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Executive Summary 

 

Objectives 

The survey sought information on changes to Ontario car buyer behavior and car buyers' 

perceptions of the retail sales environment resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Highlights 

1. Reported usage of PPE increased steadily to 100% in August, as noted by respondents. 

This dovetails with government regulations that took effect in July. 

2. The majority of respondents were comfortable shopping at dealerships with COVID-19 

public health measures in place, with a median “comfort” rating of 8/10. Franchised 

dealers were rated higher on this measure than independents. 

3. The survey identified a lot of variability in shopping behavior. Over half the respondents 

reported visiting just one dealership in person or no dealer before taking delivery. 

Conversely, 20 % of shoppers visited three or more dealerships. Oversight of vehicle 

retailing needs to consider the very different situations these behaviors represent. 

4. Perhaps surprisingly, 38% of used car buyers reported that they did not test drive the 

vehicle they purchased. Old guidance about due diligence and prudent behavior when 

shopping for a used vehicle may need to be updated for an environment where buyers do 

not actually try the vehicle. 

5. Approximately a third of respondents made suggestions for dealerships related to 

COVID-19, including: more safety precautions such as more diligent wearing of masks, 

more social distancing, solo test drives. Other suggestions focused on improving the 

buying process in light of COVID-19 public health restrictions. These included better 

communication before the in-person visit, keep appointments on time, paperwork could 

have been signed remotely rather than at a desk, wanting more information during vehicle 

delivery. 
  

 

Methodology 

The APA surveyed members of the general public who had shopped or taken delivery of a new 

or used vehicle at a car dealership in the period from March 18, 2020 to August 30, 2020. The 

sample was drawn from consumers who contacted the APA and expressed their intention to 

purchase a vehicle imminently, as well as outreach to car buyers on social media by APA's 

partners in the consumer and auto media. 

 



 

Sample 

A total of 295 Ontario residents who visited a car dealership responded to the survey. Among 

those, 81% had shopped for a new vehicle at a franchised dealership. A further 24% had shopped 

for a used vehicle at a franchised dealership. Just 7% of respondents shopped for a used vehicle 

from an independent (used car) dealer. (The total exceeds 100% as it includes shoppers who 

visited both franchised and independent dealers.) 

 

Number of dealers visited 

This question saw a significant range of responses. The average number of in-person visits made 

by all respondents was 1.7 dealerships. Eight percent of respondents completed their purchase 

without visiting a dealership. Almost half the respondents shopped at just one dealership. About 

23% of respondents visited two dealerships, and approximately 20% of shoppers three or more 

dealerships. 

 

Comfort level  

Respondents were asked to score their comfort level with their personal health and safety while 

shopping on a scale from 1-10. The median answer was 10/10 for shopping before the arrival of 

COVID-19. After the arrival of COVID-19, the median score dropped to 8/10. The drop post-

COVID was modest for franchised dealers, showing a relatively high level of comfort among 

people who actually shopped for a vehicle onsite, and also perhaps some element of post-facto 

rationalization of the decision to enter a retail establishment. Independents scored somewhat 

lower, but the sample size of 22 dealers is too small to be reliable for this question.   

 

Test drives 

Among used car shoppers, fully 38% did not take a test drive. Among new vehicle shoppers it 

was 46%. A salesperson was present in the vehicle for only 16% of test drives. 

 

What would you change? 

If you were to purchase another vehicle in the next 30 days, what would you like the dealer to 

change? 

49% of respondents did not suggest changes (this was a write-in question) 

19% wanted more safety precautions (including use of masks, more social distancing, solo test 

drives) 

13% Better buying process during COVID-19: (hurried their shopping because of concerns about 

personal safety, better communication before the in-person visit, keep appointments on time, 

paperwork could have been signed remotely rather than at a desk, wanted more information 

during vehicle delivery). 

18% various suggestions not related to COVID-19: (honour the sales agreement, better 

discounts, runaround from dealer, mats charged for weren’t ordered etc.) The 18% of comments 



not related to COVID-19 captured consumer concerns with vehicle retailing that pre-exist 

COVID-19. 

