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Anyone who has ever stood in front of 
a still pond knows what happens when 
you throw a rock into it. The immediate 
effect – a big splash – is temporary. But the 
ripples that come out from that first splash 
continue on long after the rock has entered 
the water, affecting everything around them.

In recent years, the automotive retail sales 
industry has created its own ripple effect 
in the form of certified pre-owned (herein 
referred to as certified) vehicles. Slotted 
between new and traditional used vehicles, 
there were bound to be ripples when they 
entered the market. The question was what 
effect would those ripples have. Would there 
be a difference between used and certified 
vehicles in terms of days to turn? Would 
the benefits of having a vehicle certified 
be enough to justify the additional cost in 
consumers’ minds? Perhaps most importantly, 
would advertising certified vehicles help 
increase leads and ultimately store traffic, 
or would they slip quietly out of notice? 

Research from Experian Automotive and 
Cars.com is showing just how positive  
an effect certifying more vehicles up-front 
can have on overall store sales. According  
to the November, 2006 Certified  
Pre-Owned Consumer Awareness & 
Purchasing Behavior study, certified leads 
not only close faster and more often than 
standard used vehicles; certified shoppers  
are also more likely to purchase new 
vehicles and stay within the brand they 
are researching than regular used vehicle 
purchasers. In addition, when a certified 
shopper sends a lead on a certified vehicle, it 
turns in roughly half the number of days  

Executive summary

. . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . .

Certified leads not only 
close faster and more 
often than standard 
used vehicles; certified 
shoppers are also more 
likely to purchase new 
vehicles and stay within 
the brand they are 
researching than regular 
used vehicle purchasers.
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it takes for a traditional used vehicle shopper 
to purchase a used vehicle. Often a certified 
vehicle even turns faster than a new vehicle. 

All of this shows that certified shoppers 
are a different breed. They tend to be 
well-informed, they know what they want, 
and when they find it they take action. 

For all of that, the two biggest challenges 
facing the industry are 1) educating more 
consumers about all the elements that 
are a part of a vehicle earning the title 
“certified,” and 2) enlightening more 
dealers and even certain elements within 
the manufacturing community about the 
benefits to be gained by increasing the 
number of certified vehicles advertised. 

The following white paper looks more 
deeply at the actual behaviors and 
attitudes of certified shoppers, the impact 
a certified program has on vehicle sales 
overall, and how the entire automotive 
value chain can take advantage of the 
ripple effect certified sales have to offer. 

 
Defining certified
Since its introduction in the late 1990s, 
the term certified has carried a variety of 
meanings for different sellers. Certainly  
some certification programs have been  
more thorough than others, leading to 
confusion in the marketplace not only  
among consumers but among dealers  
as well. 

As defined here, certified refers to a  
vehicle that:

•	 Has	undergone	a	comprehensive,	 
 hands-on inspection performed by a  
 qualified manufacturer or third party  
 service technician, 

•	 Has	been	reconditioned	according	 
 to a set of agreed-upon standards 

•	 Includes	a	warranty	or	service	contract	 
 that provides extended coverage of key  
 vehicle components/systems 

While the exact details of the inspection vary 
from program to program, all review and 
test all the major systems (electrical, fuel, 
transmission, engine, etc.) and check for 
structural integrity. Although the certified 
designation has been co-opted in some 
cases to include inspections by individuals 
with questionable credentials (leading 
to some confusion in the marketplace), 
certified as used here refers strictly to 
manufacturer- or qualified third party-
inspected and approved vehicles. 

One other element that is an essential part of 
the certification of any vehicle is a complete 
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vehicle history report such as Experian 
Automotive’s AutoCheck® that includes:

•	 Title	&	registration	information 
•	 Auction	announcements 
•	 Odometer	records 
•	 Police	accident	reports 
•	 Available	service	records

The reliability of this 360 degree view of 
the vehicle’s history and current state has 
been key to building certified vehicles into 
a class of their own – and to deriving many 
of the benefits outlined in this white paper. 
It is therefore important for all involved 
to maintain the integrity of the label, and 
only use it in conjunction with certification 
processes that meet these rigorous standards.

