
The State of  
the Independent  
Auto Dealer: 2026
What 24,000+ Dealerships Reveal 
About Demand, Inventory Turns, 
and What Keeps Deals Alive

These trends show where buyers are paying 

attention—and where independent dealers  

are winning or losing deals. Use this to  

tighten inventory, fix response gaps, and  

keep cars turning.



“What this data tells us is that the independent 
dealer’s biggest competitive advantage has 
never been price — it’s been relationships. 
That relationship starts online — in search, 
in reviews, in inventory presentation, 
and in response time. The stores pulling 
ahead are the ones that understand their 
digital presence is not separate from the 
dealership experience. It is the dealership 
experience for much of the buyer journey.”

The Independent Auto Market Is 
Active, but Harder to Convert
Dealers are under pressure to source the right vehicles and 
keep them moving. You aren’t waiting on market tailwinds. 
You’re winning on discipline.

•	 Dealer website traffic is up nearly 100% 
from mid-2025 to early 2026. Online 
car shopping is still climbing. 

•	 Monthly lead volume is up about 62% across 
the market. There is more buyer activity, but 
more dealers are chasing the same shopper.

•	 Paid search costs rose 19.3% by the end 
of 2025 while conversion rates dropped. 
Dealers are paying more for attention while 
shoppers compare longer and convert later. 

•	 The best stores aren’t holding inventory—they’re 
replacing it 8 to 10 times a year. That’s a fresh 
lot, sold and restocked, nearly every month. 

•	 Perfect listings are not the priority on day one. 
What matters more is disciplined stocking, 
sharp pricing, and real trust signals. 

•	 Review volume and stronger 
merchandising tend to rise together. 

Fast-Turn Stores Keep It Simple
The top 10% of dealers generate 4.5x more leads and  
turn inventory 54% faster on average. That edge 
doesn’t come from noise. It comes from a buyer 
path that holds together—inventory shows up, 
inquiry paths work, response stays consistent, and 
follow-up doesn’t stop after the first touch.

Takeaway
Fast-turn operators don’t wait for perfect. They 
stock right, move quickly, and keep credibility high.

“ Michael Morgan,  
Director of Product 
Management, Frazer | DCS



Visibility, Payment, and Follow-Up 
Keep the Sale Alive
The buyer path is not linear anymore. Shoppers browse, 
leave, compare, return, and decide later. Dealers are  
paying a higher cost for weak data, weak trust signals,  
and weak handoffs. 

•	 Discovery starts before the click. Search, maps, 
reviews, and AI summaries all shape the short list. 

•	 After hours is live selling time, not dead time: 54.06% 
of shopper activity happens outside business hours. 

•	 First response matters. Confirm availability,  
answer the next question, and give the shopper  
a clear next step. 

•	 Buyers circle before they commit, so follow-up has  
to keep working after the first touch. 

•	 38.3% of dealers said lost sales leads is the problem 
they hope AI can solve. AI can help cover ground, but 
it will not rescue weak process.   

The Results Are Hard to Ignore
Dealers who consistently execute these strategies are 
seeing a significantly higher average of unit sales. 

•	 Automated follow-up: +124.3% 

•	 Payment first shopping tools: +79.6%  

•	 Reputation management: +96.9% 

•	 Stronger search visibility: +58.1% 

Recap 
What Good Looks Like in 2026
AI does not replace the basics. It makes weak listings, 
weak routing, and slow follow-up harder to hide. 

•	 Show up early where buyers search 

•	 Make every VDP answer the basics 

•	 Keep forms, calls, chat, and text working after hours 

•	 Respond fast and offer the next step 

•	 Keep following up after the first visit 
 

About Dealer Car Search
Dealer Car Search helps independent auto dealerships 
get found online, keep inventory visible across shopping 
channels, and keep lead activity connected. Since 2006, 
it has helped thousands of dealerships, shaped by real 
dealership experience.  
 

About Frazer
Frazer has built dealer management software for 
independent car dealers since 1985. Its roots go back 
to software built for a local used-car dealership, and the 
company says it now serves more than 19,000 independent 
dealers in the United States. 
 

Better Together
Dealer Car Search and Frazer connect the front end and 
the store side: website, inventory, lead flow, and the daily 
dealership work behind them. Vehicles added in Frazer can 
reach the Dealer Car Search website in near real time, and 
website leads can move back into Frazer just as quickly. 
One connected setup for DMS, websites, marketing, and 
the tools around them.
 

Dealer Spotlight:  
Rutledge Auto Group
Rutledge Auto Group in Palestine, Texas  
tightened search visibility, review activity, and  
follow-up. Review count grew by more than 
threefold, the store moved from 3.5 to 4.7 stars,  
and website traffic rose by more than 200% 
 in the first six weeks.  
 
“It feels good seeing us look more professional 
online, like we are one of the big dealers 
now.” — Richard Rutledge, Owner


