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FOREWARD

Having worked in the auto-repair industry for decades, I have 
seen a lot of trends come and go . . . business trends, marketing 
trends, hiring trends. Some trends we own only a small part of, 

like economic trends. A business that is financially healthy increases 
its chances of surviving the twists and turns that auto-repair industries 
and individuals face from time to time; but a business that operates 
solely on every whim and trend might not.

Which leads me to the other types of trends I’ve seen. There are 
a lot of non-proven sellers out there, trying to get your money. They 
claim to have the answer to your success, tell you the best way to mar-
ket your business, and what formulas to use to find the best people. 
Many of these are knee-jerk reactions, capitalizing on a business own-
er’s persistent quest to have the latest and great information, whether 
it’s valid or not; other models and processes are in no way adaptable to 
the industry you and I have been working in. And then others promise 
to teach the how-tos, but they never quite arrive there—they just want 
more money, each step of the way.

Committed exclusively to the auto-repair shop industry, I’ve been 
around long enough to know there are four core truths every shop 
owner must adhere to in order to succeed:



10     TURNAROUND POINT

• They need to budget for profit.
• They need to advertise and market their services.
• They need to have solid leadership skills.
• They need to manage their daily operations systems.

I have spent over three decades helping others learn how to ac-
complish each of these four truths. We have helped thousands suc-
ceed in the auto-repair shop business using tools and proven meth-
ods that are adaptable to any client’s budget, schedule, or preference, 
including print resources, learning events, audio/video libraries, and 
online learning; what you hold in your hand is a culmination of those 
years. Friend, I teach the how-to. You must furnish the energy and 
never-ending quest for success; your ‘want-to’ must always be part 
of your internal core. 

Maybe you are an auto-repair shop owner or still in the dreaming 
stages of it. Or you may be debating whether you want to join one of 
our programs. Or you wish you could have had each member of your 
staff attend our programs. Regardless of how this book arrived in your 
hands, it will equip you with practical solutions to common concerns. 

Now as I mentioned before, part of my own success story is that I 
monitor trends, filter through the muck, and deliver a series of work-
able solutions that are implementable in the short-term and profit-
able in the long-term. So my work does not end with the release of 
this book. Please feel free to visit turnaroundtour.com to learn more 
or reach out to me directly.

You see, I do not teach trends. I teach the truth. Are you ready to 
hear it?



AUTO-PROFIT MAXIMIZING: 
A Primer

Anytime I deliver this particular presentation the seats fill up 
quickly, and today was no exception. As I stood there watching 
auto-repair shop owners file in, my mind took me back many 

years to where it all started . . . why I shifted my focus from selling 
equipment in auto-repair shops to teaching them proven business 
know-how.

It all started in Texas, when I was selling equipment to the auto-
motive shops in the Houston market. In those days, you traveled from 
shop to shop, forming personal relationships with client and custom-
er. I knew their names, and they knew mine; I knew their spouses’ 
names, and we talked sports, books, hobbies. I didn’t consider these 
visits a checkpoint, or an order fulfilled. I was planting seeds and in-
vesting in their most valuable resources: the shop owners and their 
staffs. I still believe in that concept.

Now that’s a warm, fuzzy idea—and yes, I do believe in it—but 
what role does investing in an authentic relationship play in maximiz-
ing your profit? Stay with me on this—there is a way.

More Cars, More Cars, and More Cars
As I mentioned, I spent many years working with auto-repair 

shops all over the country, learning from them, and assessing their 

POINT ONE
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needs. Watching and noting what works and doesn’t work.  And they 
all wanted the same thing: more cars, more cars, more cars. This 
hasn’t changed, in spite of all the technological advances and business 
models that have changed the way these businesses operate. 

But this is also why I was there today, watching the auditorium fill 
to capacity with auto-shop owners waiting to hear the culmination of 
all that time I spent on the road, entitled: “How to Add an Addition-
al $4,000 Per Week to Your Bank Account, Without Spending One 
Additional Dime in Advertising.” They still want and need more cars, 
more cars, more cars. 

In this respect, auto-shop repair owners are no different from any 
other industry. Every business owner wants more and more business. 
Restaurants want more people eating food there. Hotels want more 
people in their rooms. It’s the common denominator for just about any 
industry. I believe in the auto-repair industry, and devoted my entire 
career to it. I have discovered that in order to find true capacity in our 
auto-repair businesses, we have to do a few basic things. For starters, we 
needed to know “How to Add an Additional $4,000 Per Week to Your 
Bank Account, Without Spending One Additional Dime in Advertising.”