 

 

 

  



 

A consumer-focused survey for OMVIC in the time of COVID-19 

 

Detailed Survey Findings 

 

Q 1) Methodology 

The APA survey was included in the information sent twice to 17,200 subscribers to the 

association's newsletter, to members of the public who contacted the APA for car information, 

and also shared on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and other social media platforms with the help 

of media partners. In all, 386 responses were received, with 316 coming from Ontario residents. 

Only the responses from Ontario residents are included in the report to OMVIC. 

 

Responses from APA members were compared to those from non-members and varied very 

little. They were grouped together for the purposes of this survey. 

 

Twenty-one respondents who had not yet left their homes to visit a dealership, and had not taken 

delivery of a vehicle remotely were excluded from the results.  

 

This is a convenience sample. 

 

Q 2) Age demographic  

The skew towards older shoppers is consistent with the APA's demographic. Nearly 80% of 

shoppers are age 50 or older.  

 



 
 

 Q 3) Where did you shop? 

Three quarters of the respondents in the APA's convenience sample purchased a new vehicle at a 

franchised dealership. Twenty-two percent purchased a used vehicle at a franchised dealership. 

Just 7% or 22 respondents purchased their vehicles from an independent (used car) dealer. When 

responses for franchised vs independent dealers diverge in the questions that follow, the APA 

separated the two groups. Because the sample of independent dealers is so small, responses that 

differed widely between independent and franchised dealers are considered indications of a 

different trend at the independents rather than absolute numbers.  



 
 

Q 4) Month of delivery 

Overall, 43% of survey respondents had done some shopping but had not yet taken delivery. 

Among respondents who have taken delivery, 49 (16%) had done so in March, April and May. A 

full 132 (42%) took delivery in June, July and August. This result was expected, as auto retailing 

activity in Ontario was curtailed dramatically in the first three months, with dealership retail 

operations shut down by government order from late-March through early-May.  

 



 
 

5) Was personal protective equipment (PPE) made available to you at the dealership? 

 

For a more accurate picture of what happened on the ground, the APA segmented the answers to 

this question:  

 

PPE made available at Franchised dealers compared to Independent Dealers 



 
Survey responses varied very significantly by dealer type. Survey respondents reported that 60% 

of new car dealers made PPE available to shoppers of new and used vehicles at their locations. In 

the small sample of 28 independent dealers, just seven (25%) were reported to have made PPE 

available.  

 

Based on its own dealer visits, the APA believes the numbers reported for both franchised and 

independent dealers are likely low, because consumers are not trained observers and may have 

missed some PPE measures implemented by dealers or did not consider PPE “available” if they 

used their own instead. The APA visited several dealerships identified by some survey 

respondents as having no PPE and observed very clearly that PPE and some level of related 

COVID signage were available at every location.  

 

For the month of August, there was a small bump in respondents reporting No PPE made 

available, but ZERO responses of No PPE being used. There is perhaps a possibility that a small 

number of dealerships had not replenished supplies provided earlier, but the result is not robust 

enough to make that claim with any certainty. The result for August likely indicates that more 

people who are bringing their own PPE answered that none was made available, or perhaps that 

they had become habituated to PPE when walking into new retail environments and so were no 

longer remembering it as clearly.  

 

 

Q 6) Did you use any of the PPE provided or use your own PPE during the shopping 

process? Please check all that apply. 

A face mask or covering (75%) and hand sanitizer (68%) were the most likely PPE used during 

the shopping process. 

 



 

 
 

Thirty-seven, or approximately 12% of respondents answered "Other". The APA reviewed the 

individual answers and reassigned them to the correct choice when entry mistakes were obvious. 

Twelve respondents mentioned social distancing that appeared to exceed two metres, or 

shopping online exclusively as forms of PPE.  

 

Q 7) Did you notice any changes in the showroom or other areas of the 

dealership? 

 

94% of respondents reported significant changes at the premises of franchised dealerships. For 

independent dealers the number was 82%.  For both franchised and independent dealers, the 

most common change reported was signage posted at the entrance or visible in the showroom 

relating to safety precautions to avoid transmission of the virus (68%). Other major changes 

noted were plexiglass installed above counters (63%), sales appointment required (56%), and 

segregated waiting areas/separated seating (49%). 

 

There were significant differences between observed changes inside the franchised and 

independent dealers. The franchised dealers had a higher rate of reported changes on every 

measure. Segregated waiting areas at 49% were double the rate for the independents, and signage 

on vehicles was over twice the rate (34% vs 13%). Franchised dealers were reported more likely 

to require sales appointments than independents (56% vs 38%).  



