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The modern, digital-savvy customer is radically 
different than previous generations of auto 
shoppers. Shoppers now seek out highly-
personalized, frictionless omnichannel customer 
experiences; all while multitasking across multiple 
devices. The modern auto shopper is dangerously 
close to the saturation threshold, where they 
enter a state of “chronic distraction.” In this state 
the brain begins to inadvertently filter unwanted 
or irrelevant information—including your ads! 
To counteract the filtering effect, marketers 
must up their game with highly-personalized 
communications and engaging creative.

Implementing this means that each customer 
journey is highly individualized, with the customer 
choosing his or her own preferred media channels 
at each step along the way. Where previously 
brands have focused on consistency and telling 
a single brand story, now the challenge for 
Automotive OEMs is to present a consistent—
yet personalized—experience to each customer 
across these myriad touch points and media 
channels using engaging creative and highly-
relevant communication.

Personalization  
is the imperative

MASS PERSONALIZATION THROUGH DATA-DRIVEN MESSAGING 

To date, Automotive OEMs have invested heavily in Data 
Management Platforms (DMPs) and programmatic buying 
platforms (e.g. Demand Side Platforms (DSPs)) to identify and 
target their key audiences. Conversely, precious little has been 
invested in leveraging this same user data to personalize the 
message, as illustrated below.

Enter data-driven messaging. Data-driven messaging 
achieves personalization on a mass scale by combining the 
reach of traditional broad media buys with the targeting and 
personalization of 1:1 direct marketing tactics. Data-driven 
messaging takes the information a brand has around a given 
customer or subset of customers—behavioral, contextual, 
segment data—to personalize the message at each touch point. 
When applied across all funnel stages and devices, the result is 
a highly relevant and engaging experience from start to finish.

Personalization  
drives relevance



DATA-DRIVEN MESSAGING—THE APPROACH 

Data-driven messaging takes the information a brand has around a given customer or subset of customers, and tailors the brand’s 
messaging to their unique needs. Data-driven messaging can be best explained as the brand asking itself the following four questions: 

 1 Who are my audiences; what are the subsegments within those audiences? 

 2 What are the needs of customers in those audiences; how can the OEM best fulfill those needs? 

 3 What messages will resonate with those customers and communicate that the brand can meet those needs? 

 4 What data triggers are available to make these decisions?  

We will show how applying the answers to these questions across your digital media tactics  
will produce a more personal, relevant, and engaging experience for your customers. 

WHO TO TARGET? WHERE TO FIND THEM? WHAT DO WE SAY? 
(How do we get their attention?)
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To illustrate how data-driven messaging can be 
used in an automotive context, consider Asbury 
Motors, a (fictitious) automotive OEM based 
in Freehold, NJ that produces a portfolio of 
passenger cars, SUVs, Minivans and Crossovers 
in the US market.  Asbury is supported by a 
2000+ national dealer network spread across 
10 regions. Like most automotive OEMs, Asbury 
supports Tier 1 (national/branding), Tier 2 
(regional) and Tier 3 (local/dealer) advertising.

The goal of Asbury’s digital marketing efforts 
is to drive leads, which can include any 
combination of online submissions for a dealer 
quote, test drive, and/or dealer callback.  Asbury 
organizes its digital marketing tactics across the 
five-stage funnel shown at right, with each stage 
separated by clear demarcation points.

Personalizing the  
automotive journey

AUTOMOTIVE DIGITAL MARKETING FUNNEL

AWARENESS
Do I need a vehicle? 
If so, what type (car, SUV, truck)?

INTEREST
What does OEM have to offer? 
What make and model is right for me?

EVALUATION
I have a model in mind. 
What configurations are available?

INTENT
What deals are available? 
Request offer to test drive.

PURCHASE
Do I like the ride? 
Is the deal right for me?
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While the digital media funnel is a useful construct for 
organizing your digital tactics, data-driven messaging is best 
understood within the context of the customer journey. In 
the figure below, we turn the funnel on its side and map 

some of the key events—both online and offline—that comprise 
a representative journey. Along the way, we highlight seven 
use cases where data-driven messaging can be leveraged to 
personalize a particular touch point.



