it is important to understand what 
preference levels already exist at the point of engagement with the advertisement. A visitor to the 
ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜŀƭŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎƘƻǇǇŜǊ ǿƘƻ ǎǳōƳƛǘǎ ŀ 
request for quote from an anonymous ŘŜŀƭŜǊΦ ! ǎƘƻǇǇŜǊ ŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘŜǊƳ ά±ŀƴ нуопуέ Ƙŀǎ ŀ 
different level of vehicle preference than a shopper refining their search on an automotive listings site. 
The Preference-Engagement Matrix helps dealers map out the right combination of media to achieve 
maximum traffic. 
 
 

Times Have Changed 

Preference was less essential for generating store visits prior to the internet. It was common for 
shoppers to visit the store in order to see what vehicles the manufacturer had to offer. Prior to the 
widespread distribution of television, it was common for shoppers to visit showrooms just to see what 
they could aspire to purchase at a later date. In the 1980s, it was common to lure shoppers into 
showrooms with rebates or sub vented financing rates. Knowing the brand was offering a huge incentive 
for a limited time made it perfectly reasonable for consumers to visit stores to see what was available 
and what might fit their budget. Today, the vast majority of that exploratory shopping activity happens 
online. 1 
 
  

                                                           
1 The recent Cash for Clunkers program is the exception that proves the rule. The government put 
together a program so complicated that some consumers could not understand it even after spending 
hours online trying. Dealers were forced by the government to assume the compliance risks and 
responsibilities or be excluded; therefore, it made sense for consumers to contact the store to see what 
dealers were willing to swallow. It is not likely the government will ever see the same level of dealer 
participation from any federal rebate program in the foreseeable future. 
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The Case for Maximizing Both Preferences  

¢ƘŜ ƎǊŀǇƘ ōŜƭƻǿ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŀƭŜǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳΦ 

 
 
Every shopper coming into the store with any reasonable chance to buy has a high degree of preference 
for either the vehicle or the dealership. A shopper may have no respect for the store whatsoever, but if 
it is the only place within 200 miles to buy the specific vehicle he deeply desires, he may visit anyway. 
The shopper may have such high regard and loyalty toward the store that he will visit the store with no 
level of vehicle preference at all, only the desire to trade into a better vehicle with confidence he will 
find the right one with the help of the preferred store. 
  
Clearly, these cases are extreme. Most people contact the store with a high preference for both the 
dealership and the vehicle. The combined preference for the store and dealer must be high enough to 
make the consideration set and be superior to the option of continued exploration among the 
thousands of combinations remaining online. The average shopping radius has expanded as internet use 
has grown. Expanding the radius online takes but a click of the mouse and multiplies the number of 
vehicle and dealer choices. 
 

  



4 
 

Putting the Knowledge of Preferences to Work for More Efficient Marketing  

An advertisement is a point of engagement. Understanding what the preference level is for the vehicle 
and dealer at the initial point of engagement is the key to understanding what creative should be used 
to build each preference type, and which advertising should be purchased to maximize the cost 
effectiveness of the campaign. The Preference-Engagement Matrix is shown below.2 
 

 
 
Vehicle preference is broken down into category (van, convertible, etc.), brand (make or model level 
preference), and vehicle (from trim-level preference to specific vehicle). The primary purpose of OEM 
branding activity is to enhance brand preference. The primary purpose of dealer branding is to enhance 
preference for the dealership. Branding is aimed at a mass audience within the community. A great deal 
has been written about engagement related to branding. For the purpose of this paper, detail around 

                                                           
2
 It is important to note the level of preference specified in the matrix is that which commonly exists at the point of 

initial engagement with that advertising. Each media, in blue, is designed to enhance preference during 
engagement. The maroon boxes do not depict engagement. They are added to recognize each branding objective. 
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these branding activities is set aside in order to put the focus on advertising engagement designed to 
quickly deliver store traffic.3 
 
One of the huge changes brought on by the internet is much of the preference building for a specific 
trim or options package has moved from the store to the internet. Configurators and other online 
shopping tools have become extremely important on manufacturer websites. Shoppers generally do not 
have this level of vehicle preference when they initially engage with the site. Therefore, the 
manufacturer provides tools to advance vehicle preference. 
 
This process of identifying what level of preference exists when shoppers initially engage with the media 
and what is desired as they transfer from it, is what dictates ad creative and site content for dealers. For 
example, shoppers typically enter a third-party website in order to better determine their vehicle 
preference and identify which dealer has it. Each vehicle listing must provide information to enhance 
both the vehicle and dealership preference.  
 

CRM 

CRM is isolated in red because the vast majority of all CRM efforts related to vehicle sales to existing 
customers are outbound from the dealer or manufacturer to the shopper. For all other traffic-now 
engagements, the shopper is actively seeking the vehicle-shopping information. The postcard below is 
from June 29, 1928. It clearly demonstrates that CRM for most dealers has not changed over the past 81 
years. Advances in this area for both sales and service are badly needed and expected soon. 
 

  
 
 
Social networking can be an effective component of CRM. It can also be used to fuel consumer 
aspirations for the vehicle and affection toward the brand.  
 
Generally speaking, engagement with social networking is achieved after a high degree of preference for 
the vehicle or brand has been established, or the consumer is introduced to information regarding the 
vehicle or brand by a network contact with a high degree of preference.  
 
Preference for the dealership is not as widely communicated as is dissatisfaction. At this time, social 
networking for the purposes of fostering dealer preference should be strongly pursued with existing 

                                                           
3
 For white papers, videos, and training programs related to branding or the contrast between branding and traffic-

now advertising visit RevenueGuru.com. 

http://www.revenueguru.com/
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customers. Experimenting with social media to expand dealer preference to non-customers is 
encouraged, but dealers should not place a heavy reliance on success in this area.  
  

Linking to the Store  

The chart below expands the matrix by showing how each marketing effort facilitates contact between 
the shopper and the store. It also shows the intra-matrix linkages to the dealer website.  
 

 
 
 

  