 

Apparent Changes to Dealership Franchised Independent 

No noticeable changes 6% 31% 

Plexiglass installed above counters 65% 44% 

Segregated waiting areas, or separated seating 50% 25% 

Signage on vehicles related to cleaning or safety precautions 34% 13% 

Signage posted at the entrance or visible in the showroom 
relating to safety precautions to avoid infection 

70% 38% 

Sales appointment required 56% 38% 

Other (please specify) 12% 25% 

 

 

Independent Dealers 



 
Almost a third (31%) of the small sample of 5/16 respondents who shopped at independent 

dealers reported no changes inside. All five responses reporting no noticeable changes are 

reproduced below. APA thinks they may correlate poorly with actual observations. For example, 

respondents 2 and 5 reported “No noticeable changes” but also stated they did not enter the 

premises: 

 

1. Took delivery in April, reported a very isolated/solo buying experience 

2. Took delivery in May, did not enter the dealership 

3. Bought in July, no test drive, reported a poor buying experience 

4. Also bought in July, no test drive, also indicates poor experience dealer should “not try to steal 

$9k” 

5. Did not enter showroom 

 



Franchised Dealers 

 
 

Q 8) Test drive 

Perhaps surprisingly, the breakdown of answers for new vehicle purchases (239) and used 

vehicle purchases (85) were not widely different. Fully 38% (27) of used car buyers did not take 

a test drive before purchasing from either an independent or franchised dealer. Nearly half (46%) 

of the new vehicle buyers did not take a test drive. Among new car buyers, industry surveys prior 

to COVID-19 indicated that the proportion of customers taking test drives has been dropping.  

 

New Vehicle Shoppers 



 
 

Used Vehicle Shoppers 



 
 

Q 9) Vehicle delivery 

 

The majority of respondents (88 respondents or 62%) reported no difference at delivery. 

 



 
 

Q 10) Among the 68 respondents who did report a difference, the breakdown is as 

follows (This was an open-ended question):  

● 26 Not enough time, not enough information provided (rushed) 

● 11 Off-site delivery or delivery at purchaser’s home 

● 9 Sanitization 

● 7 Distancing 

● 4 Vehicle delayed until later or 2021 

● 1 Purchased online, picked up vehicle in person 

● 1 Purchased used online and delivered to home (Clutch.ca customer) 

Sample comments follow: 

● No detailed in car review of features. Just got the keys and drove off the lot. Dealership 

sent links to videos reviewing features. 

● Sanitization. demonstration of features done with the salesperson standing outside giving 

instruction, documents signed electronically, contract finalization and financing arranged 

with business manager via Zoom conference. 

● Salesman did not offer to go through the car features with me. Told me to contact them or 

come back when COVID became safer; to do so if I had any questions. 

● No walkaround. Was emailed links to videos highlighting vehicle features. 

● No time spent going over vehicle features. Masks used, no physical contact made. 

Rushed. 



● Car was delivered on a truck to my house and the old one (on lease) was driven away, 

although different brands. 

 

Q 11) Number of online automaker and dealer visits during the shopping process 

 

Almost a third of respondents did not visit any website or visited only one website (21%). This is 

a low number that may reflect some characteristics of the APA's convenience sample. The car 

buyers surveyed may be people who generally have more confidence in third-party reviews like 

the APA's or those of other sources like Auto Trader or Edmunds, rather than automaker and 

dealer sites. Used car buyers are likely to spend their time online at sites like Kijiji Auto, Auto 

Trader, or Ontariocars.ca which were not captured by this question. 

  

At the other end of the range, about a third of respondents visited four or more automaker and 

dealer websites.   

 



 
 

 

Number of websites visited segmented by age of shopper 

(Perhaps surprisingly, the 50-64 year olds reported visiting more websites than the younger 

group of 30-49 year olds.) 



 
 

 

New Vehicle     Used Vehicle 

   



 

Q 12) Number of onsite visits during the shopping process 

 

The responses were similar for 187 new vehicle buyers and the smaller sample of 68 used 

vehicle buyers. The number of buyers who did not visit a dealership was similar at around 8% 

for both the new and used car purchases. One in twelve shoppers appears to have transacted or 

plans to transact without visiting a dealership. OMVIC's guidance and safeguards already 

consider the needs of this group, who may become a permanent feature of the marketplace after 

COVID-19. 

