Post Crises Sustainability in the Automobile Sector - A Consumer Perspective

//4; AR

. v °"1—|’ ' Jain S.
\ \f:;” J;"b/ Bennett University
g&ii? (shruti.jain@bennett.edu.in)

ISBN: 978-1-943295-20-3

The COVID-19 lock down and a work from home environment reduced need for urban commuting on one hand while the
restricted availability of public transport and need for social distancing ensured that people preferred using personal
transport. By 2021, the breakdown in supply chains and the shortage of electronic chipsets from China and Taiwan
meant that production and sales of automobiles was badly affected.

This paper aims to bring about better understanding of the evolving relationship between crises induced change in
consumer behaviour and the change in marketing and advertising practices.
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1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has been the most pervasive disruption that the world has seen post WWII (Chhibber & Gupta,
2021). Different industries and sectors have been affected in unusual ways. The lock down and a work from home
environment reduced need for urban commuting (Bhatt & Varghese, 2020) on one hand while the restricted availability of
public transport and need for social distancing ensured that people preferred using personal transport (CCSA, 2020).

By 2021, the breakdown in supply chains and the extreme shortage of electronic chipsets from the largest producers in
China and Taiwan meant that production of electronics and automobiles were quite severely affected. Automobile sales which
were beginning to see an uptick due to pent up demand were further affected due to production stoppages.

This had a snowball effect on the Indian economy given that the sector contributes 7.1% to India’s overall GDP with an
annual turnover of Rs. 7.5 lakh crores (Desk, 2021). The impact is further underscored by the fact that India is the fifth-largest
automobile market in the world and second largest manufacturer of two-wheelers. The automobile sector comprises of four
segments: two-wheelers, three-wheelers, passenger vehicles and commercial vehicles. Two-wheelers and passenger vehicles
dominate the domestic market with a share of 81.2% and 14.6% respectively (IBEF, 2020). The Indian automotive industry is
expected to reach US$ 300 billion by 2026.

Despite the headwinds, the sector has tremendous growth potential. It is progressing from resilience to resurgence and
towards “achhe din” (Paliwal, 2020). Personal mobility solutions have become the focal point for the industry giants to keep
in mind the shifting consumer preferences (Deloitte, 2020). The second-hand two-wheeler market is also gaining traction in
recent times (Nandigam, 2021) given their low maintenance and easy maneuverability (PTI, 2021). Electric vehicles, which
are considered the future of travel and commuting, are being supported whole-heartedly by global policy changes (Arribas-
Ibar et al., 2021). ‘Green mobility,” ‘digital interface’ are the new buzzwords for both the industry and the modern end
consumer (KPMG, 2021). Progress in AR/VR, autonomous driving, shared mobility, connected cars, etc., are anticipated to
drive the future growth of the sector (Chhibber & Gupta, 2021). The evolving consumer attaches growing importance to
safety, well-being, and personal hygiene in automobiles, resulting in features like complex air filters and automatic gear shift.

2. Research Objectives & Methodology
While the overall objective is to understand the relationship of the consumer with the automobile industry during times of
crises, this research paper aims to understand and analyze the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic specifically on the consumer
buying behaviour of two-wheelers (2W). The paper further attempts to understand the difference in the behaviour of different
consumer cohorts towards the purchase of two-wheelers and thereby unearth consumer insights which could be relevant to the
marketing and advertising practices of the industry.

Research methodology deployed was a quantitative method of data collection and the analysis uses descriptive and
inferential statistics. Primary Research (Lowe & Zemliansky, 2010) was conducted using an Online Structured Questionnaire
(Pandey, 2015) following Non-Probability Sampling technique. Sample details for research based on data saturation and
sufficiency (Shaheen et al., 2019) are given below.

Sample Type Sample size

Two-wheeler buyers: Bikes, Scooties, Scooters 200
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Data was collected intermittently during the second half of 2022. The respondents were men (as they are primary buyers of
two-wheelers) from different income (low and middle income) and age groups (young and middle-aged).

Online structured questionnaire was selected as the research tool to understand the respondents and their preferences in a
more consolidated and composite manner. It is convenient for the respondent as well as for the researcher. Most questions
were simple and straightforward with MCQs and Likert Scale options. The questionnaire was interspersed with subjective
type questions to gain deeper and richer insights. The data was analyzed via graphs and using descriptive and inferential
statistics, depending on the type of question.