 
What certified means 
to shoppers
One key aspect to determining the impact 
of certified programs is understanding 
their importance to vehicle shoppers. 
While there is generally high awareness 
of certified programs in some form, only 
9 percent of shoppers surveyed said they 
were specifically looking for a certified 
vehicle (see Fig. 1). Another 61 percent, 
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however, said that while they were looking 
for a used vehicle they would consider a 
certified, which is consistent with a standard 
“good-better-best” retail step-up strategy. 

These figures point to a tremendous 
opportunity given what the research tells 
us regarding the actions certified shoppers 
take. Fig. 2 shows that new vehicle leads 
typically close in 30 to 35 days from the 
time the lead was sent, while certified leads 

tend to hover in the 40 days range. Used 
vehicles, however, sell much closer to the 
50-day mark on average, creating a gap of 
15 to 20 days between new and used.

When you consider the cost of inventory 
and the need to turn vehicles rapidly 
in order to keep the store inventory 
fresh, minimize floor planning expenses 
and depreciation, and keep cash flow 
positive, the ability to shave a week or 
more off the time to turn used vehicles by 
certifying them is more than justified. 
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It is obvious certified shoppers know what 
they want, and when they find it they are 
quick to move. This factor also says a lot 
about their trust in the certification process.  
Leads sent for certified vehicles also close  
more often than standard used cars  
(see Fig. 4). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Again, certified vehicles create an almost 
perfect bridge in lead performance between 
new and used vehicles. Increasing the 
number of certified vehicles advertised, 
particularly online, can be expected to 
improve same-store sales over advertising 
traditional used cars only – resulting in better 
cash flow and better return on investment, 
both in terms of the purchase of the vehicles 
and in the marketing behind them.

 
Untapped opportunity
Despite this outstanding performance, 
there is still a huge, untapped opportunity 
in the market for certified vehicles. While 
vehicle shoppers are open to considering 
certified vehicles, the research shows that 
the majority have not yet been sufficiently 
motivated or educated on the benefits 
to make certification an important 
consideration. Much of this may come 

In cases where the intended vehicle type 
is purchased, an interesting phenomenon 
occurs. While new and used vehicle leads 
perform at roughly the same levels (see 
Fig. 3) as they did in the general purchase 
area, certified vehicles drop to the 20- to 
30-day range. Which means they often 
out-perform new vehicles in this area. 
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While there is generally  
high awareness of  
certified programs in some 
form, only 9 percent of 
shoppers surveyed said they 
were specifically looking for 
a certified vehicle. Another  
61 percent said... they would 
certainly consider a certified, 
which is consistent with a  
standard “good-better-
best” strategy.
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from marketplace confusion, or a general 
lack of understanding regarding the 
advantages certified vehicles have to offer. 

The latter may best be illustrated by looking 
more closely at those shoppers who said 
they were looking for a certified vehicle. 
When asked how well they understood 
the elements that constitute a certified 
program, only 40 percent said they had 
familiarity with them, and just 12 percent 
felt they are very familiar (see Fig. 5).A 
greater education effort on the part of 
both dealers and manufacturers would 
most certainly help drive both intent and 
familiarity with the program elements higher. 

In looking at the significance of various 
program elements, the awareness and 
importance of vehicle inspections and 
history reports are within four percentage 
points of each other (see Fig. 6). 

Consumers know these elements are part  
of a certified program and they are  
important to them.

Warranties are a different story. Roughly 
two-thirds of certified shoppers are aware 
that warranties are available, but more than 
three-fourths said they are important – a gap 
of 11 percent.  In addition, the fact that the 
importance of warranties and vehicle history 
reports fell within one percentage point of 
each	other	shows	that	VHRs	have	become	a	
significant part of the purchasing experience . 

When it comes to two other key elements 
of a certified program – 24/7 roadside 
assistance and incentives – the numbers 
drop significantly. Nearly half of certified 
shoppers say that incentives are important to 
them, but fewer than one-fourth are aware 
that specific incentives for certified vehicles 
may exist. The gap is less for roadside 
assistance – 35 percent say it’s important 
versus 27 percent who are aware – but it still 
points to untapped opportunities. Again, 
educating all vehicle shoppers on these 
additional features – particularly any available 
manufacturer incentives – would be a smart 
action to take in order to get more shoppers 
specifically looking for certified vehicles. 
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The certified shopper –  
an attractive demographic
The audience for certified vehicles tends to  
use online shopping more than any other  
medium, with an index score nearly 40 points  
higher than the next most popular medium  
(see Fig. 7).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

More tend to own their own homes, have 
bachelor degrees, and have income in the 
$100,000 to $125,000 range than standard 
used vehicle shoppers. This points to an 
educated and upscale market that is more 
likely to give serious consideration to several 
variables in addition to price, creating 
the opportunity for additional margins. 

