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When 2021 began, dealers — like many across the country — were 
optimistic. It seemed the end of 2020 would also mark the end of the 
COVID era and signal a return to a state of normalcy. Unfortunately,  
that wasn’t the case.

For the automotive industry, low vehicle inventory, chip shortages, high 
employee turnover, rising used vehicle prices, and packed service bays 
took over headlines. In a year where a pandemic remained and challenges 
seemed to be always changing and evolving, dealerships are now looking 
to gain information to be prepared for what 2022 could bring.

Car Wars understands this need and knows that a dealership’s bottom 
line starts with one key resource — the phone. After compiling data 
from millions of calls from thousands of dealership partners, Car Wars 
determined six key phone trends from 2021. These trends will assist 
dealers by creating insight into what is happening on the phone between 
staff and customers, allow managers to implement strategies where 
current processes may be lacking, capture additional revenue, and provide 
top-notch customer experiences.
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RISE IN INBOUND 
CALL VOLUME

TREND #1

In 2019, otherwise now known as the “pre-COVID era,” the average 
annual inbound call volume per rooftop was 75,815 calls. In 2020, the 
average annual inbound call volume per rooftop dropped to 70,028 calls.  
Finally, in 2021, the average annual call volume per rooftop rose once 
again to 80,694 calls. Furthermore, nearly 55% of inbound call volume in 
2021 occurred in Service, whereas the remaining 45% resided in Sales. 
With low inventory and a greater need to maintain vehicles, the difference 
in call volume between Service and Sales may not be a surprise. However, 
the fact that the average annual call volume has increased despite the 
pandemic offers insight into how dealerships can strategize and create 
more efficient processes.

This data suggests that there is not only a greater need for customers  
to maintain their vehicles, but also a greater supply of customers looking 
to purchase a vehicle with the increase in average call volume. Customers 
are calling into every dealership that may have their desired vehicle. 
 It’s the dealership’s job to capitalize on each opportunity and effectively 
handle this increased call volume in order to convert these opportunities 
into appointments.
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A call that is connected is different than a call that is answered. A connected 
call means that the customer was able to get ear-to-ear with an agent 
who could address their question. An answered call occurs any time a call 
was picked up — whether an agent picks up or a voicemail. An answered 
call is based solely on a technical pick-up signal.

In 2019, 66% of callers connected with someone who could help when 
calling a dealership. In 2020, 57% of callers connected, and only 59% 
of callers connected in 2021. Although this slight rise is promising, a 
7% decline between 2019 and 2021 still means there is room for 
improvement. With that in mind, what could be causing this decline in 
customers connected? The answer — hold times and voicemails.

MARGINAL IMPROVEMENTS  
IN CALL CONNECTION

The average amount of time a customer was left on hold in 2020 
and 2021 was about 3 minutes. Although this number stayed consistent 
between the years, customers’ patience did not. In 2020, 17% of 
customers hung up while waiting on hold. In 2021, this jumped up to 28%. 

This data lends to two recommended solutions to combat this downward 
trend. First, make sure the floor is sufficiently staffed during high traffic 
times and days. Second, allocate time for agents to call customers back 
who left voicemails. Whether it’s the first task in the morning or the last 
item on the checklist before leaving, calling customers back improves 
the chances of closing a deal, and customers will appreciate the timely 
follow-up. Lastly, ensure proper phone systems are in place to route 
calls efficiently to the appropriate department, reducing the wait time 
the customer is on hold before speaking to an agent.

TREND #2

66% 57% 59%

2020 20212019
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In 2021, only 59% of Sales opportunities were invited into the dealership 
on phone calls. COVID has shifted many businesses to more of an online 
presence — including the automotive industry. Even though consumers 
are becoming more accustomed to online shopping, purchasing a 
new vehicle still requires an expert’s input. Car Wars recommends 
that every customer should be invited into the dealership. 

Lack of inventory is a common roadblock agents face currently when 
trying to invite a customer into the dealership. Overcome this by inviting 
the customer in so he or she can reserve their vehicle of interest and 
be placed on an exclusive list to be next in line for that vehicle. Even 
if you don’t have the exact vehicle they’re looking for in stock, suggest 
they test-drive a similar vehicle or earlier model. Once the customer is in 
the dealership, the agent then has the opportunity to suggest alternate 
vehicles available that the customer can see and make a potential sale.

CUSTOMERS AREN’T BEING 
INVITED INTO THE DEALERSHIP 

TREND #3

59%

Only 59% of Sales 
opportunities 

were invited into 
the dealership on 

phone calls!
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The difference between a firm appointment and a soft appointment is  
based on the detail of how the appointment was scheduled and the 
customer’s level of commitment. For example, a soft appointment happens 
when a customer agrees to come into the dealership but provides a vague 
response. “Would you like to come in and look at that BMW 3 Series?” 
“Yeah, I’ll probably stop by some time this weekend, thanks!” The agent 
invited the customer in to check out the car, but presented the question 
in a way that allowed the customer to provide a non-committal answer.