2.1 Data Collection and Sampling

A pre-tested questionnaire and a pilot survey were used for collecting the data. Two hundred respondents from across the
country (excluding North-Eastern states) were sent an online structured questionnaire created using Google Forms and shared
via email and WhatsApp. The sampling method used was a non-probability sampling method, i.e., quota sampling. This non-
probability sampling technique was the most suitable as it allowed to research a representative stratum within the overall
population. Only males were selected as secondary studies proved that this gender is the primary owner of two-wheelers
(especially bikes and scooters). The research was thus conducted among males owning two-wheelers, belonging to the target
group and having access to online platforms.

Further, the study was targeted at men from the urban population of India, who primarily fall in two age groups viz Young
Adults (Age 18 to 24 years) and Young Professionals (Age 25 to 31 years). These two age groups also represent two different
generations, Gen Z and Millennials, respectively. These two segments are the largest groups within the population of India,
have a higher inclination towards two-wheelers, and have increasing purchasing power.

Responses were also collected across income levels, starting from less than INR 2 lakhs p.a. to more than INR 30 lakhs p.a.
This was done to understand the differences in the consumption and buying patterns of men falling into different economic
strata. The respondents cut across Metro cities and Tier I, Il, and 11l towns (having representation from Delhi, Mumbai,
Kolkata, Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Telangana, Pune, Gurgaon, Ahmedabad, Indore, Goa, Lucknow, Nagpur, Meerut,
Ghaziabad, Ranchi, Raipur, etc.)

3. Data Analysis & Interpretation
In order to evaluate and analyze the data, an Excel spreadsheet was used to compute simple percentages of respondents
answering the diverse options (and responding to 2-3 subjective questions) and presenting the data in tables and graphs.
Based on the data findings and analysis, conclusions were drawn up. This section of the paper details out the data collated.

Graph 3.1: Age

95% of respondents fall in the age bracket of 18-31 years, hence that becomes the age group for this study.
55% of respondents are between 18 and 24 years while 41% of them are between 25 and 31 years of age.

Graph 3.2: Household Income

Most respondents have an income of 10-20 lakh per annum, followed by 6-10 lakh per annum, and more than 30 lakhs per
annum. This means that we have respondents who belong to the middle as well as upper-middle-income levels.

Graph 3.3: Variant & Brand Ownership
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The choice of 2W ownership depicts high interest in bikes, followed by that in scooties. While only 16% of the respondents
own a scooter, however, this segment has witnessed a steady recovery after the pandemic (KPMG, 2021). Note that some

have more than one type of two-wheeler and have selected more than one option as well.

Brand Ownership: Brands like Honda, Bajaj, Hero, TVS, Royal Enfield, and Yamaha have high popularity. Honda is the most
popular two-wheeler brand across bikes, scooters, and scooties.

Graph 3.4: Duration of ownership

32% of the respondents have purchased a 2W in the last two years, i.e., after the pandemic had hit the nation. This shows a
strong desire for having low maintenance and cost-effective vehicle during the pandemic to avoid reliance on public transport.

The Graph also represents those who have had their 2W for more than 5 years. This segment individually occupies the largest
chunk in the pie.

Graph 3.5: Impact of pandemic on usage

As expected, most respondents did not take immense care of their 2Ws during the pandemic and several lockdowns.
However, what is interesting to note here is that a significant chunk also started using their 2W more than pre-pandemic
times. Respondents have also spent more money in maintenance of their 2W and/or have gotten it upgraded.

Graph 3.6: Functional benefits

83% of respondents have highlighted “easy commute” as the main functional benefit that has become more important for
them after the pandemic. Clearly, 2Ws are more convenient for shorter rides. With increasing urbanization and high traffic,
2Ws are the preferred mode of transport.

The functional benefit of low maintenance has been opted by 52% of respondents.

Graph 3.7: Emotional benefits
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56% of respondents have highlighted “makes me feel self-reliant” as the emotional benefit of their 2W that has become
more important for them after the pandemic.
52% of the respondents have also identified another similar thought of “gives me a sense of freedom”.
Additionally, 42% have memories associated with their 2Ws that make them develop an emational connection with it.
39% also have an emotional bond with their 2W because it supports them and their loved ones.

Graph 3.8: Changes desired

Respondents were asked to choose from several options, responding with certain changes they would like to see in their
2\Ws.
64% want electric compatibility and 56% want less pollution emission from their 2Ws.
Safety enhancement features like automatic transmission and traction control are also given weightage by 35% of respondents
and 20% of them desire an easy to sanitize seat.
28% of respondents would also want to have Artificial Intelligence based 2Ws.

3.1 Evolution of relationship with 2W since the pandemic
When asked to write about their evolved relationship with their 2W, the most common response (66% respondents) was that
they started using it more - “helped me relieve stress as I would just take my bike out for a ride”, “if you are scared of driving
a car, your bike becomes your partner in every nag and discomfort”, “since the traffic has reduced, it feels safer to commute
and saves time and cost as compared to local transport”, “The new normal has urged us to use it more often due to the
behaviour of avoiding public transport and crowded commute for safety purposes and health measures”, “Jai aur Veeru”, and
more similar responses. ..