During the Awareness stage, customers assess 
whether they need a new car and, if so, which makes 
and models to consider. It’s critical that the OEM 
start building the relationship with their customer 
before the customer even thinks they need a new 
car. According to the J.D. Power 2017 U.S. New 
Autoshopper StudySM, more than half (53%) of 
automotive internet shoppers indicate that they 
knew the make or model of the vehicle they wanted 
to purchase before beginning to shop. Therefore, if 
you wait for customers to self-identify as “in-market”, 
then you will have missed the opportunity to establish 
this deep emotional connection with 50% of your 
prospective customers.

Traditionally, brand awareness was the domain of TV 
advertising, but as video has evolved from linear to 
streaming, digital is playing a greater role in top of 
funnel marketing activities. The following use cases 
provide a sample of data-driven messaging tactics that 
have proved successful for our clients.

1 | Awareness Stage
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Most every automotive OEM maintains sponsorship deals 
with major sporting events. Data-driven messaging provides 
a particularly effective way for Automotive OEMs to reinforce 
these sponsorships in digital channels. In this case, Asbury is 
sponsoring the World Cup soccer tournament. Flashtalking’s 
platform integrates with a sports content provider in real time, 
so that when a customer visits a sports site like ESPN, they see 
an ad containing an Asbury model decorated in the flag colors 
of the day’s winning soccer team.

This same approach could be used with sponsorships of local 
sports team. At right, we see Asbury’s sponsorship of the New 
York Yankees at work. Using the same approach, Flashtalking 
can present ads in the New York metropolitan market that 
show the score of the last Yankee game (when they win) or the 
next scheduled game (when they lose).

 USE CASE A

Live Event Messaging

WORLD CUP SPONSORSHIP

LOCAL SPONSORSHIP



Geography and weather are common 
attributes that can be used to 
personalize automotive advertisements. 
For example, certain vehicle classes are 
more popular parts of the country (e.g. 
pickup trucks in rural environments, 
compact cars in urban areas). Weather 
can also serve as valuable personalization 
overlay. In the example to the right, we 
show models, imagery and headlines that 
match the weather conditions in each of 
the cities. Flashtalking’s platform detects 
the customer’s geography from their 
IP address, and receives local weather 
information via a pre-configured data 
feed, and serves the appropriate ad 
(whether in display, video, or native). 

 USE CASE B

Geo & Weather Messaging

AUSTIN

SEATTLE

BUFFALO



If a user is in-market searching for a competitor’s vehicle, Asbury 
can serve a hard-hitting ad for its competing model along with 
a hard-hitting “Compare” CTA. In the case below, when a user 
searches for a minivan like the “Toyota Sienna” we would show an 
Asbury Rendezvous ad. In situations where the user searches for 
an Asbury model, Flashtalking could serve “learn more” messaging 
about other models in that category. 

 USE CASE C

Competitor Conquesting
This use case is straightforward to implement. The autotrader.com 
URL, which includes the search term, is passed to Flashtalking on 
the request call. Flashtalking extracts the “Toyota Sienna” search 
term and identifies the proper creative to show based on a set of 
decisioning rules set up by Asbury in the platform. 

“TOYOTA SIENNA” SEARCH RESULTS ON AUTOTRADER.COM “ASBURY RENDEZVOUS” SEARCH RESULTS ON AUTOTRADER.COM



A customer enters the Interest stage when she 
visits the automotive OEM’s home page for the 
first time—signaling that Asbury is now part of the 
customer’s consideration set. The opportunity now is 
to familiarize the customer with Asbury’s models and 
assist the user in deciding how each model fits within 
the context of his or her lifestyle.

2 | Interest Stage



Site retargeting is the most common and—many would argue, 
most abused—digital marketing tactic. All too often, mid-funnel 
retargeting is used as a “hard sell” tactic to drive the customer 
down the funnel as quickly as possible. This proverbial “race to 
the bottom” frequently backfires, as customers at this stage are 
not ready to buy—they want to learn. Automotive OEMs need 
to look at these situations for what they are: opportunities to 
have a more informed conversation with shoppers. 

Fortunately, data-driven messaging provides automotive 
marketers with the tools they need to have that informed 
conversation. After a user has visited the Asbury homepage, the 
next ad they see in paid media could show the vehicle that was 
featured on the home page when they arrived. In subsequent 
paid media impressions, we can show a sequence of other 
models until the user engages and/or returns to the site to view 
specific model pages. 

