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Program Overview 
Learn about Smart Columbus’ electric vehicle                    
Ride & Drive strategy and program structure. 

2018 Impact 
Explore program results from 2018 through data 
visualizations. 

Best Practices 
Unpack best practices including host site diversity,             
plug & play promotion, and vehicle variety.  

Key Learnings 
Glean insights on how to create a stress-free event for 
participants while optimizing impact. 

Design Your Own R&D Program  
Dive into tips for optimizing Ride & Drive events                 
per dollar of funding.  
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R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W

Dive into Smart Columbus’ electric vehicle (EV) Ride & 

Drive Roadshow strategy and program structure.

PROGRAM 
OVERVIEW
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The Opportunity 
The City of Columbus and the Columbus 

Partnership won a $10 million grant from 

the Paul G. Allen Philanthropies with the 

goal of building a scalable playbook to 

replace carbon-based fuel consumption 

through decarbonization and 

electrification.  

These two massive shifts are critical for combatting 

climate change, maintaining a high quality of life for 

central Ohio residents, and bolstering competitiveness 

for talent and business attraction and retainment. The 

Columbus Region is projected to grow by 1 million 

residents by 2050 and EVs, along with substantial efforts 

to drive less, will help ensure this growth doesn’t 

jeopardize our high air quality and public health. 

P R O G R A M  O V E R V I E W

OF CAR BUYERS TEST  
DRIVE BEFORE THEY BUY84%

WANT A DIFFERENT TEST 
DRIVE EXPERIENCE THAN 
WHAT THEY GET AT A 
DEALERSHIP

81%

One of the main priorities of this funding is to 

increase consumer EV adoption to 1.8% of all new 

light-duty vehicle registrations by Q1 2020, from a 

baseline of 0.37% in 2015. This shift represents almost 

a 500% increase over three years — a very bold 

vision. To achieve these aggressive goals, Smart 

Columbus is implementing a suite of highly strategic 

interventions focused on guiding drivers through the 

customer journey, from awareness to consideration, 

and then purchase. 

The Ride & Drive Roadshow (R&D) is Smart 

Columbus’ flagship program. The initiative drives EV 

adoption by educating central Ohio residents about 

EVs, and by providing opportunities for residents to 

test drive electric vehicles of all varieties in a low-

pressure, educational environment. 

BEST PRACTICES VIDEO
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GVmkvV10MKI&feature=youtu.be


P R O G R A M  O V E R V I E W

THE TEST DRIVE EXPERIENCE 

Our Approach
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• We developed a Ride & Drive (R&D) strategy that will put 12,000 people behind the wheel of an EV by 2020, with 

at least 13.5% of them opting in to be contacted by a dealer about the vehicle they drove. These bold yet 

attainable goals would make this test program the largest of its kind while aligning with best practice opt-in rates.  

• Smart Columbus created the Acceleration Partner Program to provide a framework for activating large and 

influential employers in the region to lead our community into the future with the Smart City movement. A 

substantial part of this program focuses on incentivizing and inspiring associates to drive less and drive electric. 
Thus, the majority of events are hosted with these partner companies. These employer partnerships are key to the 

success of the R&D Roadshow.  

• The R&D is a brand agnostic EV test drive tour offering 8-10 vehicles for people to drive at no cost to partners of 

Smart Columbus. Events in 2018 were hosted from 9 a.m. - 4 p.m. (with one hour for lunch) at workplaces and 

varying hours at select public events.  

• A handful of community events were hosted in 2017-2018, targeting the general public due to a high degree of 
interest from community partners. 

• Host sites ranged from downtown locations to the suburbs — including hospitals, office parks, universities, and 

shopping centers.  

• All drivers went through Smart Columbus and Electric Vehicle 101 prior to their drive, with hands-on displays from 

Bosch and an interactive pre-drive education experience. In addition to EV education, drivers learned about smart 

mobility options, including transit, micro-transit, carpooling, cycling and more. 

• Drivers filled out a pre- and post-drive survey, answering a range of questions on demographics, desirable vehicle 

characteristics, EV attitudes and vehicle purchase plans. Survey results are anonymized and analyzed to optimize 

program impact, support cutting-edge research, and to discern market insights.  

STEP 1:
CHECK IN 

STEP 2:
PRE-DRIVE EDU

STEP 3:
THE DRIVE

STEP 4:
SURVEY & SWAG



P R O G R A M  O V E R V I E W

The Team
Smart Columbus works directly with Civitas 

Marketing, a promotions company located in 

Columbus, Ohio, to bring the Ride & Drive 

Roadshow to life at all 120 events over the course of 

the program. This report was collaboratively written 

from the perspective of the program management 

teams from Smart Columbus and Civitas.

SMART COLUMBUS ROLES

Ride & Drive Program Manager 
Responsibilities Include: 
▪ Leading overall Ride & Drive initiative for Smart 

Columbus  

▪ Point of contact for Civitas team 

▪ Host site and partner management 

▪ Managing company-specific EV purchase incentives

OEM/Dealer Relationship Manager 
Responsibilities Include: 
▪ Vehicle procurement and Original Equipment 

Manufacturer (OEM) relationship management 

▪ Managing host site incentives to purchase EVs 

(provided by OEMs)

VENDOR ROLES

Account Manager 
Responsibilities Include: 
▪ Ride & Drive project management 

▪ On-site team leadership and training 

▪ Main point of contact for Smart Columbus team 

▪ Overseeing creative development

On-site Team 
Event Manager: Responsible for all assets, including 

vehicles, as well as setup/teardown, vehicle upkeep 

and overall event logistics. 