 It’s a bold (and lengthy) title for a presentation, but it was de-
signed to shift individual auto-repair shops into overdrive—that is, 
speed up the process and get more cars into a shop in the shortest 
amount of time. You see, we’ve limited ourselves by what we’ve been 
doing to our businesses and the techniques we’ve used on the phone. 
So the methods I presented—and are now available here—are quite 
powerful, like a high-octane fuel for a business. They’ve been devel-
oped, fine-tuned, and proven to include:

• the one painless concept that you can start implementing 
within minutes

• the 10/10 or ‘Yes’ Process—one simple, three-part formula 
for doubling or tripling your current customers 
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• how to control the customer’s buying mood 
• how to follow-up with a customer, so that nobody slips 

through the cracks

As we’re looking into the future here, the future is now. Some of 
this will be illustrated through real-life client examples while other 
information is just straight-forward and matter-of-fact. Break out a 
highlighter, jot notes in the margins . . . whatever helps you commit 
this information to memory and implement this information into 
your business practices.

Reframe Your Thinking
Larry was a shop owner in Arkansas who needed to reframe his 

thinking. He thought that no one would pay $55 an hour for labor; it 
was too pricey, because most of his customers came to him due to his 
price. That is a popular way of thinking, but it’s simply not true; no 
matter what your price is, there’s always somebody who has a lower 
price. If you’re selling automotive-repair service and you think you’re 
getting paid for what you do, you have the wrong frame in your mind. 
And it’s time to reframe your thinking, too.

When you need medical care or legal advice, do you seek physicians 
and attorneys who know their stuff—or have the best price? When we 
go to the doctor, we wait fifteen minutes, spend less than ten minutes 
with them, and get charged about $300. We pay for knowledge—not 
time. So as an auto-shop owner, what are you paid for? Are you paid 
for what you do—or what you know? And do you charge accordingly?

As I worked with Larry to reframe his thinking, I asked him to con-
sider how he views his customers: When a customer walked through 
the door, did he see somebody with dollar bills, or hundred dollar 
bills, stapled to their head? Did he see a real person? Did he see a 
financial needy person? If you stop and think about it, there are some 
things your customers pay a lot of money for: housing; family; and 
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transportation. Whether we rent, own, or lease, a home remains one 
of the largest investments we make. If we marry and have children, we 
provide for them. And a big part of that provision is transportation—
for ourselves and our families. So when that customer comes through 
the door or through the phone, change your frame of reference: We’re 
really not in the auto-repair business, we are in the financial busi-
ness—the transportation financial business. 

It’s here that I needed to remind Larry that this was not in con-
flict with customer relationships; quite the contrary. When you look 
at your customers from the perspective of being in the financial busi-
ness, you are helping them with the finances in their respective lives 
by saving them money on their transportation needs. You provide a 
service that actually adds more money to their personal finances and 
safety. Larry asked, as many others have since, “How?” If they keep 
the car and drive the car for a longer period of time, they have more 
money to spend on their home and on their family. And because you 
care, you are ensuring that their vehicle remains safe for the long haul. 
So like Larry, I want you to reframe the way you think.

Recipe for Going Broke
There’s another side to this, however, and that’s the recipe for go-

ing broke. Larry was primed for that: He was open from 8:00 a.m. to 
5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. If a car broke down or needed ser-
vice on Saturday or Sunday, his customers would go to a competitor 
or just have to bring it in Monday. If someone requested Larry specif-
ically to work on their car, they were required to set an appointment. 
Larry figured, as the shop owner, he needed to limit the number of 
cars per day to control the chaos. Any of this sound familiar?

Well, I’ll level with you: That day is over. Limiting the time that 
customers can do business with you is now a recipe for going broke. 
The landscape of supply and demand has changed, even in the auto-
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motive-repair business. We are a proponent of the six days a week, 
7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. schedule, but I know some shops that are open 
fourteen, fifteen, even sixteen hours a day, five days a week. And yes, 
some are open 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

The same rule applies for appointments, especially for those of 
you who work by appointment only or control your car counts . . . 
those are more ingredients in the recipe for going broke. It’s a very 
limiting factor to your business. 

Other ingredients in the recipe for going broke:

• low margins of profit 
• under-staffing with technicians, reception, and service 

advisor staff  
• delaying the customer when they call

What you’re telling your customer is simply this: You’re too busy 
to be interested in their business. And if you’re reading this, then the 
opposite is true. So how do we crack the code and bring profitability to 
your shop? This is a tough industry. We need to make money. We’re 
reframing our thinking, beginning with how we see our customers. 
Now we need to dig a little deeper into how we treat them.