However, 34% of respondents have stated that their relationship with their 2W has either remained the same or has reduced
since the pre-pandemic times — “hasn't changed in particular”, “it has always been special, and it remains that way”, “usage
has gone down, since most of the stuff needed was home delivered”, “Forgotten how to ride one”, and similar responses.

Graph 3.9: 2W Dependence

s of toduy, | U my two-whesler more
than | used to before the pandermic

I think in the coming months, | will be
needing my two-wheeler even more

1 am locking to shift towards
whectric two-wheskers

The first part of this question reconfirms that people are using their 2W more than they used to before the pandemic (32%
agree with the statement).
37% of them have agreed that they think in the coming months, they will be needing their 2W even more. This is in sync with
the secondary research that shows an increase in the sales of 2Ws. Additionally, most respondents (37%) “strongly agree” that
they are looking to shift towards electric 2Ws.

Graph 3.10: Repeat purchase
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29% of respondents are looking to buy another 2W.
38% of them are at a ‘maybe’ stage with this decision. Therefore, 67% are likely to buy another 2W soon.

Graph 3.11: Reasons thereof

Out of those who want to buy another 2W (29% or 58 respondents), 57% want to buy it because they are looking for an
electric 2W.

Around 40% want a 2W with upgraded features and 31% would want to buy because they want to minimize public transport
usage.

Upgraded features are other unique requirements post pandemic. Interestingly, some percentage of respondents want to buy a
2W as it is cheaper and has low maintenance than a 4W.

Graph 3.12: New requirements

Digital is the way forward for repeat purchase. 60% seek digital interactions that make the buying process seamless.
Almost an equal percentage of respondents (57%) want an extended guarantee/warranty, and 53% emphasized the need for
great customer service.

Graph 3.13: Influencing factors

50% of respondents have earmarked ‘online reviews’ affecting their purchase decision. Clearly, online feedback is a
trustworthy ally in consumers’ decision-making process.
The rest of the factors like influence from friends and family are less important with less than 20% of respondents selecting
those options.

3.2 Aspirational brands
Most aspired brands by the respondents are Royal Enfield and Honda because they trust these brands. These brands give them
better mileage and are stylish. One respondent considers Royal Enfield to have an amazing style, sound, and comfort to even

take it to the mountains — “hathi palna sabko nai ata.” Most respondents who selected Honda did so as they are impressed by
its excellence in delivering its promise.
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Some bike lovers have also mentioned Harley Davidson as their aspired brand. They like that the company has a rich
history of making excellent motorcycles with great body quality. They would also enjoy being associated with the brand
because of its image and status.

4. Key Findings & Discussions

4.1 The SIESTA Factor:

Self-Reliance is the key: The largest impact of the pandemic was felt on a day-to-day basis by consumers. Be it the
lack of mobility, or the lack of house helps, people realized the best way to sustain oneself was to be self-reliant.
And when it came to automobiles, consumers understood the importance of safer and more convenient personal
vehicles. Two-wheelers emerged as the most desired option since the pandemic necessitated social distancing. Thus,
public transport became a non-option and consumers opted for a two-wheeler of their own, even if it was a second-
hand bike.

Image is paramount: While functionality is a given, brand image is important to develop trust and reassure on
reliability. That it helps the reflected image of the user is a bonus. Most respondents have chosen Honda as their
aspired brand. It is also the brand that is owned by most of them. Hence, the pandemic has not created a massive
shift in brand preferences.

Environment needs attention/protection: The COVID-19 pandemic was a resounding affirmer of the importance
of environment at a global level. Consumers are increasingly conscious of the role of each individual in conserving
and protecting the environment. From personal hygiene habits to fuel consumption to carbon emissions and
sustainability — are all becoming a focus area for the educated and aware consumer. Driving an eco-friendly 2W is a
definite desire amongst the targeted audience.

Seeking more ...and ever more: Consumers Seek Dual Benefits of Easy Commute and Self-Reliance. What
consumers are most grateful about their two-wheelers is that it provides them with both functional and emotional
benefits. Functional advantage of helping them with easy commute to places and emotional benefit of making them
feel self-reliant. These two benefits are actually the most realized ones during the pandemic. This is because the
pandemic took these away from us and hence, people now seek them more than ever.

Tech is King: As in life in general post pandemic, people now demand digitalization and new product features from
their preferred brand of the two-wheeler. These include electric compatibility, less pollution emission, safety
enhancements features, like automatic transmission, tougher vehicle body, and air filters. Some are even looking to
buy another 2W just for upgraded features.

