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By DIANNA DILWORT H

The automotive industry has slowed down significantly as COVID-19 has brought the world to a standstill, with
luxury car dealers selling half of what they would have normally sold at this time.

While the impact on automotive, as a whole, is  going to be pretty serious, with a drop of around 3 million overall
sales in 2020, luxury car sales may not take as big a hit for the year if the coronavirus pandemic eases over the next
couple of months.

"Those that have money, will have pent-up demand to buy once they can purchase a vehicle, and they will," said
Lauren Fix, founder of The Car Coach, New York. "The high-end luxury cars may not see as big of an impact as the
mid-priced vehicles."

"I've spoken with a few large luxury car dealers, they are selling vehicles, mostly through email," she said.

"Most dealers are not allowed to have anyone in the showroom. Sales are done through online purchasing, then
delivered to the customer. Overall, sales are about 50 percent off for this time of year."
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Generous financing
As the economy slows, some consumers will need help to purchase a new car. Not surprisingly, automakers and
dealers have been offering more generous financing options and ease of payments.

Jaguar Land Rover, for instance, announced new programs to support current owners and new car shoppers
purchasing vehicles from Jaguar and Land Rover retailers across the United States, many of which offer a fully
digital shopping process and home pickup and delivery services.

These offers include zero percent financing for 72 months on 2020 models for new purchases, and lease extension
and waiver offerings for existing leases.

Dealerships are promoting virtual tours and digital test drives to help consumers take advantage of these enticing
deals.

"Online sales and Web site searches are becoming more popular and mainstream among consumers shopping for
a new car," Ms. Fix said.

"Online reviews, virtual tours and third-party test drives have a lot of weight as customers are challenged to get a test
drive," she said. "This will cause a large shift in the way people buy cars in the future."

Dealers are also reaching out to loyal customers to help deepen established relationships.

"Because a lot of people are very nervous about the economy and concerned about the virus, the best marketing is
one-on-one, calling customers individually," Ms. Fix said. "Checking in on them to see if their families are healthy,
this leads to other conversations.

"This approach has appeared to have the best results," she said. "It's  always best to be human rather than looking to
close a sale."
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Branded contests
While dealers are pushing virtual tours and email sales, automakers themselves have a softer message for
consumers.

Understanding that now is not the time for the hard sell, British automaker Rolls -Royce Motor Cars is running an
uplifting social media campaign aimed at raising spirits at a time when consumers are stuck at home.

The BMW-owned firm is inviting youngsters to design their own luxury car as part of an effort to engage consumers
under lockdown worldwide.

The Young Designer Competition is an extension of a similar push each year at the Rolls -Royce employees' Family
Day Celebration held at its  Goodwood, England homebase that engages young ones and their parents and
grandparents.

"Like most people today, most of us at Rolls -Royce are confined to our homes," said Gerry Spahn, head of U.S.
communications at Rolls -Royce Motor Cars.

"Knowing that, we took this idea from one of our own team members and decided to share it with kids around the
world," he said. "We wanted to share something lighter as parents, in particular, are looking to keep their children
occupied while locked in."
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Aspiring designers up to 16 years can enter the Young Designer Competition through May 18 to design the Rolls -
Royce of the future (see story).

"So many kids are passionate about drawing cars," Mr. Spahn said. "Our designers thought it would be fun to take
these kids' sketches and turn them into proper Rolls -Royce design sketches.

"This contest takes this fun exercise of fantastical sketches one that designers regularly use to amuse themselves
and keep their minds active and shares it with kids and parents looking for fun, creative distractions," he said.

The Ferrari Portofino convertible sports  car. Image credit: Ferrari

Road ahead
Many car factories have halted production to protect workers from being exposed to the virus at work.

For instance, British automakers Bentley Motors and Rolls -Royce suspended production of vehicles at England-
based factories as a precaution against the coronavirus outbreak.

Bentley closed for four weeks on March 20 (see story). Rolls Royce closed for two weeks on March 23, followed by
an already-planned two-week factory shutdown for Easter maintenance (see story).

If government shutdowns remain in effect, these factory closures could even be extended.

With factories closed, inventory will likely decrease once things do open again.

"Last year sales were about 17.1 million vehicles in the U.S.," Ms. Fix said. "We're looking at an expected number of
14.7 million. If we are shut down any longer, the impact will be greater."
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