The Yes Process
You got into this business with a dream, a vision, of what your 

automotive-repair shop would be: how it would operate, the money 
you would make, the freedom you would gain. All of these things 
were in your mind, and you had that picture drawn. So, what is 
your story? Did you get where you wanted to be? Have you gotten 
the results? Do you have that freedom? Do you have all this money 
stacking up? Do you have happy customers? Do you have what you 
want? Those are the results I’m talking about. At what point, then, 
did you have that entrepreneurial seizure?



16     TURNAROUND POINT

So let’s see if we can crack this code that will unleash the power of 
profitability with something I like to call the “10/10/10” or “Yes Process.” 
This can be implemented the moment you finish reading about it, but 
I want to pull in a couple of examples for you to see where I’m headed. 

Recently, I took my truck to a shop here in town that I’ve done 
business with for quite a while. I needed a brake job, so I dropped off 
my truck early in the morning, and waited. And waited. By two o’clock 
that afternoon, I hadn’t heard from them so I called. They told me, 
“Your truck has been ready for a long time, but we have elected not to 
do the brake job on it because your truck is not worth doing the brake 
job.” They pushed the vehicle out, and I went and picked it up, took it 
to another shop. They hadn’t called me, didn’t keep me informed of 
the situation, and—finally whammy—let me know my vehicle wasn’t 
worth the investment.

Let me give you another example, probably one you have experi-
enced in your own life. You meet a friend for lunch and you notice the 
sign at the entrance of the restaurant that instructs you to wait to be 
seated. So, you oblige . . . three minutes go by . . . then four . . . then 
five . . . How long do you stand there before you get a little agitated and 
your buying mood goes down? Maybe you turn around and leave. Or 
maybe you linger, and your agitation grows.

They finally seat you, but don’t bring you water or menus, and they 
just ignore you for a few minutes. How are you feeling at this point? 
How’s your buying mood? When the server arrives and asks how 
you’re doing, what’s going to be your answer? I’ll admit, I’m going to 
be grumbly. And if they follow up by asking if you’d like an appetizer or 
something to drink, you’re probably going to say no, even if you really 
want to say yes. That’s what I mean by controlling the buying mood.

So we’ve ordered our food, and it seems like forever before it ar-
rives. And when it does, you are likely to be critical. Maybe it’s not quite 
warm enough or doesn’t taste good—and maybe it’s real, or maybe it’s 



AUTO-PROFIT MAXIMIZING: A PRIMER     17

because you waited so long for it. So now, the server asks, “How did 
you like the food?” You let them know—it was cold, wasn’t tasty, etc., 
and the response you get is, “Well, would you like a dessert?” Well of 
course, the answer is no—your buying mood shifted.

So how does that translate to your shop and your profits? The same 
thing happens when your customers walk through that door or call 
on the telephone. When someone walks into your automotive-repair 
shop, the minute they get to your counter, you shift into yes mode—the 
Yes Process. The minute you answer the phone, tell your customer, 
“Yes, bring your car down right now.” Or—to borrow Larry’s line—ask 
them, “Yes, is now a good time?” The cars will come in. You are wasting 
precious advertising dollars—whether it’s direct mail, Internet, or even 
a web site—if you’re going to say no when the customer calls.

SOS—Speed of Service
Around here, we call that SOS—Speed of Service. The minute they 

hit the counter, you get the car in action, whether it’s a broken car or 
a maintenance car. Grab the keys from the customer, get the car in 
motion, and get a technician on that vehicle. Pull any technician you 
have off a job that he’s doing, because the most important customer 
is always the one standing right in front of you. The most important 
customer is the one you have on the telephone when you’re inviting 
them in with the Yes Process.

10/10/10
Buying mood is critical in moving your sales needle to that $4,000 

extra per week. Remember the shop that—after I contacted them—
told me my truck wasn’t worth the brake job? They had made a series 
of decisions—they didn’t practice SOS, they decided not to call me, 
and by doing so they decided it was perfectly okay for their customer 
(me) to chase down information. So guess what buying mood I was 
in? Same thing in my restaurant example—a customer will likely have 
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determined whether they are buying dessert within moments of en-
tering the restaurant, whether it’s a conscious decision or not. 

This is what I call the 10/10/10. Take out a sheet of paper and 
draw a triangle. Write “yes” at the very top of the triangle. In the lower 
left corner, write “SOS.” On the right side, write “10/10/10.”

