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Executive Summary

The automotive industry is navigating one of its most transformative periods. In 2026, digital
marketing for automakers is defined by the convergence of Al-powered personalization, shifting
consumer buying behaviors, electrification uncertainty, and the emergence of Answer Engine
Optimization (AEQ) as a critical new channel. This report synthesizes data from leading industry
studies to provide a comprehensive, data-backed view of what automotive marketers need to
know.

$20.8B+ 95% 73%

U.S. Auto Ad Spend (2023) Buyers Research Online Digital Budget Allocation

76% 14h 19m 25%

Record Buyer Satisfaction Avg. Online Research Time New Buyers Used Al Tools

The 2026 automotive marketing landscape demands a dual approach: leveraging Al and data-
driven intelligence while building authentic connections that combat digital fatigue.! With car
buyer satisfaction hitting all-time highs? and 71% of buyers entering the market with open minds,
the opportunity for digitally sophisticated brands has never been greater.

The Automotive Digital Marketing Landscape
Market Size and Ad Spend

Automotive advertising in the United States exceeded $20.8 billion in 2023 and continues its
upward trajectory.® Within this, digital channels now command approximately 73% of total
dealership budgets, reflecting a decisive shift away from traditional media.*

Channel Avg. Dealer Spend | Share Trend

Search Engine Marketing $105,256 ~22% 1 Growing
Third-Party Listings $109,487 ~23% — Stable
Social Media Advertising $60,030 ~13% 1 Growing

1Ansira, 2026 Automotive Trends POV, February 2026

2Cox Automotive, 2025 Car Buyer Journey Study (2,300 respondents), January 2026
3Statista, Global Digital Advertising Spend Forecast, 2025-2026

“Demand Local, Dealership Advertising Spend Statistics, February 2026
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Internet / Website $273,000 Core 1 Growing

TV / Traditional $70,000 ~27% | Declining
Source: Statista, Demand Local (Feb 2026), Cox Automotive

Globally, digital ad spend is projected to exceed $740 billion by 2026.° The automotive sector
remains a top-five advertising category in the U.S., with digital spend per vehicle averaging
approximately $722.°

The Evolving Consumer Journey

The Cox Automotive 2025 Car Buyer Journey Study, surveying 2,300 consumers, found that
76% of new-vehicle buyers reported high satisfaction with the purchase process, an all-time
record.” Those completing more than 50% of the process online were the most satisfied
segment.

Key findings reshaping automotive digital strategy:

*  95% of car buyers use digital channels to research, spending 14 hours and 19 minutes
online during their journey

*  71% entered with open minds, unsure which vehicle they would buy (up from 63% in
2020), creating a massive influence window

*+ 66% considered both new and used vehicles, up from 57%, driven by affordability
pressures with average MSRPs above $52,600

* T74% used a hybrid mix of online and in-person buying, establishing omnichannel as the
dominant method

+ 86% still saw the vehicle in person before purchasing, even after extensive digital
research

* Only 29% started knowing exactly what they wanted, down from 37% in 2020

Tariffs accelerated 34% of new-car purchase decisions in 2025, and 62% of buyers felt vehicle
ownership was too costly.®
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Top Digital Marketing Trends for Automotive 2026

1. Al-Powered Personalization Becomes Table Stakes

25% of new-vehicle buyers engaged Al tools during shopping in 2025, and satisfaction among
those users was dramatically higher: 84% of mostly-digital Al users reported high satisfaction
versus 71% of non-Al users.®

Across the marketing industry, 78.4% of marketers now use Al tools, allocating 18.4% of
budgets to Al capabilities. Al campaigns deliver 22% higher ROl with 47% better click-through
rates.

For automotive, Al is transforming multiple touchpoints:

+ Dynamic Website Personalization: Dealer sites serve tailored vehicle
recommendations, pricing, and content based on visitor behavior

* Predictive Lead Scoring: Al identifies transaction-ready buyers; 73% of sales
professionals say Al uncovers insights they cannot find manually

* Automated Inventory Marketing: Al agents monitor inventory, track pricing, and
dynamically adjust ad creative and budgets in real time

+ Conversational Al Assistants: 80% of consumers are open to using Al in car buying,
but only 25% have done so, representing massive untapped potential

The Deloitte 2026 Global Automotive Consumer Study confirmed that consumers are
increasingly open to Al-driven personalization and OTA updates that extend vehicle
usefulness.®

2. Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) Disrupts Auto Search

The single biggest paradigm shift for automotive digital marketing is the rise of AEO/GEO. 94%
of digital leaders plan to increase AEO investment in 2026, and 97% reported positive impact in
2025."