15 Product Specialists: Responsible for in-car 

experience and vehicle expertise. Highlighting the EV 

features of the vehicles, directing drivers safely while 

on the road and answering questions from drivers. 

These team members are specially trained throughout 

the program in order to gain knowledge on the 

evolving EV landscape. There are 15 specialists trained 

and ready to work an event, but only 8-10 are needed 

per event. 

Registration Lead: Responsible for checking in drivers 

& riders, answering experience questions and creating 

great first impressions with participants. 

Education Lead: Responsible for educating drivers on 

Smart Columbus and EV 101 prior to their drive. 

Additional duties include registration support, in-

person pre-promotion and driver introductions to 

Product Specialists. 

At 120 events scale, each Ride & 

Drive event costs approximately 

$8,000. This includes project 

management, specially trained 

staff, event execution and logistics, 

website and digital asset 

development, per-event reporting, 

permitting, and site management.
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R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W

The R&D produced an immense amount of data in 

2018. We are using this data to inform program 

optimization, identify market trends, and help others 

offering test drive experiences. 

2018 
IMPACT
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• Reached key partners 
located past the outer 
belt including Denison 
University and the 
Transportation 
Research Center Inc. 

2 0 1 8  I M P A C T

Timeline
In 2018, the R&D Team hit a number of milestones. Below you will find an overview of the Ride & Drive season 

and the record-breaking moments that occurred throughout the program. 

• Completed over 
6,800 drives in 
2018

• Completed over  
5,500 drives in 2018 

• Returned to successful 
2017 host sites for 
another Ride & Drive

• JPMorgan Chase 
hosted the first week-
long event (5 days) 
and set a new record 
of 276 drives in one 
day 

• CAS broke the driving 
record with 239 drives
— 22% of their 
workforce participated 

• Executed the most 
events in one month

• Smart Columbus 
opened the 
Experience Center 
where additional test 
drives are conducted 

• OSU’s Center for 
Automotive Research 
hosted the largest 
single driver event 

•  L Brands hosted the 
first multi-driver event, 
completing 219 drives 

• Launched CEO 
engagement

• Opened the season 
at the Columbus 
International Auto 
Show

March 
4 events

May 
15 events

July 
9 events

September 
7 events

April 
9 events

June 
6 events

August 
3 events

October 
5 events
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By the Numbers

2 0 1 8  I M P A C T

DRIVERS WHO RATED THE 
EXPERIENCE EXCELLENT

94%

Here you will find the key performance indicators from the 2018 Ride & Drive season. In this section we will unpack 

who participated in the program, what they drove, and what impact the experience had on their likelihood to make 

their next vehicle purchase electric. 

59
EVENTS

6,837
DRIVES COMPLETED

12389

AVERAGE DRIVES PER EVENT

CLOSED EVENTCOMMUNITY EVENT

276
4.7 STAR PRODUCT SPECIALIST 

KNOWLEDGE RATING

MOST DRIVES PER DAY
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Who Drove
By bringing the Ride & Drive Roadshow to 41 unique locations in 2018, we were able to encourage a diverse group 

of drivers to go electric. Drivers lived in a variety of locations in Ohio (and a few across the U.S.), but the highest 

concentration lived in Franklin County, with most others in the surrounding regions. These drivers also had an 

average commute around 30 miles to their workplace from home. Of these drivers, 30% were Female, 67% were 

Male and 3% listed as Other. In May, demographic survey questions were added so the following results reflect data 

from May through October 2018. 

WHERE OUR DRIVERS LIVE

2 0 1 8  I M P A C T

65.2% OF DRIVERS 
LIVE IN FRANKLIN 
COUNTY, OHIO*
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What did they Drive
In 2018, the most popular PHEV was the Mercedes-Benz GLE550e and the Tesla Model X was the most popular BEV. In 

2019, the fleet line-up was adjusted to include models from Jaguar and Kia.
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Toyota

EVENTS 

Chrysler

TESLA EFFECT

A large number of participants drove Tesla vehicles, but demographic data suggests many may not be able to 

afford one of the models they drove. However, the experience is still increasing the likelihood of Tesla test drivers 

to go electric. In the Appendix pre- and post-drive survey data suggests the unique allure of Tesla vehicles at the 

R&D is still having a positive impact on changing mindsets about EVs, even if drivers cannot afford to purchase a 

Tesla model they drove. This hypothesis was also supported through qualitative feedback like this quote:

“This was a great presentation and demo. I've been interested in electric cars for a while, this just 
enhanced that interest and pretty much guaranteed I'll be looking into an EV for my next car.”  

- Kevin N., OhioHealth (Tesla Model S driver) 
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When are they Buying
The goal of the R&D program is to change mindsets and encourage new drivers to go electric. Overall, 7.6% of 

drivers at community events were EV owners at the time of their drive and only 2.5% of drivers at closed events 

were EV owners. This left plenty of opportunity to encourage attitude change and increase adoption.

2 0 1 8  I M P A C T

* Data based on pre- and post-drive surveys from May - October 2018

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

1 Year 2 Years 3 Years 4 Years 5+ Years No Plans Don't Know

NEXT VEHICLE PURCHASE CLOSED 
EVENTS

COMMUNITY 
EVENTS
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We are Changing Mindsets
The data suggests the test drive experience successfully changed mindsets about electric vehicles. Below you will 

find the pre-drive and post-drive attitudes of participants as it related to preference, charging habits and 

likelihood to purchase an electric vehicle. During the 2018 season there were a few drivers who bought an electric 

vehicle the next day (one even bought the EV they drove the same day).  