Now, the number-one service need for car owners is an oil change; 
that may be performed only a few times each year and takes approx-
imately ten minutes from the time the car hits the bay. With SOS, 
you actually have ten minutes from the time the customer hits your 
counter. You take the key, you give it to the technician, and you have 
ten minutes to get the customer involved in an additional, one-thing 
service that may be required beyond the oil-change service. That’s the 
10/10/10, that’s the yes, that’s the SOS, all applied in a matter of sec-
onds. If you implement these processes in your businesses and in your 
thinking, you will crack the code. You will bring more cars into your 
shop, and that really is what we want to focus in on every single day; 
more cars, more people at your shop level. If you have a $300 ticket 
average, it’s just a numbers game to get where you want to go.

So what finally happened with Larry, the shop owner in Arkansas? 
At the time, he was averaging $80,000–$90,000 a month; he was not 
saying yes, he was not doing Speed of Service, he limited staff, and he 
was not open on Saturdays. Then, he reframed his thinking. He began to 
say yes. He started running Speed of Service, staffing his technician staff, 
started opening on Saturdays. He’s running the 10/10/10 program. He’s 
doing direct mail. It didn’t change overnight—but it did start to change 
immediately. One recent quarter, his figures looked like this:

• $147,000 in 20 days 
• $160,000 the following month 
• $187,000 (and counting) the current month

This plan works. Larry is living proof of that.



AUTO-PROFIT MAXIMIZING: A PRIMER     19

Takeway
How do you get your staff on board with this new plan of action? 

• Go to a hardware store and buy a 12-inch of yellow chain for 
each staff member, so they can have a live example of the oil 
change chain 

• At your next staff training session, remind them that cars to-
day are being built better than they’ve ever been built before. 
They require less service, and they break down less often. 

• Using the chain, point out that one link is an oil change per-
formed by one of your technicians (call them by name in the 
session). Another link is an oil change, performed by another 
technician. And another. Three oil changes for the next year.

• Explain that eventually, this same customer needs 
brake-service, air condition repairs, alignments, tires, 
flushes or a host of other service. If the shop never breaks 
any of the links—regardless of which technician performed 
them—they’re going to buy the brake service or other ser-
vices from your shop, because they are clearly satisfied 
with the service they are receiving. 

• Should any of those links break and they miss that service 
because you’re closed on Saturday, or you’re not saying yes, 
you’re not running SOS, and you’re not doing the 10/10 pro-
cess, you’re going to miss that opportunity

• Explain that if “we”—not just them, or you—have been 
thinking, “well, that customer only buys oil changes,” then 
the problem isn’t the customer. 

• Explain that “we,” as a team, need to work together to take 
every opportunity to get these customers to come back—
from the front counter, to the SOS, to the 10/10/10.  
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Each link in the chain has an opportunity to make that happen. 
And if that chain’s ever broken—a customer isn’t greeted immediately 
or their car breaks down on a weekend and you’re not available—the 
opportunity is missed. You never want to break that chain link with 
any of your customers—they are a long-term investment. That’s why 
we say yes, that’s why we say SOS, and that’s why we do 10/10/10. 
Leave the chain in a visible place—display it on the front counter, 
hang it on a wall, wherever your staff will see it—as a reminder that 
you’re all in this together.

Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Reframe your thinking to get paid for what you know, not 
what you do.

• Don’t look for dollar bills—look for that relationship  
opportunity. 

• Use the Yes Process when the phone rings. If you limit 
your cars for the day, you just limited your opportunities 
for that day. 

• Perform SOS to show instant activity as that customer walks 
through the door so that the buying mood stays positive.

• Put 10/10/10 into action—ten minutes to let an oil-change 
know what else you found in the vehicle, or what other ser-
vices they may be interested in. 

• If you will execute the Yes Process, the SOS, and the 
10/10/10, you will add sufficient volume to your business 
without spending one dime in advertising. 



CHECKING UNDER THE HOOD:  
The True Cost of Doing Business

“

POINT TWO

People just don’t pay attention until something goes wrong,” 
Sam said, bobbing his head between our conversation and 
what was taking place under the car’s hood. Thankfully, it 

wasn’t my car he was referring to, and I stepped around to the front 
of the car to prevent Sam from getting whiplash. He and I had been 
working together for a while; he had implemented several of our 
strategies, and was seeing positive, incremental changes. “See this? 
It’s the serpentine belt,” he pointed, then shook his head in dismay.
It all started in Texas, when I was selling equipment to the auto-
motive shops in the Houston market. In those days, you traveled 
from shop to shop, forming personal relationships with client and 
customer. I knew their names, and they knew mine; I knew their 
spouses’ names, and we talked sports, books, hobbies. I didn’t con-
sider these visits a checkpoint, or an order fulfilled. I was planting 
seeds and investing in their most valuable resources: the shop own-
ers and their staffs. I still believe in that concept.

