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The Proper Balance of Technology & People
Keys to Successful Dealer Web Site Chat

By Ted Rubin Mo
—_—

customer walks onto your lot

to see your inventory and
maybe pick up a brochure. The
prospect wanders around for 15
minutes kicking tires, peeking into
some car windows, maybe even
checking out a few window stick-
ers for pricing information.

I magine for a moment that a

Now imagine that one of your
sales staff approaches them to
offer additional assistance. Then,
after the customer peeks into the
showroom and no one seems to
care enough to say hello, they
get back in their vehicle and
drive away. They were obviously
interested, but you now have no
name, no contact information,
nothing. When this happens to a
store, | always find the Saturday
meeting that follows very lively.

The question is, would you allow
this to happen at your store? Hav-
ing asked numerous dealers and
general managers, | have never
heard anyone say, “Why yes! That
is what | expect.” Of course, it is
ludicrous to believe that anyone
would want to allow this to hap-
pen, but it happens every day at
just about every store, including
yours. It may not happen often at

your physical store, but every
minute of the day, it happens at
your virtual store - your Web site.

Statistically, people shopping for
new or pre-owned vehicles go to
your Web site first to get a better
understanding of what you have
available in stock, and also to de-
termine if you are a store where
they want to do business. This is
their first introduction to you and
how you treat your customers.
That is why it is so important to
start building your relationship
with the customer when they first
visit your Web site.

We should all be able to agree
that dealer Web sites are the
virtual representations of physical
dealerships, but there is a discon-
nect. According to a recent study,
96 percent of people who visit
dealer Web sites do not submit

any contact information. Just
imagine for a second that you
failed to get any piece of contact
information from 96 percent of
the customers who walked into
your dealership.

In one form or another, online
chat has been around since the
early days of the Internet. There
are now essentially three levels
of chat software. The first is un-
intelligent chat. This is where the
customers click a button to initi-
ate a chat session. A live rep must
be waiting on the other side and
must react to the request, much
like answering a phone call.

The problem is that response
time must be within about four to
five seconds or you will lose the
customer. That is less than a quar-
ter of the time that a rep would
normally have to answer
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a phone call. This type of chat is
completely reactive and offers
little insight to the interests of the
customer prior to the conversa-
tion. Therefore, conversations can
more tedious and lengthy.

Next is the rule-based chat. This
version has the ability to automat-
ically message customers if they
take certain click paths through

a Web site. This advancement
encourages more of the Web site
visitors to engage in a chat session
because they are being invited to
do so. The unfortunate part is that
there are two major hurdles for
most users of this type of system.

First, it requires more immediate
response from the representa-
tive. Since the system is actually
inviting the customer into a chat
session, it is expected that the
representative is right there and
ready to chat. Many dealerships
are not able to handle this type of

immediate response.

The second hurdle is that many
users are not able to define effec-
tive rules. They base their designs
on gut feelings or impressions,
instead of statistical analysis. Of-
ten, this is because these systems
do not offer an effective way to
acquire the data necessary to do

the highest probability to con-
vert into leads. This version is
revolutionizing online shoppers’
experiences by providing the right
message at just the right time dur-
ing their shopping experiences. It
is the most labor-intensive type

of chat for the representative, but
it is also shown to be clearly the
most effective overall.

This is why it is important to
always keep in mind that live chat
is a service-driven system, not
just a technology component to
add to your Web site. If not used,
properly, you could push more
customers away from your site
because of poor processes.

Live chat demands response to
customer requests in five seconds
or less. This “just-in-time” tech-
nology changes how you need to
approach your online customer
service business. Speed and mes-
saging are critical to keep custom-
ers moving seamlessly through
chat conversations. And a key
point is collecting the pertinent
information you need to put a
name and face on your Web site’s
previously anonymous shopper.