In addition, when asked if access to workplace charging would increase the driver’s likelihood to go electric, 85% 

said yes prior to the drive and this number increased to over 90% post-drive. Based on this data, the installation of 

workplace charging may further accelerate the rate of reported adoption.

EV AFFINITY

LIKELIHOOD TO PURCHASE ELECTRIC

*Results sourced from Ride & Drive survey data

0%

12.5%

25%

37.5%

50%

N/A Very Unlikely Unlikely Somewhat Likely Likely Very Likely

Pre-Drive
Post-Drive

23%

45%

68%

90%

Not For Me No Opinion For Me

Pre-Drive
Post-Drive +46% 

of drivers said an 
EV was for them 
after their drive*

+16.7% 
of drivers are Likely or 
Very Likely to purchase 
an EV after their drive*
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The R&D is part of a three-year electrification initiative. To reach our 120 event goal, 10 events were held in 2017, 

59 events in 2018, and 51 events will be held in 2019. At each event, drivers will have the opportunity to elect or 

“opt in” to be contacted by a dealer or vehicle provider for more information on the car they drove. Our goal is for 

13.5% of drivers to elect to be contacted by a dealer. In 2017, 11.1% opted in; that increased to 13.6% in 2018.  

To increase the likelihood of these opt-ins leading to a sale, we created the Smart Columbus Electrified Dealer 
Program, a partnership with local auto dealers leading the way in helping our community shift to EVs. Electrified 

Dealers committed to: train their staff on EV benefits and charging, maintaining EV inventory, providing on-site 

charging stations share anonymized sales data with Smart Columbus and more. Dealers even distribute new EV 

owners gifts from Smart Columbus to help boost EV owner loyalty so they become community advocates for 

electrification. By incorporating Electrified Dealers into driver follow-up emails in 2019, we encourage drivers to 

visit dealerships that are ready to close the deal. 

Our goal is to hit 1.8% market penetration of new car sale registrations being plug-in vehicles by March 2020. This 

goal, and the data below, includes the seven county Columbus Region. To hit this program goal, we were 

targeting 1.1% market penetration by the close of 2018. This milestone was eclipsed early, in June 2018. EV sales 

data lags one quarter behind which is why the YOY graph only shows data through March 2019. 

EV Sales Surpassing Goals
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Our team fine-tuned the execution of a successful 

Ride & Drive program down to a science. Important 

ingredients explored in this section include:  

1. Embrace Host Site Diversity 

2. Design Plug & Play Promotion 

3. Leverage Cross-Department Team 

4. Partner for Holistic Education 

5. Offer Vehicle Variety

R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W

BEST  
PRACTICES
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B E S T  P R A C T I C E S

“We were excited to host a Ride and Drive event at one of our hospitals. The Smart Columbus team 
was able to easily adapt to the special requirements of a 24/7 healthcare facility. The event was a 

successful and innovative way to educate our associates on sustainable transportation options. We 
are looking forward to hosting more at our other hospitals and care sites around Columbus!”  

-Allegra Wiesler, OhioHealth Mobility Ambassador

80%  
of events 
were at 
workplaces

1. Embrace Host Site Diversity
The Ride & Drive Roadshow is a touring event that made stops across all of central Ohio in 2017 & 2018. Sites visited 

ranged from suburbs to downtown locations and varied across all types of spaces. Hospitals, office parks, rural 

transportation innovation facilities, and the heart of downtown Columbus are all examples of R&D locations. 

Motivations for partner participation vary and include: employee engagement, value alignment, sustainability/

environmental reporting, positive PR, and community involvement. 

For each Ride & Drive, it is important to tailor that specific event to each company’s culture and unique geography. 

This includes: 

• Working closely with a company’s Facilities Team to lay out the indoor education with the outdoor vehicle 

experience in order to create a seamless experience for every driver 

• Designing optimal routes based on location in order to include highway access and only right turns 

• Utilizing existing EV charging infrastructure in order to showcase that company’s offerings   

2018 R&D LOCATIONS
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Our partners are made up of busy people and we want to ensure them that hosting an event with us is a simplified, 

streamlined, plug & play process. So, we’ve developed a standardized effective approach to event promotion. Assets 

include a robust co-branded digital toolkit along with proven executive leadership outreach strategies.  

Executives play a huge role in announcing successful R&D events by encouraging participation through 

communication tools like town halls, Intranet, and personal all-staff emails. We provide draft email text, created based 

on a memo from L Brands CEO Les Wexner, to help inspire partner company leadership to craft their own narrative. 

We also co-host “fireside” chats or panel discussions starring partner C-suite, mayoral, and executive-level leadership 

to raise excitement about registering for a test drive and providing the foundation of knowledge for its associates 

about why their organization is hosting a Ride & Drive. 

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S

"From the very beginning, our senior leadership team was on 
board, sending emails and posting on Yammer, our internal 

social network.  We developed a team of associates at 
Motorists to support and promote the event who provided 

numerous interactions on our Smart Columbus Yammer page.  
During and after the Ride & Drive, our Yammer page quickly 

filled with associates posting photos and sharing their positive 
experiences as well as further dialogue of ways to get more 

involved in Smart Columbus initiatives.”  

- Dan Newkirk, Motorists Insurance Group Mobility Ambassador

• Every host site is provided a Digital Toolkit where we 

encourage our partners to share through multiple channels: 

Intranet, email, e-newsletters, lobby screens, elevators or 

gathering place posters, cafeteria fliers, and more.  

