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IS THERE A CRISIS COMING FOR AUTO MARKET SALES? 

Automotive Market Forecast to Drop by 9% from 2017 to 2023 While There Will Be 26% 
More New Vehicle Lines to Sell 

 
NORTH TUSTIN, Calif. (August 15, 2018) – Over the past decades, the American auto 
industry has “atomized” with more and more new car and light truck models being 
added to the lineups each year.  The reason for this rapid addition of nameplates has 
been an attempt by auto designers and marketers to provide products targeted to much 
more finely defined product niches.  Consumers demand more and more focused 
products and today’s automotive consumer research can identify exactly what those 
consumers want.  Current product development techniques allow vehicles to be 
developed more quickly and efficiently than in the past.  So, why not develop a vehicle 
targeted at each well-defined buyer group? 
 
During the ‘90s, a good year was 15 million car and light truck sales.  By early in the first 
decade of the 2000s, the industry was expecting 17 million units per year.  Companies 
began adding more and more nameplates to take advantage of these robust sales 
numbers and to target their customers more closely.  Just as more nameplates were 
added, the market softened. 

 
 
At the industry peak in 2000, sales hit 17.3 million units and there were 232 car and light 
truck nameplates on the market in the United States. This resulted in an average sales 
volume of about 73,000 units per nameplate.  In 2010 the industry cratered to 10.2 
million units. There were 301 nameplates resulting in an average of only 34,000 units 
sold per nameplate; a whopping 39,000-unit deterioration in the average sales volume 
per nameplate from 2000.   
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Jump forward to 2017, the next peak sales year when sales hit 17.2 million units.  The 
nameplate count remained stable at 302 nameplates.  Average sales per nameplate in 
2017 were about 57,000 units.  However, due to adding nameplates, the average was 
still 16,000 lower than in the year 2000 on average.  In a 17 million unit year, a lot of 
nameplates can be fed. 
 
But, as history has shown, 17 million unit sales years are not sustainable.  AutoPacific’s 
Industry Analysis team forecasts sales for 2023 to be 15.7 million units.  Automakers 
have plans to add 80 more nameplates between 2017 and 2023.  This means that 382 
nameplates will average just 41,000 sales apiece.  
 
To add to the challenge, the top ten best-selling vehicles, like the Ford F-Series, 
Chevrolet Silverado, Ram 1500, etc., account for 27% of the market.  In 2023, that 
leaves 372 nameplates to battle over about 11,500,000 after taking the top ten out.  The 
result is a further drop in average sales per nameplate to about 31,000.   
 
This is a very simplistic analysis, but it is clear that the next five years will be a 
marketing challenge for the automotive industry.  “The marketing challenge is real,” 
says AutoPacific president George Peterson. “AutoPacific has helped many automakers 
launch targeted new vehicles.  How they navigate this impending crisis will result in a 
marketing war that hasn’t been seen in years.” 
 

•     •     •     •     • 
 

AutoPacific is an automotive specialist research and product planning consulting firm 
headquartered in North Tustin, California.  Since 1986, AutoPacific has been providing 
market and product research services to automotive OEMs and Tier 1 suppliers around 
the world.  This press release is based on an analysis by AutoPacific’s Industry Analysis 
team “Atomization – the 2018 View Looking to 2023 – Auto Crisis on the Horizon.” 
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