You must either commit to using
chat and dedicate the required
resources or not use it all. There
is really no in-between. The im-
mediacy is a key component to
successful chat. If you do not have
people dedicated to it, you loose
the immediacy and will probably-
be unsuccessful. Used properly,
chat has the power to provide
instant gratification to your site
visitors by answering their ques-

knowledgeable people to manage
your chat.

If you tried to handle chat within
your dealership, you would need
to have full-time staff devoted to
continuously monitoring your site
traffic. This means they could not
also be fielding phone calls and
responding to e-mail. This would
also mean that they would have
to trained on the specific com-
munication requirements of the
medium.

Even if you had the time and
could train your staff to man-
age chat, most people do not
have the skills, the knowledge

or the background to train in the
medium. Different media require
different skill sets. For successful
chat, you must be fast and use
proper grammar and spelling.
People with these skills have to
carefully selected. Keep in mind
that if you misspeak in chat, there
is a written record and mistakes
could be damaging. Chat con-
versations have to be specially
modified from phone, e-mail and
face-to-face communications.
The dialogue must be fluid and
adapted from best practices.

In addition to qualified, dedicated
personnel to man the chat, you
also need knowledgeable people
to continuously analyze the meth-
ods that are working best. Unless
you have a large, highly developed
IT department, or plan to create
one, you will not be able to do the
analysis required to maximize
your results. As simple as chat
may seen at first glance, there

In addition to qualified, dedicated personnel to man the
chat, you also need knowledgeable people to
continuously analyze the methods that are working best. ,,

the analysis.

The third and most recent
iteration of chat is business intelli-
gence interaction. This new option
combines the first two versions of
chat and includes statistical and
behavioral modeling that lets you
know which shoppers have

tions and helping them with any
issues.

Many dealerships have merely
enabled chat software on their
sites and told their existing (and
already busy) salespeople to
monitor it. This will not help you.
You must have dedicated,

are potential pitfalls and qualified
people must be devoted to it for
success.

You can outsource chat services.
However, you must be careful

in selecting a vendor, and price
should not be your only concern.
Many dealers have had far less
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than outstanding results from us-
ing low-cost call centers to handle
chat. The problem is that the
people operating chat must know
what is happening at your dealer-
ship. They must keep up with your
current specials or vehicles of-
fered and have an intimate knowl-
edge of your dealership staff so
that the chat experience appears
seamless to the customer.

Just using a person who knows
how to type will not give your
visitors better service or help your
dealership. You must ensure that
the vendor’s staff members will
have the knowledge and training
to understand your dealership,
your products and how you

conduct business.

For Web sites that utilize chat, In-
ternetRetailer.com estimates that
15 percent of Web visitors accept
proactive invitations to chat. Note
that statistic was for “proactive in-
vitations.” Sites that merely have
a “click to chat” button yield far
lower engagement rates. Again,
you have to let shoppers know
that you are there to help them
on your Web site, just as you are
at your physical dealership.

E-Tailing Group’s Mystery Shopper
Survey last fall found that custom-
ers stay on chat for an average of
8.11 minutes, once engaged. Your
site might not get rates this high

in the beginning, but just think
about the potential. Even at low
estimates, if your site gets 1,000
visitors per month and you chat
with 10 percent of them, those
are 100 more shoppers that your
dealership had personalized com-
munication with and the oppor-
tunity to begin building relation-
ships with.

At minutes per chat session, your
dealership acquired 800 minutes
of “face time” that would not
have happened without using
chat. During this time, you can
gain valuable information to help
lead shoppers through the sales
cycle. As the medium continues
to evolve, the sky is the limit for
increased engagement opportuni-
ties to turn browsers into buyers.

Used properly, chat lets your
virtual dealership offer the same
level of service you provide at
your physical dealership to an
increasing number of shoppers
who might not make it to your
bricks-and-mortar operation.

The key is to engage site visitors,
get useful information about

them and move them into the
sales process. With the emerging
medium, however, you must make
sure you follow best practices and
dedicate the needed resources to
effectively maximize chat oppor-

tunities and results. AﬂM
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