• We also changed on-site recruitment prior to the event from 

tech only to in-person registration in order to facilitate an 

open dialogue and build relationships between the on-site 

team and employees.  

The most used Digital Toolkit assets by hosts are: 

• Rack cards displayed on lunch tables and in break areas 

• MP4 animation for TV screens throughout campus  

• Registration links to share via e-newsletters and Intranet   

• Suggested copy for email from leadership

2. Design Plug &  
    Play Promotion
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The Smart Columbus team manages all aspects of the event from site logistics to planning driving routes and setting up 

all assets. However, the success of an event is only as good as the planning process and dedication of a site hosts’ 

internal planning team.  

We have seen the best results at locations that embrace the following tactics:  

• Grassroots and top-down support: This includes gaining CEO/leadership support early in the event promotion 

process to encourage employee participation and garnering interest from peers who are willing to take a few hours 

out of their day to volunteer during the event. Typically, 4 volunteers from the partner organization are required per 

shift (usually lasting 2 hours) in order to ensure the event runs smoothly.  

• Building a diverse planning team: The most successful internal planning teams have been ones that elected a 

representative in each of the following departments: communications, HR, legal, facilities, sustainability, and/or event 

planning. Each entity has unique knowledge of the campus needs and plays a critical role at some point in the 

process of bringing an R&D to their unique campus. 

• Example: At CAS over 22% of their 1,100 associates test drove during the event thanks to their cross-department team 

depicted below. Leadership support also helped make this event a huge success! 

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S

PLANNING TIMELINE

This timeline provides a snapshot of the standardized administrative 

planning process for each event, excluding day of event execution.

• Mobility 
ambassador 
identified 

• Discovery call with 
R&D Team 

• Event date selected

3+ Months Out

• Digital toolkit 
development begins 

• Initial site visit at 
host site  

• Permitting & safety 
needs secured

1-2 Months Out

• Digital toolkit 
delivered to host 
site 

• Driver recruitment 
and volunteer 
engagement begins 

• Final site 

walkthroughs 

3-4 Weeks Out

• Registration 
updates provided 
to host site 

• In-person 
promotion begins 

• Setup of event 
(day before)

Week Before

• Volunteer & Driver 
thank-you’s 

• KPI reports emailed 
to host site 

• Continued driver 
engagement 
through Smart 
Columbus lead 
nurturing emails

Follow-up

3. Leverage Cross-Department Team
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After checking in, the first part of the experience is a five-minute pre-

drive education discussion where drivers learn about EV types, 

charging basics, and Smart Columbus as a group. The middle picture 

the right side is from pre-drive education. Then drivers are handed off 

to the Product Specialists trained to be experts on the specific vehicles 

they are driving. After the first few events, staff updated scripts for the 

Product Specialists to ensure they hit main talking points. Training 

assets were developed in partnership with OEMs, the Electrification 

Coalition and other community experts. Other crucial elements include 

the inclusion of smart mobility partners (i.e. bike/scooter share 

companies, regional transit authority) and charging station providers 
(Bosch) in educational displays and integration into drive education 

talking points.   

The R&D team partners with host sites to promote corporate 

purchase/group buy deals (when applicable). Events also work to 

strategically stage vehicles by workplace charging for both practical 

purposes of charging during the event and awareness purposes of 

charging infrastructure promotion. Associates with access to free 

workplace charging are 600% more likely to go electric, but they 

have to know the option exists. Additional educational events offered 

in conjunction with a R&D in 2018 include presentations on Smart 

Columbus 101, EV 101, Driving Less, and Leadership panels. 

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S

“We are incredibly proud to support Smart Columbus and the City of Columbus. We had the great 
opportunity to host a Ride & Drive event at our offices this spring. Les Wexner (CEO, L Brands) and 

Alex Fischer (CEO, Columbus Partnership) kicked off our event with a fireside chat which was an 
easy way to engage our associates and help them to feel more comfortable with making positive 

mobility changes — whether it’s to drive electric or utilize ways to drive less.” 

– Rhoe Fields, L Brands Mobility Ambassador

Smart Columbus  
101 Presentations4 EV 101 Interactive 

Presentations8
Drive Less 
Interactive 
Presentations

7 Panel discussions 
involving Mayoral & 
C-Suite Leadership

3

4. Partner for Holistic Education
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Ride & Drive events are brand agnostic, which allows us to offer a variety of vehicles with different price ranges, 

features, styles, and electrification levels (e.g. battery electric or plug-in hybrids). This is so important because every 

driver is looking for something different. We bring 7-12 vehicles to each campus based on the number of employees 

at the campus and their level of the engagement before the event.  

We have a dedicated scope of work building relationships with Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) and 

dealerships, focused on a developing synergistic opportunities of collaboration. Through these relationships we are 

able to ask for vehicles for the program. Vehicle partnerships are predicated on providing high value back to the 

OEM or dealership, including: visibility of the brand, test drives, lead generation, and free marketing and consulting. 

We prefer to receive vehicles for the program from OEMs, as they are not limited by miles driven or Primary Market 

Area, which limits dealer involvement in the program. However, an OEM may select a trusted dealer to provide a 

vehicle in some cases. Both dealer and OEM relationships are critical to a successful program.  