Their preference for online shopping also 
provides an indication of how to reach both 
current certified shoppers with specific 
vehicle messages and how to move more 
shoppers into seeking out these vehicles. 
Online advertising sites such as Cars.com 
provide an ideal avenue to accomplish both.

 
How certified supports a 
good-better-best strategy
We have seen that certifying vehicles has a  
direct, positive impact on days to turn and  

profitability. We have also seen that 
advertising certified vehicles up-front, rather 
than simply offering certification as a closing  
tactic, improves store traffic for new as well 
as certified vehicles. To really achieve the  
maximum benefits, though, it helps to  
understand why. 

Essentially, certified vehicles have  
proven to be a separate class of vehicles 
rather than simply an extension of used.  
They have become the “better” in a  
good-better-best selling strategy,  
serving an under-served class of buyers.

It is generally expected that buyers who come  
in for a new vehicle are unlikely to purchase a 
used one unless money is a serious obstacle.  
They prefer to get a vehicle they perceive to  
be shiny, clean, and trouble-free, backed by  
a manufacturer warranty and a host of 
incentive/benefit programs. If they find they  
can’t afford a new vehicle at that store, 

. . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . .

Certified vehicles...have 
become the “better” 
in a good-better-best 
selling strategy.
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experience show they are less likely to show  
brand loyalty, whether they ultimately go to  
another new vehicle dealer or purchase  
a used one. 

Conversely, those who come into the store 
for a used car may kick a few tires on the 
new vehicles, but experience again shows 
that ultimately they will almost always find  
their way out to the side lot in order to 
obtain what they believe to be more vehicle  
for the money – especially when they factor 
in new car depreciation. These buyers seem  
to be more willing to take a chance that any  
repair costs generated during the first year  
will be less than the difference between a  
new and used vehicle.

Certified vehicles create a middle ground that 
offers the best of both worlds. Inspections, 
vehicle history reports, and manufacturer 
warranties appeal to new vehicle buyers who 
want a trouble-free driving experience. Yet 
because they have been pre-owned, they can 
be purchased for less than a comparable new 
vehicle. At first there were questions among 
manufacturers and dealers as to whether 
they would take away from new vehicle 
sales. The data from the study of more 
than 300,000 online leads over 14 months, 

however, shows the opposite is true. Rather 
than presenting new car purchasers with an 
alternative to new, having certified vehicles in 
the store actually improves new car sales.  

In the Experian Automotive/Cars.com 
survey of online buyers, 30 percent of 
certified lead senders wound up purchasing 
a new vehicle instead (see Fig. 8). 

That is nearly double the number of used 
car shoppers who purchased new vehicles. 
Of those who sent a lead for a new 
vehicle, more than three-fourths did in fact 
purchase a new vehicle, which is consistent 
with industry figures where the choices 
are limited to new and used. In addition, 
only 1 percent of new car lead senders 
ultimately purchased a certified vehicle. 

These figures are consistent with the general  
retail strategy of good-better-best. Customers 
who have already made the decision to 
purchase the “best” generally stay with that  
decision. Those who have decided to  
purchase “good” may sometimes upgrade  
to “better,” but rarely move all the way up  
the scale to “best” as it is out of their price  
range. Those who start with “better,” 
however, are often willing to consider  
stepping up to the “best” if the right  
circumstances exist. 

. . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . .

Certified vehicles  
create a middle ground 
that offers the best  
of both worlds.
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One conclusion that can be drawn from 
these figures is that new and certified 
shoppers tend to be focused more on a 
particular vehicle or vehicle family, whereas 
the typical used car shopper may tend to 
focus more on other factors, such as:

•	 Price 
•	 Age	of	the	vehicle 
•	 Size	of	the	vehicle	 
•	 Gas	mileage 
•	 Specific	features	regardless	of	brand

In fact, many certified shoppers may see this 
category as a cost-effective way to move 
up into a particular brand when they don’t 
have the means to purchase a new vehicle. 
Assuming they have a positive experience 
with this vehicle, it is logical to assume they 
will follow industry standards regarding 
brand loyalty, moving up to a new vehicle 
with their next purchase as their income 
grows. In addition, many OEM studies haves 
shown that certified purchasers tend to 
return more to the store for parts and service 
than standard used vehicle purchasers, 
further increasing brand (and store) loyalty.

