Why Wisconsin Dealerships Can't Sell Cars on Sundays
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Cannot do on Sunday
Hi, I’'m Sue Miller with the Wisconsin Automobile & Truck Dealers Association.

If you’ve ever tried to buy a car in Wisconsin on a Sunday, you may have noticed something
unusual: Dealerships are closed. That isn’t just a business decision, it’s actually required
by state law.

Today we’re going to talk about where that rule comes from, what the law currently says in
Wisconsin, and how Sunday sales restrictions compare with trends in the rest of the United
States.

To understand Wisconsin’s Sunday closing law, we need to start with something called
“blue laws.”

Blue laws are laws that restrict certain activities on Sundays. Historically, they were tied to

religious traditions - particularly the Christian practice of observing Sunday as a day of rest

and worship. Early American colonies adopted these laws to encourage church attendance
and limit commercial activity on Sundays.

Over time, the reasoning behind these laws shifted. Courts recognized that even though
they originated in religious traditions, they could serve secular purposes as well, such as
ensuring workers have a common day of rest.

For much of the twentieth century, many states had extensive blue laws. They restricted
everything from retail shopping to alcohol sales to recreational activities.

But most of those restrictions gradually disappeared as retail practices and consumer
expectations changed.

Today, Wisconsin has largely moved away from traditional blue laws, but one major
example remains: the restriction on motor vehicle sales by dealerships on Sundays.

Under Wisconsin law, licensed motor vehicle dealers cannot sell or lease vehicles on
Sundays. Wisconsin’s Sunday closing rule for auto sales dates to legislation adopted in the
late 1950s. This restriction applies specifically to licensed dealerships. Private individuals
selling their own vehicles are not affected by the law.



There is also a limited religious accommodation: if a dealer observes the Sabbath from
Friday evening to Saturday evening for religious reasons, they may close on Saturday and
instead operate on Sunday.

The Sunday closing law focuses specifically on sales activity.

At first glance, that may sound straightforward. Most people think of a sale as the moment
when paperwork is signed and the vehicle changes hands. But under Wisconsin
regulations, the legal definition of “selling” begins much earlier in the process.

Under Wisconsin regulations, “sell” has a broad definition. It goes beyond simply signing a
purchase contract and applies to the entire sales process. So, on Sundays, dealerships
generally cannot:

o Display or describe a vehicle to potential buyers while indicating a willingness to sell it
e Accept or negotiate an order to purchase or lease a vehicle

¢ Negotiate sales terms

e Conducttest drives

The contact method doesn’t matter. Whether communication occurs in person, or through
fax, telephone, mail, or the Internet, if the activity meets the definition of selling it is
prohibited on Sunday.

Another important concept in Wisconsin law is that anyone engaged in selling motor
vehicles must be properly licensed. The requirement was written long before modern tools
like online chat systems or automated chatbots existed. However, regulators still expect
the same licensing standards and the same Sunday sales restrictions to apply to digital
interactions.

Under Wisconsin regulations, even describing a vehicle to a potential buyer while
indicating a willingness to sell it can fall within the legal definition of selling. That means
something as simple as answering questions about available colors, features, or specific
vehicles on the lot could potentially qualify as selling activity.

Because of that broad definition, many dealerships configure their websites and
automated chat systems on Sundays to limit interactions to general information or lead
collection, rather than engaging in conversations about specific vehicles or sales terms.

The key point is that the Sunday closing law applies to sales activity itself, not just activity
that happens inside the showroom over the phone, or through a website.



Thank you for watching. If you have questions or ideas for a future short video topic, please
feel free to contact me at (608) 251-8024 or by email at smiller@watda.org.

Cite: 218.01(3)(a) 21. Being a dealer who keeps open the dealer's place of business on
Sunday for the purpose of buying, leasing or selling motor vehicles; but nothing in this
subdivision shall apply to any person who conscientiously believes that the 7th day of the
week, from sunset Friday to sunset Saturday, should be observed as the Sabbath and who
actually refrains from conducting or engaging in the business of buying, leasing, selling or
offering for lease or sale motor vehicles, or performing other secular business on that day.
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