The entire R&D staff celebrates vehicle variety by encouraging drivers to try a new vehicle they haven’t heard of 

before or compare vehicles by driving more than once. Additional vehicle education touch points include sharing a 

visual handout of test drive vehicles on-site and via hyperlink on registration platform and custom pre-drive 

education based on vehicle selections. Also, providing printed EV buyer’s guides showing all the electric options 

available in the market, along with details and a photo for each vehicle, serves as a helpful educational take-away. 

B E S T  P R A C T I C E S

5. Offer Vehicle Variety

“For the vast majority of consumers, they have 
not had the chance to directly try an EV and are 
unlikely to go to a dealership try one. By having 

numerous available during the ride and drive, 
consumers have the chance to try multiple 
vehicles at once, and this is more likely to 

increase the likelihood of purchasing or that 
they would consider an EV as their next car.”

– Ben Prochazka, VP - Electrification Coalition
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We embrace a culture of continuous improvement. 

2018 was a year of dynamic adaptation for optimum 

results. Key pivots unpacked in this section include: 

1. Encourage multiple drives with multiple people 

2. Train specialized right-seat drivers 

3. Rethink community events 

4. Right-size events & set goals 

5. Create a stress-free experience for participants

R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W

KEY  
LEARNINGS
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One of our goals at each R&D is to provide a quality experience to as many people as possible over the course of  a six-

hour event. In order to accomplish this goal, we realized there were two aspects of program design that weren’t fully 

optimized: the number of people able to drive in each thirty-minute slot and a drive limitation of two drives per person 

per day. For example, AEP hosted an event in 2017 and registered all 117 time slots, but then additional interested 

drivers couldn’t participate because there was no more capacity. This was a lost opportunity.  

To solve this problem, we made the following changes: 1) offered multi-driver experiences at closed events, and 2) 

allowed for participants to register for multiple test drives so they could compare multiple vehicles. We now 

encourage drivers to pick more than one car to test drive at an event. When drivers receive confirmation emails, they 

are prompted to schedule additional drives. Also, at the R&D event, people often become interested in more cars after 

their first test drive. Drivers can experience multiple types of vehicles (e.g. BEV vs. PHEV) by registering for more than 

one vehicle in any given day. The multi-driver events require Product Specialists to direct drivers to pull over at pre-

determined spots during the route to change drivers. Drivers can be both a rider and a driver, for a more complete 

experience. Multi-driver event designs are only offered for closed events, since colleagues are more likely to want to 

ride in the vehicle together than complete strangers at a public event. 

There were additional unintended benefits of the multi-driver experience change including: 

• Participants enjoyed experiencing the test drive with their peers, and this style event frequently led to greater 

realizations as dialogue organically evolves. 

• Many drivers invite their co-workers to drive with them when they register. 

• Offering a multi-driver experience at workplaces actually helped build                                                                   

community by connecting colleagues.  

K E Y  L E A R N I N G S

THE MULTI-DRIVER 
DESIGN INCREASED 
POTENTIAL DRIVE 
CAPACITY PER 
EVENT FROM

117 DRIVES to 
351 DRIVES

CHALLENGE

1. Encourage multiple drives  
   with multiple people

200+ Drives
10%

100-199 Drives
45%

<100 Drives
45%

2017-2018:  
# DRIVES PER EVENT

SOLUTION

RESULTS
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“It was an amazing opportunity to come to being 
a part of the team, allowing me to gain 

knowledge, and educating and bringing people 
together through the Ride & Drive experience and 

adopting the future of electric vehicles.” 

- Emily H., Product Specialist 

The program leadership team started the year by hosting a week-long training session with all Product Specialists, 

registration and education staff. This is where they learned about Smart Columbus and EV 101 from partners including OEMs. 

This was also time for a team that doubled in size from last season to build a sense of camaraderie before the 8-month-long 

campaign season. Although this training was thorough, the leadership team quickly realized after the first few events a 

routine training cadence must be established to ensure the staff feels very comfortable answering questions accurately, or not 

answering questions if they are unsure what the correct response is. This realization was partially fueled by sending industry 

experts to serve as “secret shoppers” during the first few events of the year. Also, for the first few community events, we 

utilized volunteer staffing to serve as right-seat drivers. Volunteer right-seat drivers did not receive a deep level of training 

and may not have the same priorities as the program. 

In response, the leadership team decided to no longer use volunteers for right-seat driver roles and scheduled regular check-

ins with Product Specialists during the kick-off phase of the 2018 R&D program to collect feedback on knowledge gaps and 

ways the program could be improved to ensure they had the knowledge and tools required to be successful. We also 

facilitated multiple follow-up trainings on a range of topics including a session on technical EV FAQs facilitated by an 

electrification expert at the Electrification Coalition. Additionally, the Smart Columbus communications team hosted a 

training on how to handle hot-topic questions, so the staff felt comfortable navigating controversial topics. We also added a 

post-drive survey question asking participants to rate the knowledge of their Product Specialists to provide feedback on how 

well the training sessions were working.

K E Y  L E A R N I N G S

“Assistants were extremely 
knowledgeable and made my driving 

experiences informative and enjoyable. 
Nice presentation and execution!”  

- Matt S., Driver at Huntington Bancshares

2. Train specialized    
    right-seat drivers
CHALLENGE

SOLUTION

RESULTS

4.7 STAR PRODUCT SPECIALIST 
KNOWLEDGE RATING
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K E Y  L E A R N I N G S

3. Re-think community events

123

89AVERAGE 
DRIVES 

COMPLETED 
PER EVENT 

IN 2018
CLOSED EVENTS

COMMUNITY EVENTS

Community events underperform compared to closed events, and they also bring their own unique set of 

challenges. For example, they require substantially more promotions work from the Smart Columbus team in 

advance of the event (e.g., creating Facebook events, paid ads on social media) and on-site. Instead of Product 

Specialists focusing on the in-vehicle experience, they may be trying to recruit event guests to register for a test-

drive. Pre-event registrations are typically substantially lower for community events as compared to closed events 

as most drivers register after stumbling upon the opportunity in-person, instead of intentionally registering in 

advance online. In addition, volunteers registering to help at community events were less likely to actually show up 

than volunteers at closed events. 