When it comes to FMCG, digital plays a very significant role today. Even with automobiles, we have understood
that most respondents are wanting digital interactions that make the buying process seamless. These include online
guidance, carousels, transactions, customer care, etc. This point is further endorsed by a response to another question
where around 50% of respondents have stated that online ratings and reviews influence their 2W buying decision the
most. Hence, companies should focus and invest in this space.

Automobiles are like family members: Most respondents have experienced a changed relationship with their 2W.
They have started using and valuing it more. While some claim it to be a Jai & Veeru kind of a relationship, most
have realized it to be safer, cheaper, and reliant conveyance, helping them avoid local public transport.

More than 50% of respondents have agreed or strongly agreed that they will be needing their two-wheeler even more
in the coming months. This clearly depicts the increasing importance and dependence on it in their lives. Around
30% are also looking to buy another 2W soon.

4.2 The Evolving Cohorts:

Enthu Newbies: Buying patterns are depicting that consumers are seeking innovation in two-wheelers. It has now
become a category that needs to be equipped with superlative safety enhancement features like automatic
transmission and traction control, quality indicators, UV LED lights, electric compatibility, AR/VR support, etc.
Since two-wheelers are now becoming a reflection of lifestyles, consumers are wanting stylish and tough vehicle
bodies. They gravitate towards brands that have a robust portfolio and a well-defined and well-delivered brand
promise.

Ghumakkads: Research and consumer behaviour studies are demonstrating that being independent and mobile was
becoming increasingly important in the scheme of affairs. Being locked down, propelled consumers to find outlets to
get out, even if it meant to run an errand or to get some fresh air. Within the prescribed government restrictions,
short rides and trips to nearby markets or outlets was a reprieve sought by many. And two-wheelers came extremely
handy for the same.
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o Silent Worriers: A large segment of respondents have outlined and underscored the fears of the larger population as
being prone to infection and disease due to unnecessary exposure in public transport. They have also discussed the
impact of rising fuel costs compounded by higher acquisition costs of automobiles (resulting from higher sourcing
and manufacturing costs, etc.). This segment chose two-wheelers as an alternate mode of transport under the duress
of the pandemic related restrictions, but quickly realized the advantages from the health and economic perspectives.

e Tech Experts: Responses across questions have highlighted the fascination with Artificial Intelligence, Augmented
Reality and/or Virtual Reality in two-wheelers. Most respondents would like the inclusion of these features to
enhance the functioning and social status of their two-wheelers. While it cannot be said that these are only
pandemic-induced desires, but the pandemic surely has made consumers learn about them more.

e Cocooners: The COVID-19 pandemic brought with it waves of lockdowns and work from home session. This
brough about a mindset change in the behaviour of several consumers. They realized the benefits of reducing their
carbon footprint (due to reduced commuting and travel), they enjoyed the benefits of being around family and having
more time for personal activities or hobbies, they figured out an alternate working pattern which was more
productive and wholesome. These cocooners soon traded their expensive four wheelers for two-wheelers to
capitalize on the reduced demand of commuting.

4.3 Limitations:
e The generalizability of the research is limited by the sample size of 200. Although it is representative of the
population, there could be variations in the results, if the research would have had a larger sample size
e Due to time constraints and the attention span of respondents, the questionnaire is kept compact and concise to
gather only important consumer data.
e This research tries to examine consumer behaviour impacted by the pandemic, but it does not study the impact on
other entities like auto dealers, marketers, etc. Future research could cover that spectrum

e This research is part of an overall and ongoing research on automobiles which covers four-wheelers as well. It is thus
a partial representation of the overall world view on automobiles marketing and advertising and its impact on
consumers.

5. Conclusion
Consumers are keen on buying a safer and more convenient personal vehicle. A two-wheeler is the most desired option. This
is because the pandemic has created an innate need to stay away from public transport and opt for a two-wheeler of your own,
even if it is a second-hand bike.

Purchase behaviour of searching online and buying offline has extended to two-wheelers (and automobiles, in general) as
well. Both, secondary and primary research have proven this point. Thorough online research and comparison of various
brands and models have become consumer habits. This is also going to increase the relevance of third-party sites reviewing
automobiles.

This changing consumer behaviour is being heard by brands. Top two-wheeler players in the market like Bajaj, Yamabha,
and Hero have launched new models with upgraded features preferred by consumers and are also associating with
partnerships that will lead to easy manufacturing, scalability, sales, after-sales, and help garner government support. A slew of
digital practices should also be explored along with discussion around the new consumer mores to be reflected in the
advertising and promotion activities in the future.
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