For automakers and dealers, this is critical:

+ 25% of traditional search traffic is projected to move to Al chatbots and answer
engines by 2026
* Nearly 60% of searches already end without a click, with Al providing direct answers

+ ChatGPT has 800 million weekly users getting answers without visiting websites

10Deloitte, 2026 Global Automotive Consumer Study (28,500 respondents, 27 countries)
11Conductor, State of AEO/GEO CMO Investment Report (250+ leaders), January 2026
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* Al Overviews appear in over 60% of Google queries, changing how consumers
discover and compare vehicles

Brands producing 12+ optimized content pieces monthly achieve up to 200x faster Al visibility
gains. The overlap between Al citations and traditional Google top-10 results is only 12%.'2

Car shoppers asking Al assistants questions like “best SUV under $40,000 for families” will see
Al-curated answers. Brands not optimized for these engines will be invisible to a growing share
of high-intent buyers.

3. Short-Form Video Dominates Automotive Content

Over 75% of car buyers watch video content before visiting a dealership. TikTok, the most
downloaded social app, has 37% of its users actively car shopping.'

* Social video engagement for automotive averages above 1.5%, with TikTok at 4.2%,
the highest of any platform

*  67% of buyers complete purchases influenced by social media content; 70% find it
most valuable during awareness

* Generative Al video tools are projected to account for nearly 40% of all video ads by
2026

» Dealership team content featuring real employees builds trust and social proof more
effectively than polished manufacturer ads

4. The Electrification Marketing Pivot

EV registration growth slowed to 7.8% in early 2025, while hybrid registrations surged to 13.6%,
with hybrids accounting for approximately 60% of all electrified vehicle sales.™

Deloitte’s 2026 study confirmed that global BEV demand remains uneven, while hybrid interest
strengthens as consumers balance affordability and practicality.'®

* Messaging must shift from “all-electric future” to flexibility and choice, presenting
hybrids, PHEVs, and BEVs as complementary options

* Educational content on charging, TCO, and real-world range outperforms
aspirational messaging in driving conversions

* Emerging brands (BYD, JAECOO, Chery) ranked among top trending UK car
searches in 2025, showing that digital visibility is the key differentiator for new entrants

12Brandi Al, 2026 Trends for GEO and Al Visibility, February 2026
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* Toyota’s balanced approach across hybrids, BEVs, and software-defined vehicles
delivered industry-leading EBIT margins, validating strategic flexibility

5. Omnichannel Retail Integration

71% of consumers expect omnichannel experiences for future purchases, yet only 43%
currently encounter them.'® This gap is the single largest competitive opportunity in automotive
retail.

* Dealer trust recovered to 69% (up from 44% in 2023), proving transparency and digital
sophistication build confidence

* Only 7% purchased entirely online, but 63% said combining digital and in-person
channels is ideal

* 50% of leads choose the first responder, yet only 61% of dealers respond within 15
minutes

+ Completing steps online before visiting saves significant dealership time and buyers
using chatbots report improved experiences

6. First-Party Data and Privacy-First Targeting

With third-party cookie deprecation and tightening privacy regulations, automotive marketers are
restructuring around first-party data. Cox Automotive processes 2.3 billion online interactions
annually.

+ CRM data, service records, and trade-in histories are the primary targeting fuel for
personalized campaigns

» Connected vehicle data creates new post-purchase marketing touchpoints, though
consumer data privacy concerns remain high

+ Retail Media Networks deliver 1.8x better results than standard digital ads, emerging
as a powerful automotive channel

7. Social Commerce Enters Automotive

Social platforms are transforming into lead generation powerhouses for automotive."”

« Social media leads cost $27.94 versus the $283 industry average—a 90% cost
reduction

* 60% of buyers rely on social during consideration and decision, not just awareness

+ Threads is projected to overtake X in 2026 with 400M MAU gained in two years, while
X faces brand-safety concerns

7Social Media Today, Digital Marketing Trends 2026
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*  YouTube and Instagram remain dominant for vehicle research and comparison
content

Automotive Digital Marketing Benchmarks 2026

Key performance targets across digital channels:

Search Advertising (PPC)

Metric Vehicles / Sales ' Service & Parts
Click-Through Rate (CTR) 8.77% 5.91%

Cost Per Click (CPC) $2.34 $3.39
Conversion Rate 5.72% 12.61%

Cost Per Lead $46.50 (Search) $68.00 (Display)

Source: Promodo 2026, CuFinder 2026, Demand Local 2026

Website Performance

Bounce Rate 57.13% (vs. 60.78% eCommerce avg.)
Organic Conversion Rate 1.57%

Mobile Traffic Share 68.5%

Mobile Conversion Rate 1.9% (vs. 2.8% desktop)

The mobile conversion gap is the single largest revenue opportunity. 68.5% of traffic is mobile
but only 1.9% converts versus 2.8% on desktop.'®