Security is also a larger concern at community events than at closed events. We hire off-duty police officers to help 

direct foot and vehicle traffic during the events to keep the public safe, but this is an additional cost. Product 

Specialists were also put in positions where drivers were speeding recklessly, even after they were asked to slow 

down. Unsafe driving has not been a problem at closed locations, as drivers are technically on the clock and poor 

behavior at a work event may lead to workplace consequences. Lastly, poor weather more negatively impacts 

community event attendance than at closed events. People still go to work in the rain, but they may not go to a 

community event.  

Based on these challenges, we decided it was a more responsible use of funds to offer mostly closed events as 

compared to hosting R&Ds at community events. When the general public wants to test drive an EV and they don’t 

work at one of the R&D host sites, we direct them to the Smart Columbus Experience Center located downtown at 

170 S. Civic Center in Columbus. At the Center, multiple models are available for the public to test drive every day 

of the week. Smart Columbus still has a robust presence at community events throughout the year; the event 

footprint just does not always include a R&D.

CHALLENGE

SOLUTION

EXPERIENCE CENTER TEST DRIVE
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In order to hit our desired ROI, our goal is to complete at least 100 drives per event. After a few high-potential 

events resulted in fewer than 100 drives per day, we realized something had to change. Specifically, we identified our 

multi-day event scheduling practices and host-site communications as two improvement areas. 

Communications: We started proactively and explicitly sharing the 100 drive goal with host sites to inspire them to 

launch a more extensive marketing approach with a common goal to work toward. We also started updating 

partners a week and a few days out from their event on registration numbers. Typically, an event will need 125 people 

registered in order to have 100 completed drives.   

Multi-Day Events: We also used our experience to set hosts up for success by scheduling a realistic number of days 

for each event. From a partner optics and ROI perspective, it’s better to have one high-performing event than two 

underperforming events. Busy events with partially or fully booked time slots all day creates an energized and fun 

event environment for drivers, volunteers, and event staff. Based on our experience, 2 day events were most 

effective at workplaces with at least 3,000 employees on the campus. Multi-day events can be increased based on 

site size. 

K E Y  L E A R N I N G S

4. Right-size events & set goals

CHALLENGE

SOLUTION

For example, JPMorgan Chase hosted a 5-

day R&D at its worksite with over 10,000 

associates, with over 140 drives 

completed every day, and a grand finale 

of 276 drives at its Friday event. This 

event was a prime example of a multi-day 

experience done right because it was a 

large worksite paired with drive electric 

and drive less programming and a robust 

communications campaign.

903276

JPMORGAN CHASE R&D STATS

TOTAL DRIVES 
FOR THE WEEK

MOST DRIVES IN 
ONE DAY
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“Great experience; super impressed with all of the 
team members I interacted with - all were very kind; 
personable and educated on sharing more info and 
answering questions. All logistics of the promo efforts 
were also very impressive! Especially the wait times 
being fairly short considering the popularity!” 

- Morgan D., Earth Day Columbus (April 2018)

Although the on-site team has always done a wonderful job of staying positive and energetic during R&D events, we 

realized the experience prior to showing up for the event (e.g., location details) and certain aspects of the event itself 

(e.g., parallel parking) may have caused some participants anxiety. We identified areas of opportunity to ensure a 

smooth and stress-free experience for participants, starting before they even register.  

Knowledge in advance of the experience and thoughtful route design helps increase participant confidence and event 

enjoyment. The following small tweaks make a big difference for participant satisfaction: 

• Pre-event Driver Education and Event Details: Pre- and post-drive emails were updated to ensure drivers were 

prepared for their drive and had access to educational content on charging, etc. This primes the driver to get even 

more out of the experience because they have a foundation of knowledge.  

• Volunteer Communication: Volunteer pre-shift engagement was improved to ensure they know exactly where they 

need to go and what they will be responsible for. Volunteers are also given information on Smart Columbus and EVs 

to review prior to the event, if interested.  

• Optimal Route Design: Routes are now designed with no parallel parking and optimal right turns. Product Specialists 

and Event Management review and test each route prior to events to ensure they know it well enough to direct 

drivers safely. Each event also has a Route Plan B in case of unforeseen construction, accidents, or traffic.  

K E Y  L E A R N I N G S

“My favorite part was whenever there were a very social, fun group of people that just wanted to take part in the Ride & 
Drive, but actually left saying they very impressed with me, they had a fun time, and most importantly, they would consider 
buying an EV. I LOVED how we were able to teach people who did not know much about electric vehicles, and leave them 
understanding how great they really are.” 

- Nate S., Product Specialist 

DRIVERS RATED THEIR 
EXPERIENCE AS VERY 
GOOD/EXCELLENT94%

5. Create a stress-free  
    experience for participants
CHALLENGE

SOLUTION

RESULTS

+18.9% from 2017 rating
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DESIGN YOUR 
OWN R&D  
PROGRAM
Smart Columbus is dedicated to sharing best practices 

developed during the Smart Cities Challenge. The 

section will help practitioners who are building EV test 

drive programs optimize their events per dollar of 

funding. 