In the example to the right, we see the Asbury Outlaw featured 
on the home page. This car would be featured in the first ad the 
user sees after leaving the home page with an “Explore Now” 
CTA that is appropriate for a mid-funnel customer. If the user 
does not engage with that ad (and does not return to a model 
page), they would see another model—in this case the Asbury 
SUV. If the user still does not engage, the next ad might feature 
a third model, the Asbury Roulette. 

 USE CASE D

Homepage Remessaging & Sequencing

ASBURY HOMEPAGE

PAID MEDIA ADS SHOWN IN SEQUENCE ON EACH 
SUBSEQUENT IMPRESSION OPPORTUNITY

1 2 3



Part of having an informed conversation is not 
just knowing how you’ve previously interacted 
with a customer, but how you can proactively 
adjust your brand messaging to fit in with the 
customer’s lifestyle and interests.

 USE CASE E

DMP Audience Messaging

ADVENTURE SEEKERS SPORTS & OUTDOOR

FAMILY

PERFORMANCE FOCUSED

FASHION & STYLE

CURRENT CUSTOMER

Flashtalking has integrated with leading DMPs, enabling advertisers to not only 
buy these specific audiences in programmatic, but also personalize the messaging 
within each. The example shows how Asbury tailors its messaging based on 
the audience a particular customer belongs to (i.e., adventure seekers, sports/
outdoors, family, fashion/style conscious, performance, current customers). Of 
particular note is the “current customer” audience, an underappreciated asset in 
most OEM digital marketing plans. As these customers look to replace existing 
cars, there are many opportunities to personalize communications to build loyalty 
and lock in the next purchase.

In this example, we show that audience personalization can be achieved in video 
as well as display and native.

ADVENTURE  
SEEKERS

SPORTS &  
OUTDOOR

FAMILY

FASHION  
& STYLE

PERFORMANCE  
FOCUSED



In the Evaluation stage, shoppers are making 
decisions around feature benefits. It begins when a 
customer visits a model page and is aided through 
the use of online tools (e.g. model comparison, vehicle 
configurator, pricing calculator). Here, the marketer 
must focus on being as informative as possible— 
helping guide the shopper down the purchase funnel.

3 | Evaluation Stage



After a user has visited the Asbury site and viewed a model (e.g., 
Asbury Roulette), the next ads they see in paid media will feature 
that vehicle with relevant messaging tied to their segment. 
Examples shown below are an Asbury Roulette Native Ad on 
Autotrader.com, Asbury Roulette display ad, and Asbury Roulette 
Video (VAST) ad. Note how the CTA in the display directs the user 
to the next step in the decision process (“build and price”). 

 USE CASE F

Model Page Remessaging

ASBURY.COM MODEL PAGE

DISPLAY

VIDEO

NATIVE



If a user has visited the Asbury site and used the configurator 
tool to design their desired vehicle (e.g. the Asbury Roulette ES 
1.5T), Flashtalking can capture the exact vehicle configuration, 
including model, color, interior trim,etc. The next time the user 

 USE CASE G

Configurator Remessaging

ASBURY ROULETTE CONFIGURATOR PAGE

sees an ad, it will be for the exact car that they configured, along 
with the ad copy/message targeted for that shopper’s segment 
(“Desire knows no limits”).

DISPLAY



The Intent stage represents the final leg of the online 
portion of the journey aimed at getting the customer 
to submit a lead to a local dealership. These leads 
can take multiple forms, including requesting a quote, 
scheduling a test drive, or making an appointment.

4 | Intent Stage



Historically, dealer remessaging campaigns have been limited in their 
ability to personalize, due to the operational complexity involved 
in attempting to coordinate efforts across hundreds of markets, 
thousands of dealerships, and offers changing monthly. Data-
driven messaging helps make this process more efficient, allowing 
personalization to scale across all regional and local markets.

In the example shown below, if a user has visited the Asbury site 
and engaged in a consideration action (e.g., dealer inventory results, 
special offers, trade-in appraisals, dealer web sites), the next ads 
they see will feature highly personalized messaging incorporating the 

 USE CASE H

Dealer Remessaging
right model, configuration, offer (e.g. Cash back, APR, Lease), 
and the nearest dealer. The ads can also incorporate features 
like nearest dealer maps and dealer reviews.