Email Marketing

Open Rate (Service) ~40%
Click-Through Rate 2.5%
Unsubscribe Rate 0.2%
Bounce Rate 0.8%

Source: Promodo 2026, CuFinder 2026
Social Media Engagement

BT Engagement Rate ~ Auto Insight

1SCuFinder, Automotive Marketing Benchmarks 2026
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TikTok 4.2% 37% of users actively car
shopping

Instagram Reels ~1.8% Strongest for visual brand
stories

YouTube Shorts ~1.5% High purchase influence

Facebook ~0.8% Dominant for local dealer ads

Threads Growing rapidly Projected to overtake X
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Strategic Recommendations for 2026

For OEMs and Automakers

Invest in AEO/GEO immediately. Build structured, answer-ready content that Al
engines can cite when consumers compare vehicles. 94% of CMOs plan to increase this
investment

Reframe electrification messaging. Lead with flexibility and total cost of ownership.
Hybrid interest is surging (13.6% growth) while BEV growth stalled at 7.8%

Develop connected vehicle ecosystems. Use vehicle data (with transparent consent)
to create post-purchase engagement that drives service revenue and loyalty

Partner with creators authentically. Real-world vehicle experience content
outperforms polished advertising in driving consideration

Prepare for AR marketing. Snapchat AR Specs and Meta AR glasses launching in
2026 will enable virtual showroom experiences and location-based promotions

For Dealerships

Close the mobile conversion gap. 68.5% of traffic is mobile but only 1.9% converts.
This single optimization represents the largest revenue opportunity

Speed wins deals. 50% of leads choose the first responder. Deploy Al chatbots for sub-
5-minute response times

Align pricing and inventory across all channels. Al overviews will surface
inconsistencies. Price-sensitive shoppers demand transparency

Leverage social for leads at 90% lower cost. $27.94 versus $283 average. Invest in
short-form video with real employees

Maximize service email marketing. ~40% open rates make email the highest-ROI
retention channel

Deploy Al agent-driven execution. Let systems handle inventory monitoring and ad
optimization while teams focus on strategy

For Digital Marketing Agencies

Build automotive AEO capabilities. Brands appearing in Al-generated vehicle
comparisons will capture disproportionate demand

Develop creative testing systems. Creative performance differences now outweigh
audience targeting differences in ROl impact

Integrate first-party data across channels. Help clients unify CRM, service, and
website data into cohesive targeting strategies

Track Al visibility metrics alongside traditional KPls. Citation frequency, branded
search volume, and Al-referred traffic are the new essential metrics
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2026 Outlook and Conclusion

The 2026 landscape is characterized by a fundamental tension: sophisticated Al tools enable
unprecedented personalization, while consumers increasingly value authenticity and
transparency.'® Winners will synthesize both.

Three macro forces will define success:

The Al Influence Window: 71% of buyers enter with open minds, spending 14+ hours
researching. Brands deploying Al personalization, AEO, and dynamic content will capture
disproportionate share of undecided buyers.

The Affordability Imperative: MSRPs above $52,600, high interest rates, and tariff uncertainty
mean value messaging, transparent pricing, and financial tools will outperform aspirational
marketing. The 29% lease-vs-buy consideration rate (all-time high) signals a fundamental shift.

The Platform Fragmentation Challenge: Auto marketers must optimize for traditional search,
Al answer engines, short-form video, social commerce, connected vehicles, and emerging AR
channels simultaneously.

The Bottom Line for 2026

Digital marketing is no longer a channel strategy for automotive—it is the operating
system of the entire customer relationship. From the first Al-generated answer a
consumer reads to the service reminder sent via their connected vehicle, every touchpoint
is digital, data-informed, and expected to be personalized. The automakers, dealers, and
agencies that build integrated, Al-enhanced, omnichannel systems in 2026 will define the
next era of automotive retail.

Sources and Methodology

This report synthesizes data from the following primary sources:

*  Cox Automotive 2025 Car Buyer Journey Study (2,300 respondents, January 2026)
+ Deloitte 2026 Global Automotive Consumer Study (28,500 respondents, 27 countries)
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» S&P Global Mobility 2026 Automotive Analyst Outlook

« Statista Digital Advertising Market Forecasts 2025-2026

* Demand Local Dealership Advertising Spend Statistics (February 2026)

* Promodo Automotive Digital Marketing Benchmarks 2026

* CuFinder Automotive Marketing Benchmarks 2026

« Conductor State of AEO/GEO CMO Investment Report (250+ leaders, January 2026)
* Ansira 2026 Automotive Trends POV

* Brandi Al 2026 Trends for GEO and Al Visibility

» Social Media Today, AllAboutAl, Incremys Digital Marketing Statistics 2026

Prepared February 2026. All data verified against original source publications.
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