“The belt that runs the car and all of its moving parts,” I replied. 
“Exactly!” Sam exclaimed. “It’s a more efficient system than you see 

on older cars. It can take more stress, usually takes up less space, and 
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gives you ample warning before it breaks. Ample warning. And when it 
breaks, you’ve got real problems. But people just don’t pay attention.”

But maybe they don’t know the warning signs, I thought to myself, 
remembering the shape of Sam’s business when he and I had connect-
ed. That image stayed in my mind for several days—Sam’s disapprov-
ing look at the situation and what he had to say about it. I thought 
about how it perfectly illustrated the cost of doing business. 

The True Cost of Doing Business
Too often, shop owners stay in catch-up mode; that is, they’re en-

trenched in the daily operations with barely enough time to breathe. 
The idea of stopping long enough to check under the hood, if you will, 
could be costly—because time is money. They don’t calculate how 
much more expensive it is to not know the true cost of doing business.

This chapter will be devoted to doing just that—and through that, 
you will also learn how to:

• calculate your true value to your local market place, to help 
you increase your profit; 

• find hidden money in your current transactions and make 
sure you make more money per car;

• structure your business to never leave money on the table 
again;

• increase customer retention so that you’ll keep customers 
coming back and spending more; and

• implement proven strategies to increase gross profit, for 
labor, sublet, parts, tires, towing, and miscellaneous.  

Stacking Up Cash
It’s interesting that Sam would inadvertently give me a great il-

lustration for this chapter. When he and I first got together, he’d left 
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$175,000 on the table in a twelve-month period by not charging the 
correct margins. Ouch! All the warning signs were there—Sam just 
hadn’t paid attention. He knew he needed to get a handle on things, 
but finding the time to figure it all out just seemed wasteful. He was 
still making payroll and paying his bills, so he figured it would work it-
self out even as he squeaked by. Sam did not know his true cost for do-
ing business. By the time he contacted me, things were looking grim. 

“Gary, my money goes out faster than it comes in,” he explained. 
“I take in $100,000, I spend $110,000. I take this in, I take that in, 
but my checkbook is not growing. What is going on with my busi-
ness?” I had Sam draw what I call the “Stacking up Cash” hourglass 
diagram: Draw an hourglass, and write the word “money” at the top. 
That’s money coming through your business, and out the bottom it 
drains out. Seven items will determine how much drains from the top. 
They are grouped expenses: personnel, operational, building, note 
payments, budgeted net profit, working capital and reserve funds re-
quired. It’s important for shop owners like Sam to construct budgets 
as a way to determine how they’re doing, what needs fixing, how to 
fix it. It’s equally important to understand why a budget shouldn’t be 
viewed as constrictive—rather, it’s the great barometer by which to 
make business decisions. 

These seven items are mandatory in the budgeting-for-profit pro-
cess, and help gauge your true business cost. Let’s take a moment to 
break them down, piece-by-piece, to identify how quickly they are 
slipping through your business hourglass.

It’s no secret that part of your cost of doing business is wrapped up 
in personnel. I well remember Sam smiled and said, “I’ve got a handle 
on this, Gary—my personnel expenses include the service advisor’s 
pay, the uniform cost that we have, the matching taxes, the general 
manager’s pay, our in-house accounting folks . . .”

“What about your technicians? Their gross pay?” I asked.
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“That’s the cost of goods,” Sam replied. Sam was correct, we view 
technician’s gross pay unloaded is the only factor in calculating la-
bor cost of goods. The truth is, all other benefits—health insurance, 
uniforms, matching taxes—should be considered personnel group ex-
penses. When you look at it this way, it’s a more accurate reflection of 
your true labor margins while checking under the hood. We have to 
identify these things honestly before we can fix them.

Next, we need to look at operational group expense. What should 
be classified as operational group expenses? That’s a great question . 
. . company vehicles, office supplies, shop supplies, which you already 
know. But what about advertising, outside services, legal and audit, 
telephone, training management, interest payable on notes, bank 
charges you pay on your credit cards? All of these would be considered 
types of operational expenses. 

Now a third item is building expenses. Or we sometimes call that 
“fixed-in occupancy.” Rent, repair, and maintenance on your build-
ing; perhaps a building note that indicates you’re buying the property, 
or a debt payment on that. Speaking of, what about debt payments? 