These campaigns can be executed across both display and 
video. Video ads with embedded text (e.g. Seasonal Sales 
Events), images (“0% Financing”) and maps (dealer locations) 
into the video end frame can be shown to users using the same 
remessaging decisioning logic as is used in display—allowing 
for a coordinated Tier 2/3 campaign across channels. 

ASBURY NYC DEALER RESULTS PAGE

USER SERVED ASBURY ROULETTE 
AD & LOCAL DEALER DETAILS 
WITH HARD-HITTING CTA TO 
MOVE USER DOWN THE FUNNEL

DYNAMIC VAST AD 
INCLUDES MAP WITH 
LOCAL DEALERSHIP

IF THE USER IS A CURRENT 
ASBURY OWNER, SERVE NEAREST 
DEALER WITH SERVICE OFFER

OR



The Purchase stage occurs offline at the dealership 
and includes lot visits, test drives, and—ultimately—
an actual vehicle purchase or lease. This stage is not 
frequently included in clients’ digital funnel models, as 
these offline events are not readily attributable back to 
online media. We include it here because Flashtalking 
is actively working on a number of “offline-to-online” 
attribution solutions, described here.

5 | Purchase Stage



Flashtalking has entered into a partnership with a mobile 
partner to provide dealer visit data to the Flashtalking platform. 
The offline dealer visit data can then be tied back to the online 
impression data for each user, thereby connecting the dots and 
enabling OEM’s to assess the impact of digital advertising on 
dealer lot visits—to both their own and to competitor dealers.

 USE CASE I

Dealer Lot Visits (Analytics)



To bring these tactics together into a single strategy—what we 
refer to as the “messaging architecture”—Flashtalking a tool 
called decision trees. Decision trees allow the campaign manager 

Messaging Architecture
to design and implement the logic necessary to make sure that 
users see the right ad at the right time—a sample decision tree 
for Asbury motors is shown below. 
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The decision tree is evaluated top-down and left-to-right. The first decision point 
is whether the user has been seen on the Asbury web site. If yes, the cascade of 
logic proceeds from the far left: 

 1 Is the user eligible for Tier 2/3 Remessaging (i.e. has the user viewed an  
  offer, inventory, or dealer pages)? 

 2 If not, is the user eligible for Configurator Remessaging?

 3 If not, is the user eligible for Model Remessaging?

 4 If not, is the user eligible for DMP Audience Messaging?

 5 If not, show them the model(s) featured on the Asbury Homepage. 

If we have not seen the user on the Asbury web site, we evaluate the right  
side of the tree: 

 1 Is the user on an endemic website? 

 2 If not, show them a featured model with high-level geographic  
  messaging (e.g. “visit your Tri-State Asbury dealer).

It is important to note that there is no 
one-size-fits-all decision tree for all 
automotive clients. Each decision tree 
will reflect the strategy chosen by that 
advertiser—and will be impacted by 
multiple factors (marketing objectives, 
desired complexity, etc.). Flashtalking’s 
account teams have deep expertise 
building robust messaging architectures 
and will work with you to structure the 
right decision tree for your situation.



There are limitless possibilities for incorporating data-driven 
messaging into your digital media funnel.  So where to begin?  
The following matrix categories each opportunity across two 
dimensions: business impact and level of effort. The pink 

Where to Begin: “Quick Wins”
box in the upper right represent “Quick Wins”: data-driven 
messaging tactics that will generate positive impact and are 
the easiest to implement.

Data-driven messaging represents an entirely new business 
competency—for you, your people, and your agency partners. 
It will require new ways of strategizing, new ways of messaging 
with customers, new business processes, new communications 

channels, and new ways to work with your agency and 
technology vendors. Starting with the quick wins enables you 
to generate a success story, assess your learnings, and pursue 
the next opportunity. 
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For More Information

For more information about personalization in advertising, 
or to set up an introductory meeting, please reach out to 
SalesUS@flashtalking.com. 

Flashtalking will help guide you through the steps required 
in implementing data-driven messaging, including:

• Identifying the messaging audiences and data triggers

• Creating a messaging architecture

• Creative design and production

• Defining goals and KPIs for personalized advertising 

•  Program management, implementation and timelines
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