R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W
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PROGRAM  
BUILDING BLOCKS ESSENTIALS UPGRADES

STAFFING: The key to every successful Ride & 
Drive program is a well-trained, high-energy, 
personable, and brand agnostic, team focused 
on educating the public about EVs. Volunteers 
should always be trained on the goals of the 
program and provided information in advance 
of their shift to ensure they are informed and 
confident.

Utilize a mixture of trained and trusted volunteers/
staff to serve as right-seat drivers. Have 1-3 
volunteers/staff at the check-in/post-drive survey 
station to engage participants. The number of staff 
required depends on the size of the event. Utilize one 
staff member to serve as the event manager. 

The upgraded version differs in the number of hired event 
staff vs. volunteers and the total number of team 
members engaging participants. Having more hired staff 
to fill roles increases reliability, decreases turnover, and 
decreases the amount of people to organize per day, as 
hired staff tend to work longer shifts. In this model where 
staff are serving as Product Specialists/right seat drivers, 
staff should be trained on specific vehicles so they can 
answer detailed questions about specific vehicles, instead 
of being an EV generalist. 

PRE-DRIVE EDUCATION: A best practice is to 
ensure participants have knowledge about EVs 
and charging prior to getting in the vehicle, 
enabling deeper engagement on the test drive. 

Showing a video of EV and charging content prior to 
the experience is a staff-light and standardized option 
that would ensure each participant gets the same 
foundational information. A video may be paired with 
additional physical educational content including a 
charging station. 

Creating a pre-drive education experience complete with 
charging stations, educational content ‘walls’, and a 
trained personable staff member to share the ‘elevator 
pitch’ and address specific questions is ideal. This 
approach is customizable and feels more personal and 
engaging than watching a video. 

HOST FOLLOW-UP: It’s imperative for your 
host sites to feel appreciated and satisfied with 
the event to help build strong partnerships and 
because satisfied hosts become the biggest 
advocates of the program.

Sending a thank you email along with event photos, a 
host event satisfaction survey link, and a summary of 
event outcomes are important follow-ups.

Within 1-2 business days after each event, consider 
providing a more robust report on program outcomes in 
an aesthetically appealing and easily shareable design. 
Template: Keynote, PDF 

PRE & POST PARTICIPANT SURVEY: The data 
shared in the pages of this document is made 
possible through participant surveys and is 
critical to show the impact of your program.

Pre and post survey questions are included in the 
appendix of this document. Questions reflect national 
best practices and were developed in partnership with 
the Electrification Coalition, Navigant, the NREL. 

Partner with local colleges/universities to conduct deeper 
analysis on survey findings, and/or to launch additional 
research questions to inform the literature on EV 
adoption and behavior change. 

FOLLOW-UP PARTICIPANT SURVEY: In order 
to measure the effectiveness of the test drive 
program in increasing adoption of EVs, follow-
up surveys are required. These surveys can also 
provide valuable insights into barriers and 
reasons participants didn’t go electric. 

Six months after someone test drives, email them a 
follow-up survey to collect data on if they purchased/
leased an EV, and what role the test drive played in 
their decision.

Conduct a follow-up survey 6 and 12 months after 
someone’s drive to determine if they purchased/leased, 
and what role the test drive experience played in their 
decision. Also, consider putting participants into a lead 
nurturing campaign with targeted emails to get them 
from considering an EV— to going electric. 

OEM/ DEALERSHIP ENGMT: Ideally, vehicles 
are provided by close OEM and dealership 
partners. As a benefit to participating in the 
program, leads should be captured and 
provided on a timely basis back to partners.

Provide opt-in contact information to OEM/ dealership 
for specific vehicles on a regular timely basis.  

Provide opt-in contact information to OEM/ dealership 
for specific vehicles within 48 hours of receiving lead. 
Provide quarterly report on vehicle performance in Ride & 
Drive program including photos and quotes from 
participants. 

MOBILITY PARTNER INCLUSION: Every good 
Ride & Drive acknowledges the future is 
Connected, Autonomous, Shared, and Electric, 
and uses the event as an opportunity to 
element other smart mobility options along 
with EVs.

Invite mobility partner to table about different ways to 
move around the community including electric 
scooters/bikes, bikes, transit, and more. 

Additional test drive/ride experiences (i.e. test out e-
bikes, safety rides with bike advocacy groups) or 
opportunities to engage with the mode (i.e. physically 
show participants how to put a bike on a bus). Similar to 
the EV test drive experience, actually trying out a new 
mode is the most effective way to reduce barriers to 
adoption. 

Consider the best practices from Columbus, OH shared in this document and the additional building blocks below to 
optimize your impact per dollar. The essential program design would require a budget of $250 - $2,000 per event, 
while the upgraded version would be $5,000 - $11,000 per event (based on prices in Columbus). Costs depend a 
variety of factors including program scale, number of paid staff, printed materials, assets acquired, storage space, 
permits, and swag. Your program may include some essential building blocks with a few upgrades based on your 
community needs and funding. Other critical program design factors not discussed in this document include insurance, 
waivers, and accident/emergency protocol.

D E S I G N  Y O U R  O W N  R & D  

Build Your Program
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https://d3hzplpmmz6qe4.cloudfront.net/2019-06/18.08.31-OEM%20Recap-BMW.pdf


Designing an effective Ride & Drive program is essential to any electrification strategy because 84% of customers 

test drive before they purchase a vehicle and 81% of car buyers want a different test drive experience than they get 

at a dealership.  