Well, for starters, your profit and loss statements (P&Ls) are actu-
ally lying to you, especially where debt payments are concerned. Say 
you have a balance sheet that lists all the assets and all the liabilities 
in your business—all the things that you have in your business. In that 
balance sheet, we may have a $50,000 note, and we’re paying $5,000 
a month in payments on that particular note. Out of that $5,000, let’s 
just assume $4,000 goes to the principal and $1,000 of that goes to 
interest. So when you write that check every month, $4,000 never hits 
the P&L. If it never hit the P&L your P&L just lied to you by $4,000. 
The $1,000 for interest hits your P&L under operating expenses called 
“interest notes payable.”

And if you’re a sole proprietor or in a partnership and you’re tak-
ing a drawer out of your money, your P&L statements could be lying 
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to you as well. For example, say you’re paying yourself $1,000 a week 
in drawer; that $1,000 leaves your business through the balance sheet 
and never hits your P&L. So you P&L says, “Hey, you made $10,000 
profit this month,” but the reality is that your budget will provide a 
clearer picture of this. P&L statements are constructed for one pur-
pose: paying taxes. Gap-accounting principles dictate the P&L.

So to understand your true cost of doing business, you need to 
develop a budget that plugs in all these numbers to tell you the true 
cost of doing business at your shop. Not across the country, but your 
specific shop. This is something we teach in-depth, but I will cover the 
basics of this process in another chapter. Right now, you should have 
a firm grasp of the essential components in a budget.

You won’t learn any of these specifics in an accounting class, nor 
by visiting a CPA; this is a budgeting process that’s built specifically 
for the automotive industry. This allows you to see what’s going on in 
the business in order to make informed business decisions regarding 
its current state; where the money is being spent; why more isn’t land-
ing in your pocket or stacking up.

Interesting items as Expenses
Let’s say you want to make $5,000 profit on your P&L. Perhaps 

you want to make $10,000, then $15,000, then $20,000. So in your 
budget, you put that as a line item and expense it, since it is viewed as 
an expense—because you’re going to have to write yourself a check. 
The need for working capital works the same way; viewed as an ex-
pense until you build up enough using the formula that equals three 
times your cost of doing business. If your cost of doing business is 
$30,000, for example, you need $90,000 in your working capital. If 
you fall short, your business will suffer and you’re going to miss a lot 
of opportunity. So if you’re short, you add to your expense account or 
to your cost of doing business. You want to put that working capital 
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money away every month to build—it might be $2,000, it might be 
$1,000. That is a cost of doing business and adds to the true cost of 
doing business.

Keeping this in mind, think about your reserves. Say you want 
three times your working capital expenses in reserve, make an in-
tentional plan to hit that goal. Determine a monthly amount that’s 
dedicated to that goal—again, even if you’re contributing $1,000 or 
$2,000 a month—until you hit that reserve. This puts you in the driv-
er’s seat to make the maximum profit, and adds to the true cost of 
doing business.  Here is great rule of thumb: Don’t build reserves until 
you have the three times rule in working capital.

Let’s shift gears to something that’s imperative for you to under-
stand—your shop’s true value to your marketplace. 

A Shop’s True Value
When you think about McDonald’s, what comes to mind? A fast, 

cheap meal—not a gourmet experience. When you think about Revlon 
cosmetics, what are they selling? They are selling hope—hope that 
you’ll smell good and/or look better. So what are we selling in the au-
tomotive business? What do people—and more specifically, our target 
markets—think we do? 

Well, for starters, we need to reframe our thinking about our in-
dustry. I strongly believe we need to get paid for what we know, not 
what we do. We don’t go out and just take a starter off and put a start-
er on, or merely change oil. If that were the case, then we only get paid 
about twenty-five percent of what we should get paid for. If you think 
about it, why does an attorney charge three hundred dollars an hour? 
Because they are paid for what they know, not what they do. Think 
about your last doctor’s visit—you probably spent less than fifteen 
minutes with your physician after registering, waiting, consulting 
with the nurse, etc. Your physician is paid for what he or she knows. 
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One way to arrive at your market value is to consider the lifestyle 
service your business provides. If the car is broken and in your posses-
sion, how did the customer’s lifestyle change? They can’t get to work 
or the grocery, they can’t get anywhere they need to go unless it’s with-
in walking distance. So part of your services ensures your customers 
can keep their lifestyles in place.

Another component of true market value is developing the mind-
set that you’re in the financial business, not the auto-repair business. 
This is not in contradiction to the previous paragraph; you are also in 
the lifestyle-service business. The two actually dovetail, because there 
are three major investments people are willing to spend a lot of mon-
ey on—housing, family, and transportation. Two-thirds of these place 
us in the financial business, because part of caring for one’s family 
involves transporting them safely and people are also willing to pay a 
lot of money for their own means of transportation.