Certified vehicles have been proven to be 
an excellent bridge between new and used, 
both in terms of pricing and perceived 
quality/reliability. Because they share 
more similarities with newer vehicles than 
traditional used vehicles do, customers are 
more susceptible to the lure of a new vehicle. 
It is simply not as big a jump for them.

 
Building brand loyalty
The impact of certified goes beyond the 
simple designations of new and used. It 
has also been shown to be a contributor to 
building both short-term (time-of-sale) and 
long-term loyalty to a particular brand. 

In the study, all three types of leads were 
tracked through to the final purchase. In 
cases where leads led to purchases, new 
vehicle leads stayed within the brand 56 
percent of the time, while certified leads 
showed only a 7 percent drop-off from new 
vehicle purchasers (see Fig. 9). Used vehicle 
leads, however, remained within the brand 
only 38 percent of the time – nearly 20 
percent less than the new vehicle leads. 

. . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . .

In fact, many certified 
shoppers may see this 
category as a cost-effective 
way to move up into a 
particular brand when they 
don’t have the means to 
purchase a new vehicle. 
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Education the key to 
certified success
All of the benefits to a certified program 
listed in this white paper are based on a  
simple fact: consumers, dealers, and 
manufacturers must understand the value 
vehicle certification brings. According to both  
the research and anecdotal evidence generated  
by both Experian and Cars.com, this  
familiarity varies widely among those  
three groups.

Manufacturers – Most manufacturers 
by now have jumped onto the certified 
bandwagon with extensive programs to 
certify worthy vehicles. They have seen 
the value and are believers. Manufacturers 
who have dedicated a portion of their 
online advertising budgets to online 
advertising that is specific to certified 
are finding that they are driving sales of 
both certified and new vehicles through 
them. In fact, one manufacturer is now 
funding its certified advertising through 
its new vehicle group, based in part on 
the findings detailed in this white paper. 

Dealers – Dealers overall have lagged 
somewhat behind the manufacturers in 
adopting certified as a separate product 
offering, but as their successes build that 
mind-set is changing. Dealers who advertise 
their certified vehicles up-front and put 

efforts into educating consumers about 
them sell them more quickly. They also 
see a marked increase in brand loyalty, 
which leads to repeat business. Conversely, 
dealers who focus their advertising on 
non-certified used vehicles and then offer 
to certify them strictly as a closing tactic are 
missing out on opportunities to increase 
online leads, store traffic and sales. 

Consumers – This group has the lowest 
overall investment in certified at this time. In  
the analysis, while 70 percent of the people 
studied knew enough about certified to  
consider it as a factor in making a purchase, 
only 9 percent said they were looking 
specifically for a certified vehicle.

In breaking down the numbers further, of 
all consumers who sent a lead on a certified 
vehicle and then made a purchase, only 14 
percent stayed with certified. Of the rest, 30 
percent bought new, and 56 percent bought 
used (see Fig. 10). The latter number suggests 
that either the consumers didn’t realize they 
had sent a certified lead or somewhere along 
the way they weren’t sold on the value.
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In looking at the statistics on those who sent  
a lead on a used vehicle and later made a 
purchase, 80 percent stayed with a used 
vehicle of some sort, while 17 percent 
purchased new and just 3 percent moved up  
to certified (see Fig.11). This again suggests 
that either the industry isn’t doing a good 
enough job of educating shoppers on the 
value of certified or dealers are currently 
choosing not to push the category. 
Consumers themselves also seem to lack the  
information to differentiate more clearly  
between used and certified. 

These results are not unexpected. 
Manufacturers have really only been 
aggressively promoting certified for two to 
three years; dealers have done even less 
over a shorter period of time. The success 
it has achieved versus the promotion it has 
received, points to a tremendous opportunity 
to drive sales by stepping up education. 

Online automotive shopping sites provide 
the perfect means to provide this education. 
These sites allow dealers to disseminate 
information in both great breadth and depth, 
stepping consumers through the process 
so they can learn what certified is, what 
general areas constitute it, and what specific 
elements are included in each of those 

areas. The depth of this information will help 
demonstrate the value and allow consumers 
to sell themselves on its value.  