 

About half the respondents visited only one dealership to complete the transaction.  

 

About one in five respondents (47 or 20%) visited three dealerships or more. Perhaps 

surprisingly given their increased vulnerability to COVID-19, shoppers aged 65+ were more 

likely to have visited two dealerships or more (50%) than the 50-64 year old age group (40%) 

and 30-49 age group (37%).  

 

 
 

New Vehicles    Used Vehicles 



  
 

Q 13) Comfort level with personal health and safety of the shopping experience 

during COVID-19 

 

This question framed around the word "comfortable" is a measure of perception, or feeling 

expressed by the survey respondents. The APA asked a broad, open question in order to have the 

least influence on responses.  

 
 

The most commonly awarded score for personal health and safety during COVID was 8/10, and 

that turned out to be the median score as well. The average scores of 7.7/10 for franchised 

dealers and 6.6/10 for the independents were significantly lower. APA believes the median score 



is more representative here. Here is a selection of low scores that impacted the average, and the 

respondents’ comments to provide some insight as to why they awarded them. 

 

● Awarded a 3/10 but nonetheless visited 3 dealerships before deciding not to go ahead 

with their purchase. Reported financial uncertainty which may have impacted "comfort." 

● Scored a 0/10 “We purchased our car at the beginning of the pandemic before measures 

were put in place by this dealership to mitigate COVID-19 transmission. I insisted on 

dealing over the phone and purchased the car over the phone except for the final signing 

of documentation. We spent less than an hour at the car dealership at my insistence. This 

was on March 17, just as the pandemic was setting in.” 

● Scored 1/10 for their recent purchase vs 10 pre-COVID "They did the best they could but 

I still didn't feel safe." 

● Awarded a 2/10 and reported that the dealership had taken no measures for PPE. APA 

has actually visited the store and confirms that PPE was very much present. 

● Awarded a 3/10 and reported a lack of safety measures, and suggested that shoppers 

should "Ask about their safety measures up front." The APA visited the location and 

observed signage, and wash stations at the front door, café, and service area.  

 

Q 14) Comfort level with personal health and safety during the shopping 

experience before COVID-19 

 

The average score was only 8.9/10 prior to COVID-19, but the median number of 10/10 is likely 

more indicative of the perception of public health and safety before COVID-19. The median 

comfort score dropped to 8/10 during COVID-19.  

 

“Comfortable” appears to have been interpreted more broadly by some respondents to include 

concerns related to the integrity of auto retailing practices that predate COVID-19.  The drop in 

“Comfort” from an average of 8.9/10 before COVID-19 to 7.5/10 for shopping during COVID-

19 was relatively modest, showing a relatively high level of comfort among actual car buyers, 

and also perhaps some level of rationalization of the decision to purchase a vehicle after the fact. 

The small sample of 22 independents scored equally high before COVID-19 but averaged a 

lower 6.6/10 after COVID-19.  

 



 
 

APA removed 5 low-scoring responses that clearly indicated the respondent understood 

something different from the question, as well as the 5 highest scoring responses to maintain 

neutrality in the sample selection. Here are the 5 low scoring responses that were not counted 

toward the totals: 

 

1: Respondent who rated current Comfort as 2, and Comfort with car buying experience pre-

COVID-19 as 0, with no additional comments provided. 

2: Respondent who rated both current and previous Comfort level as 0, with no additional 

comments provided. 

3: Respondent who rated current Comfort level as 10, and previous comfort as 0. 

4: Respondent who rated both current and previous Comfort level as 3, took delivery in July, and 

noted a poor dealer experience “Just handed keys.” What would you do differently? “Go to 

another dealer” 

5: Tesla buyer who transacted online and awarded a 0 before COVID. Expressed his frustration 

with dealer price representations.  

These responses point to trust issue that appear to have influenced the scores.  

 

 

Q 15) Impact of COVID-19 on vehicle chosen 

 

A large majority of shoppers found the vehicle they were looking for despite concerns expressed 

by dealers consulted by the APA relating to a tight supply for used vehicles and lost production 

of new vehicles that impacted availability and selection as the 2020 model year came to a close. 