 So, I’ll ask again: What are your services worth? You have to de-
termine where the hidden money comes from; the hidden money is 
where you will make money or lose money in your business. You have 
to put a value on these services, and price accordingly: labor rates, 
margins on parts . . . let’s take a moment to talk about hidden money.

Hidden Money
I’ll pull an example of hidden money from my own business ex-

perience. You’ll often hear me mention that I started in the automo-
tive repair industry back in Houston, Texas—in fact, that’s how I met 
Sam. Back in 1992, we taught the same budgeting class that we teach 
today and we needed a forty-two percent gross profit margin to suc-
ceed in the automotive-repair business. Just over twenty years later, 
that margin increased to sixty-three percent—and that’s only to make 
the same return on investment (ROI) we were making in 1992. Wow! 
What happened? 



Well, for starters, our cost of doing business increased, on aver-
age, one percentage point every single year from 1992 to 2013. So in 
2013, we needed a sixty-three percent; in 2014, it will be sixty-four 
percent; in 2015, it will be sixty-five. It won’t stop—not for my busi-
ness, not for yours. You need a true picture of your cost, your market 
value, and your margins to find the hidden money.

If you spend much time with me, you’ll hear me talk about the 
“mailbox theory.” If you were to lose your business, how many custom-
ers would drive by your house, and put money in your mailbox because 
you didn’t charge them enough? How many of your staff would stick 
around and work for free, just because they love you so much? I don’t 
care how beloved you may be in your community, that’s not going to 
happen. Your customers will say, “thanks for the memories,” and your 
staff will move on to other jobs. This is not a loyalty issue—this is reality. 
Hidden money will help you avoid succumbing to the mailbox theory.

And it’s out there in your business—every transaction, every single 
day, with incentives to keep your staff engaged. I’ll get to these incen-
tives later, but for now let’s talk about the money we leave on the table. 

Remember Sam? I mentioned that he and I connected over these 
sorts of issues.  After we worked on his budget for, let’s say, three or 
four weeks, Sam had an ah-ha moment; he saw where he wasn’t get-
ting enough margin on the services that he was selling; his profits had 
shrunk to zero; his reserves had gone away; and his working capital 
was shrinking. Instinctively, he knew something was wrong with his 
business, but now he could identify exactly what was happening. If he 
had been charging the proper amount over the last twelve months, he 
would have an additional $175,000 in profit! Sam had been robbing 
himself, his business, and the success of both.

Returning to my mailbox theory. . . . As I mentioned, the mailbox 
theory has nothing to do with customer or staff loyalty. My point to 
the mailbox theory is that hidden money will not find you—you must 



CHECKING UNDER THE HOOD: THE TRUE COST OF DOING BUSINESS   29

find hidden money. But customer retention does play a key role in 
finding hidden money, as would staff incentives.

Customer Retention
So let’s spend some time on customer retention—namely, increas-

ing it. Customer retention is the profit center in your business, but 
there are some differentiation strategies. In the automotive industry, 
we cannot differentiate ourselves by using better parts; we can’t tell 
our customers we’re honest; nor can we differentiate ourselves be-
cause we have better technicians or cheaper prices. Many shops try 
this, and it’s a bad strategy. So, what can we do? 

Two items that are mission-critical for you to increase customer 
retention:

1. Urgency. Urgency is the number one factor that differ-
entiates you from your competition down the street. Urgen-
cy means you say, “now, now, now, now, yes, yes, yes, yes.” 
You’re always asking your customers, “Is now a good time?” 
and if “now” isn’t a good time, you follow-up with, “When 
would be the best time for you?” When they arrive at the 
counter, you’re demonstrably glad they are there. They see 
their keys handed to the technician, and watch your team get 
the vehicle in motion. As Sam adopted these principles, I had 
the opportunity to see them applied. I was at his shop when 
a gentleman had his car towed in; within sixty seconds, Sam 
and the assigned technician were greeting the owner, the tow 
driver, and the car was on the ground. In less than ten min-
utes after that, Sam had the guy in the shop’s shuttle and on 
his way. That, my friend, is urgency. And the ticket turned 
into an $800 ticket, and I believe it was due at least in part to 
the urgency displayed by everyone on Sam’s team to achieve 
immediate results. Now, it could have gone another way with 
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the customer meandering into the waiting room until some-
one finally acknowledged him—there’s no urgency, though, 
and by now the customer has wasted so much time they just 
want out of there (and the urgency transfers to the customer, 
as a result). Here is a bonus thought: Lack of urgency will 
destroy the customer’s buying mood. 