The best practices and considerations in this document are intended to help other cities and organizations across 

the country and world launch their own effective programs to help overcome barriers to EV adoption. The Smart 

Columbus team welcomes additional questions you have about program development, execution, and evaluation.  

Together, We Go Further 

D E S I G N  Y O U R  O W N  R & D  
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Data is the New Oil
Columbus is America’s test city, where many companies test products. Now, we are testing EVs and will gain a deep 

understanding of perceptions of benefits and barriers to inform industry, advocates, entrepreneurs, and policy 

makers. Once complete, the R&D program will produce the largest anonymized EV test drive data set ever from 

one program. This data will be shared in the Smart Columbus Operating System, an open data platform, to spur 

further research and insights. 

Additional documentation on how to host a successful R&D program is available through the Smart Columbus 

Playbook - your digital destination to learn more about the successes and results from Smart City strategies 

piloted in the Columbus Region.

http://www.smartcolumbusos.com/
http://www.smart.columbus.gov/playbook


APPENDIX
Additional information in the Appendix includes: 

1. Pre & Post-Drive Survey Questions

R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W
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Participant Survey Questions

*= questions do not include registration information (e.g., name, email, vehicle, time) 

• What is the highest degree of education you completed? 
• Less than high school 

• High school graduate 

• Technical school or some college 

• 2 year college degree 

• 4 year college degree 

• Graduate school (Master’s or Doctorate) 

• What was your annual household income in 2017 before taxes?  

• Less than $50,000 

• $50,000 to $100,000 

• $100,000 or more 

• Prefer not to answer 

• Gender? 
• Female 
• Male 
• Prefer Not to Disclose  
• Other (fill in) 

• Do you currently drive an electric vehicle (EV)? 
• Yes 
• No 

• How many miles do you drive a day? 
• None 
• Below 5 miles 
• 5-10 miles  
• 11-30 miles 

• 31-50 miles 

• 51-75 miles 

• Over 75 miles 

• Do you plan to purchase or lease a vehicle in the next….?  
• Year 
• Two years 
• Three years 
• Four years 
• Five or more years 
• I have no plans to purchase or lease a new vehicle in the foreseeable future 
• Don’t know 

• On a scale of 1 – 7 (1 = not at all important, 7 = extremely important), please indicate the 
importance of each of the following vehicle features in your next vehicle. 

• Acceleration  
• Handling  
• All-wheel drive  

• Semi-automated driving functions (such as braking and lane following)  

• Navigation  

• Internet connectivity  

• Fuel economy  

• Zero emission driving capability 

•  What is your overall opinion of electric vehicles (EVs)? 
• For me 
• Not for me 
• No opinion 

• How likely are you to consider purchasing or leasing an electric vehicle (EV) for your next car? 
• Very Likely 
• Likely 
• Unlikely 
• Very Unlikely  

• If you were able to charge your car at work, would you be more likely to consider purchasing 
an electric vehicle (EV)? 

• Yes 
• No  
• Not Applicable 

• The Ohio State University (OSU) is a partner of Smart Columbus. Are you interested in 
supporting OSU research by answering a few additional survey questions? Questions will 
take an average of 2 minutes to complete.  

• Sure thing (survey platform adds additional questions)  
• No thanks (survey complete) 

A P P E N D I X

• What vehicle did you drive or ride in today?  
• All vehicle selections  

• Please select your product specialist from the list below: 
• List of names  

• How likely are you to consider purchasing or leasing an electric vehicle (EV) 
for your next car? 

• Very Likely 
• Likely 
• Unlikely 
• Very Unlikely 

• What is your overall opinion of electric vehicles (EVs)? 
• For me 
• Not for me 
• No opinion 

• Registration for this event may be used by participating automotive 
manufacturers to learn about your experience and communicate with you. 
Would you like a local dealership or participating automotive 
manufacturer to contact you with more information? 

• Yes, and I give you permission to share my contact information for this 
purpose.  

• No 
• If you were able to charge your car at work, would you be more likely to 

consider purchasing an electric vehicle (EV)? 
• Yes 
• No 
• Not applicable 

• How would you rate your right seat driver’s knowledge and engagement? 
• Five-star ranking  

• How would you rate your overall experience at the Ride and Drive? 
• Excellent 
• Very Good 
• Good 
• Poor 

• Anything else you would like to tell us about your experience or viewpoint on 
electric vehicles? 

• [Comment Box] 
• The Ohio State University has partnered with Smart Columbus and has a few 

more questions for research purposes. Are you interested in participating?  
• Sure thing (populates OSU post survey) 
• No thanks (survey complete) 

PRE-DRIVE* POST-DRIVE 

All participants are required to fill out a pre-drive 
survey from their phone, tablet, or desktop where 
they register for a specific vehicle and time and 
provide their email address and zip-code. After 
filling in this information, participants answer the 
pre-drive survey questions listed on this page. Post-
drive surveys are not required, but are incentivized 
through Smart Columbus swag on-site at the event.  

Participants are offered the opportunity to answer 
optional questions to support research at the Ohio 
State University during pre and post drive surveys. 
Additional incentives are offered for completing 
these optional surveys. 
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QUESTIONS, 
FEEDBACK  
OR IDEAS?

R I D E  &  D R I V E  R O A D S H O W

C  (614) 400-8546 
E  as@columbuspartnership.com 

L  www.linkedin.com/in/alexslaymaker  

Smart Mobility Adoption Manager, Smart Columbus

Alex Slaymaker
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