On the other hand, a firm appointment happens when a customer agrees 
to a specific day and time to visit the dealership. “It sounds like you are 
very interested in the blue BMW 3 Series, let’s have you come in to check 
it out. I’m free on Saturday at 10:00 AM or 3:00 PM for a test drive. Which 
works better for you?” “That sounds great, 3:00 PM works for me!” The 
agent affirmed the customer’s interest and got the customer to commit 
to a specific day and time. In fact, Car Wars data shows that setting a firm 
appointment increases a customer’s show rate by 75%.

In 2021, 53% of appointments scheduled were for firm appointments 
versus 47% of appointments for soft commitments. This is the first  
time since 2019 that firm appointments made up the majority of 
commitments — and that is a good sign. Continuing to push for firm 
appointments over the phone increases the likelihood of the customer 
showing and the chance of making a sale.

INCREASE IN FIRM 
APPOINTMENTS BOOKED

TREND #4

FIRM APPOINTMENT

That sounds great, 3:00 PM works 
for me!

It sounds like you are very interested 
in the blue BMW 3 Series, let’s have 
you come in to check it out. I’m free 
on Saturday at 10:00 AM or 3:00 PM 
for a test drive. Which works better 
for you?

SOFT APPOINTMENT

Would you like to come in and look  
at that BMW 3 Series?

Yeah, I’ll probably stop by some 
time this weekend, thanks!

47% Soft Appts 53% Firm Appts
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In 2021, the top three hours of the day that received the most inbound 
calls were 10:00 AM, 11:00 AM, and 12:00 PM. Additionally, the top three 
days of the week that received the most inbound calls were Monday, 
Tuesday, and Wednesday. These days and hours have remained consistent 
throughout 2019, 2020, and 2021.

With these hours and days in mind, make sure the phones are covered to 
reduce the number of calls that are missed and go to voicemail. Using this 
information is vital in ensuring Sales opportunities are attended to, Service 
requests get scheduled, and customers are provided with a positive 
experience. When a customer’s call isn’t answered, the chances of the 
customer calling back drops to only 27.7%. To see how agents can take 
advantage of every phone call and be prepared in phone handling, check 
out Car Wars’ CRISP Certification program by visiting here.

INBOUND CALL VOLUME PEAKS 
CONSISTENT THROUGHOUT 
THE DAY AND WEEK

TREND #5

TOP THREE TIMES OF THE DAY

MON TUE WEDSUN THU FRI SAT

TOP THREE DAYS OF THE WEEK

11:00 AM 12:00 PM10:00 AM
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https://www.carwars.com/home/a/car-wars-crisps/?utm_source=content&utm_medium=digital&utm_campaign=crisp_certification&tacticid=7025


With the crackdown on calls being marked as “spam likely,” dealers have 
been struggling to connect with customers on outbound calls. However, 
in 2021, Car Wars’ partners saw a 20.5% connection rate on outbound 
calls, compared to a 17.5% connection rate in 2020. One reason for this 
spike in outbound call connection is Carrier Registration by Car Wars.
Introduced in the early part of 2021, Carrier Registration registers dealers’ 
phone lines with major phone carriers so they are noted as legitimate 
businesses and avoid being flagged as spam to customers. 

IMPROVEMENT IN  
OUTBOUND CALL  
VOLUME CONNECTION

TREND #6

Another potential cause of this growth is the proactive approach taken 
by dealers. With the increase in inbound call volume as noted previously, 
missed calls inevitably happen, allowing qualified leads to get lost in the 
sea of voicemails. Following up with customers promptly reduces the 
number of missed opportunities and improves customer experience. 
For example, a type of outbound call made in Sales could occur when 
a customer set a soft appointment and, as predicted, did not show. 
Following up with the customer and setting a firm appointment this time 
around brings that sales opportunity back into play.

20.5%17.5%

2020 2021

+3%
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LOOKING AHEAD
Overall, 2021 brought forth many challenges to the automotive industry.  
We at Car Wars understand how fluid these times can be. Taking these insightful 
trends, and putting them into practice, will make a significant impact in call 

handling in both Sales and Service in 2022.

Learn more about how Car Wars’ full suite of offerings is helping thousands of 
dealerships Own The Phone by gaining visibility into inbound and outbound 
calls, improving call outcomes, and boosting revenue by visiting carwars.com 

or calling 833-692-0806.

https://www.carwars.com/home/?utm_source=content&utm_medium=digital&utm_campaign=cw_2021_study&tacticid=7027