Compare that to the purpose of radio and TV 
advertising, where the focus has traditionally 
been on building the dealership’s brand, or 
newspaper advertising that is designed to 
create store traffic by presenting products 
at specific price points, and it’s easy to see 
why Internet sites are so valuable in building 
a certified program. Add to this the results 
of an October, 2006 Capgemini study that 
showed 45 percent of shoppers researching 
vehicles turned to information web sites 

. . . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . .

Online automotive 

shopping sites provide the 

perfect means to provide 

this education. These sites 

allow dealers to disseminate 

information in both great 

breadth and depth, stepping 

consumers through the 

process so they can learn 

what certified is, what 

general areas constitute it,  

and what specific elements  

are included in each of  

those areas.
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(such as online automotive shopping sites) 
and 43 percent turned to dealer sites (versus 
25 percent for print advertising and 24 
percent for TV) and it’s easy to see that the 
Internet is ideal for this type of education 
program. And the faster dealers and 
manufacturers include more information 
about certified programs available to their 
customers, the faster certified will become 
an important criteria in vehicle research. 

 
Feeling the ripples
The evidence demonstrates that certified 
vehicles are having a definite ripple effect 
on both new and overall vehicle sales. By 
creating a step-up between traditional 
used and new vehicles they are filling 
a pricing void while giving shoppers 
greater confidence in the quality of the 
vehicle, helping online sales leads to 
close faster than regular used vehicles. 

Just as importantly, certified vehicles are 
actually leading to increased new vehicle 
sales as well as greater brand loyalty. 

. . . . . . . . . .

. . . . . . . . . . 

Just as importantly, 
certified vehicles are 
actually leading to 
increased new vehicle 
sales as well as greater 
brand loyalty. 

They are creating an attractive entry 
point to a particular vehicle or brand that 
may have been otherwise unattainable. 
When disposable income increases 
down the road, consumers who have 
“sampled” that brand will look to it again 
for their next new vehicle purchase. 

As more consumers, dealers, and 
manufacturers discover the advantages of  
certified vehicles, these effects will only 
accelerate. At that point the pebble in 
the pond will truly create a ripples of 
activities that benefit all three groups. 
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Methodology behind  
this study

The information presented in this study 

is a combination of the results of two 

separate research efforts. Experian 

Automotive analyzed more than 

300,000 online leads accumulated over 

14 months on vehicle makes for which 

there is a certified relationship with Cars.

com. These leads were matched against 

actual vehicle purchase data found in 

Experian Automotive’s National Vehicle 

Database, while customer profiles were 

determined by matching them against 

Experian’s INSOURCESM marketing 

database. The data that resulted from 

this portion of the study tracks actual 

customer behavior (not surveyed), 

from initial inquiry to final disposition, 

to provide a quantitative trend 

analysis of actual customer actions. 

Among the areas studied were:

•	 Did	they	buy? 

•	 When	did	they	buy? 

•	 Did	they	buy	new,	used,	or	certified? 

•	 Did	they	buy	the	originally	 

 intended brand? 

•	 Demographic	information	to	 

 provide a better view of what  

 certified shoppers look like 

Cars.com performed a separate 

online intercept study of shopping 

behavior and certified awareness

among visitors to its Web site between 

October 2 and October 9, 2006. The 

company surveyed 1,000 respondents 

who visited the Cars.com used vehicle 

channel to determine their attitudes 

and awareness regarding certified 

vehicles. This portion of the study 

sought to benchmark the attitudes of 

site visitors in a more qualitative manner.  

Included in this study were 

questions such as:

•	 How	did	you	learn	about	certified	 

 vehicles? 

•	 What	elements	typically	 

 describe a certified program? 

•	 How	well	do	you	understand	 

 the various elements of a  

 certified program? 

•	 Please	rate	the	importance	of	each	 

 of the following elements to you?

The result is the most comprehensive 

study of certified purchasing behavior  

ever undertaken, providing a statistically  

valid sample that can be projected out  

across the industry. While it focuses on  

the performance of online leads  

(because of the ability to track 

performance reliably from beginning  

to end), the data and behaviors are  

believed to be valid across all types  

of leads. 
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