Just 14 respondents (7%) reported that the vehicle they originally wanted was not available. 



Financial concerns counted for a relatively small component of responses, which may represent 

the profile of survey respondents who are generally older people with generally solid personal 

finances.  

 

 

New Vehicles

 
 

Here are some other issues written in by respondents that impacted their choice of vehicle 

● Due to the economic downturn I was able to get a vehicle at a low financing rate. 

● The dealerships were closed at one point so I was unable to test drive anything and the 

dealership changed, which as an essential worker created a conflict timewise. 

● Age and condition of current vehicle 

● The price was much better, so I was able to purchase a vehicle that was much higher class 

than I was going to purchase. 



● Incentives were very good to get the model I wanted and I was able to get a deal that I 

think was probably due to COVID.  

● If I cannot test drive alone in this pandemic, I don't buy a car. 

● Will wait for a newer model. 

 

 

Used Vehicles 

 
 

Other issues written in by respondents that impacted the choice of vehicle 

● Some would not let me test drive or purchase without going inside 

● Forced me to really narrow down what I actually looked at 

 

 

Q 16) What would you do differently? 

This was an entirely open question, with a fill-in-the blank area for responses. Responses broke 

down as follows: 



 

● 90 responses (57%) "I wouldn't do anything differently,"  

● 16 responses (10%) would do more social distancing or bring/use more PPE 

● 13 responses (8%) would do more ahead of their purchase. Common responses included 

more research online, including expanding their search to other vehicles, and asking more 

questions by phone or email 

 

Here is a selection of written responses: 

 

● use more PPE or do more online, expect further precautions at dealership if attending in 

person 

● Not be so concerned about in-dealer visit 

● Wear a mask and distance more; but probably avoid the whole process and drive what I 

have 

● Deal more directly with a manager and not purchase remotely 

● Would’ve found out more pros ‘n cons of the stealer ship I mean dealership 

● Insist the sales agent spend more time orienting me to the vehicle 

● The vehicle was delivered to me and the driver had numerous documents to sign. Some 

of these documents left several questions that I would have liked answered, but the driver 

wasn't really capable of answering. However, I used my best judgement to complete the 

process and signed everything that was required. 

 

Q17) What should the dealer do differently? 

 

This was an entirely open question, with a fill-in-the blank area for responses. Responses broke 

down as follows: 

 

● 77 responses (49%) had no suggestions. 

● 30 responses (19%) would want the dealer to provide PPE/use it more effectively or 

implement better social distancing 

● 21 responses (13%) want the dealer to offer a better buying experience (common 

responses included providing more information upfront or before entering the dealership, 

offering a better price given the circumstances).  

 

Here is a selection of written comments 

● Nothing - they did the best they could but i still wasn’t comfortable/feeling safe 

● Make everyone wear a mask indoors and out. Cover both nose and chin at the same time. 

Don’t get close to me - Suck it up buttercup. Let me do the paperwork online or outside. I 

am NOT going inside - period. 

● I think the dealers I visited really did their best under the circumstances 



● Mask, distance, and vehicle cleaning... maybe even a "fresh" pen 

● Dealers are having the same inconveniences that we all have. In that regard they are very 

empathetic so far. I think they are doing a great job trying to sell vehicles in these 

difficult times 

● I had to ask some dealers to wear a mask. Didn't like that. Other things don't relate to 

COVID - listen carefully to the question being asked, so you address the need being 

presented. Take responsibility for errors you make and fix them. Don't tell us what rating 

to give you and that nothing less than a 10 will do. Try saying something like "it's very 

important to me that I get rated as a 10; if there is any reason you feel you cannot give me 

that rating, please let me know what I can do to fix it." 

● Consider people's financial situation during this pandemic and realize that money is 

tighter than usual and not to force products and services onto them (that they don't need) 

so that the dealership can boost sales and bonuses can be given out to sales staff. Show 

some compassion to your fellow "human" at a time like this. That little or extra discount 

or add-ons you give them now can come back in the form of referrals down the road. 

Also realize that many people who normally take transit are now buying/leasing cars 

because of the threat of being on a crowded bus or subway and contracting Covid-19 

 

 

 


