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Creating an exceptional service
experience for today, and for tomorrow
Gary Kalk
CUSTOMER SERVICE
COLUMNIST
Automotive retailers and service professionals face a disruptive transformation. Indeed, while the business of selling
and servicing cars seems to be moving at the pace of “business as usual,” around the bend lies one of the most challenging times since the 2009 recession. Consider: Today’s
balky, downshifting market, combined with rising interest
rates and the rise of multiple customer options, has created
a stew of margin pressure. Not to mention increased customer expectations.
Fixed ops to the rescue…or not
A key profit anchor for dealerships when times are tough,
service departments have historically risen to the occasion.
Will this time be different? Maybe. Today, the service drive is
also under pressure from several transformative disruptors:
• Millennial influencers are forcing a technology-based
culture change. They’re demanding a convenient, transparent and personalized service experience.
• The ongoing technician shortage presents challenges to
maintaining shop operations and growing the capacity
to meet demand.
• Improved vehicle reliability and longer service intervals
make repairs less common and service visits less frequent. It’s a fact compounded by the adoption of electric
vehicles and the ever-present competitive pressure from
independent shops.
• Dealers seek ways to expand service department capacity
without making sizeable brick and mortar investments.
These demands are forcing the adoption of technology
solutions across service departments. Digital workflows
and service platforms are creating process efficiencies that
scale, while also speeding transactions and connecting to
customers. The result is an environment of high-risk for
dealers: get your technology right or suffer the consequences of lower customer satisfaction and retention in the bedrock of your business.
Disruptive technology gains velocity
This disruption to traditional practices is quickly gaining
velocity. Consider how Uber, Lyft and others disrupt the
transportation business and create more consumer options.
Note how this idea of personalized mobility has evolved
into ride-sharing services and subscription-based vehicle
leasing platforms. Information sharing between cars, customers and companies is also on the move.
Telematics has already enriched the diagnostic and information-capturing capabilities of new vehicles, including creating data profiles of the vehicle and customer. In
fact, research from McKinsey estimates that connected cars
may account for 22 per cent of all vehicles on the road by
2020. Indeed, as the industry moves toward 2020, these
developments will accelerate as Big Data, AI and machine learning are infused into platforms and processes.

are still 250 million passenger vehicles on the road in need
of service and repair – most of which do not have any of
this new technology.
So, what does it take to win the hearts and minds of
today’s consumers? The answer is reflected in consumer
behaviour: they are moving away from simply purchasing products and towards carefully designed, recurring
customer experiences, enabled by intelligent applications
served on mobile technology.
Amazon is busy creating a personalized, intuitive and
frictionless experience that retrains consumers to expect
transparency and data throughput.
In fact, there are more than a few companies that have
demonstrated this trend toward the intelligent use of data and
preferences applied to mobile applications in stellar ways.
One need only look to Amazon to see how the core of this
idea can disrupt industries and win the hearts of consumers.

Not only do they know each customer’s relevant measurements, demographics, preferences, and payment info,
they anticipate each need and gently make suggestions at
the appropriate time. Through the careful use of many
types of data, they are able to think differently about the
customer interaction. As a result, they provide a compelling, ongoing experience with a personalized touch.
The result is an experience that’s noticeably different
and better than those of competitors because it makes the
process of continually buying a product or service incredibly easy and habit-forming. CAW
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The death of the dealership
is greatly exaggerated
Duane Marino
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As I always say, the trend is your friend. So understanding
that trend and moving with it is key. I don’t have a
crystal ball, but allow me to ask a few questions that I
would strongly suggest you bring up in your next team
meeting so as to allow your people the opportunity to
come to some clarity about their future:
1. How many years ago was online buying of vehicles
made available in North America? The answer is about
20 years ago.
2. Is the final purchase completion of their vehicle on
line increasing along with the amount of research they
are doing? The answer is ‘No’.
3. Do the same percentage of long distance out-oftown car buyers buy a vehicle without coming into
the dealership as compared to your local customers?
Surprisingly, the answer is ‘No’ as well.
4. What percentage of your new and used retail deliveries
is within a 90-minute drive of your dealership? It is 95
per cent.
5. What percentage of this local business, which is
almost all your business, might start with ‘clicks’ but

finish in your ‘bricks’, that is your physical dealership?
In other words, they want to come in and look at the
car, the numbers, have someone buy their trade and/or
look at us as a dealership before they completely finalize
the vehicle purchase? The answer is 99 per cent!
If the trend is your friend, know that the research of
the purchase of the vehicle online is crucial and rising.
However, the actual final vehicle purchase online has
not increased at all in the 20 years when online vehicle
buyer debuted, except for long distance used vehicle
sales. The Internet has given us access to the used car
customer on almost a national scale – and if someone is
looking for a needle in a haystack, and you happen to
have that needle in your haystack – you can win those
sales.
But virtually all other local inquiries need to be
turned into real leads and appointments by highly
competent and well-trained dealership staff that can
make the customer experience exceptional through
great attitudes and outstanding process.
So the chicken and egg question about will online
buying availability eliminate the dealership seems
to lead to the conclusion that this will only happen
through the forced elimination of dealerships. For many
reasons, customers of all ages want to walk into the
dealership to finalize the sale of their trade, discuss the
purchase of the replacement and review the numbers
and it’s future servicing needs.
Regardless of all the doomsday predictions for over
two decades, the trend seems clear – dealerships aren’t
going anywhere any time soon. CAW

Ever-rising customer expectations
Telematic and autonomous technologies are already changing new vehicle development, sales, and service. Yet there
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