2. Atmosphere. Now, picture the above scenario—every-
body operates within the “sixty-second greet/ ten-minute 
complete” window—but they half-listen? Or openly bicker 
among themselves? What if reception takes the customer’s 
information and appears bored, or complains to the tech or 
general manager that they are ‘sending them too fast, I’ve 
only got two hands’? Let me ask you this—have you ever 
gone over to somebody’s house right after they had a fight 
or disagreement? Can you walk into that house and feel the 
atmosphere? Is it thick? Often times, they will pretend to be 
happy, but instinct tells there’s something going on. Your 
shop is making only half-attempts on customer retention 
if you’re hitting your marks on urgency, but not on atmo-
sphere. If bickering or bad attitudes exist, your customers 
feel it, too. They also sense fear and desperation. Let me be 
clear—you can’t train happy. A happy reception is fulfilled 
by placing the right person at the front counter—someone 
who loves to talk to people, but can also listen. That person 
is often your business’s first impression. Your team needs 
to understand that the most important person is always the 
customer right in front of you. Not the owners of the cars 
that are stacking up, not the other staff, not even you, the 
owner—the most important person is the customer on the 
phone or the customer standing right in front of you.
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Urgency and atmosphere will keep your customers, and keep them 
coming back. I knew a woman who had her car towed sixty miles just 
so Sam’s team could work on it. It bears mentioning that it happened 
over a weekend, too. That’s loyalty, and the reward for customer loy-
alty is money in your pocket.

Jumpstart Profits and Incentives
Let’s wrap this chapter with some quick ideas about how to in-

crease gross profits and offer incentives. Simply stated, you increase 
gross profits by indexing your labor rate and guide. You increase gross 
profits by not paying the techs on the bump—you increase them by 
dividing your total labor billed by your labor rate and multiplied by 
your flat-rate hour. That’s how you calculate paying your technicians.

Now seventy-five percent gross profit margin on service packages, 
i.e. flushes, things like that. Increase your labor rate by fifty cents per 
month. That’s called labor-rate indexing. Do that the rest of your life, 
and you’ll keep up with the one-percent increase in cost of doing busi-
ness over the next fifteen years. Pay your technicians on a progressive 
flat rate. And everyone works together, just like the serpentine belt, to 
keep the business moving forward.

That, my friends, will increase your profitability. 

Takeaway

• Bring a serpentine belt to your next staff meeting to talk 
about the true cost of doing business. 

• Explain the analogy of how everyone is key to your shop’s 
true-market value.

• Determine what your current true value is in the market-
place, and what everyone can do to increase that value by 
asking: What do you do well? What needs to change? What 
needs improvement? Is a “sixty-second greet/ten-minute 
complete” turnover feasible with each customer? What 
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happens when a customer takes longer? Are there any 
roles that need to be shifted to accomplish this (i.e., does 
someone need a break from reception, or does someone 
need to be promoted to a general manager role?). When 
conflict arises, what will be the company policy to get it 
resolved without burdening customers? 

• Discuss priorities and set goals to increase your shop’s val-
ue in the marketplace. When your team feels they have con-
tributed to these decisions—and they are on the front lines, 
so they have valid opinions—they will take ownership of the 
goals, policies, and processes that are implemented.

Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• It will ultimately be more expensive to not stop long enough 
to check under your shop’s hood, and to not know the true 
cost of doing business.

• Seven items will determine how much drains from the top: 
personnel expenses, operational expenses, building expens-
es, note payments, budgeted net profit, working capital, and 
reserve funds required.

• It’s equally important to understand why a budget shouldn’t 
be viewed as constrictive—rather, it’s the great barometer 
by which to make business decisions. 

• Reframe your thinking about our industry to get paid for 
what you know, not what you do. Remember, you are in the 
lifestyle-service industry, but you are also in the financial 
business.

• You need a true picture of your cost, your market value, and 
your margins to find the hidden money—it will not find you.

• Customer retention is the profit center in your business. 



TURNING IT AROUND: 
Case Studies

POINT THREE

I’m often asked how long it takes to turn around a shop. It’s a load-
ed question. Turnaround Tour coaching works with shop owners 
to help them recover, refuel, and take their businesses to the ‘next 

level’—but there is always going to be a next level. Or there should be, 
if you plan to stay in business. What usually happens, then, is a long-
term relationship. The learning, the goal-setting, the networking—it’s 
perpetual. 

What’s most interesting to me that it’s never a case of have-to—it’s 
a case of want-to. Somewhere along the way, they realize they need 
to always be in learning mode and connected to others who are on 
a similar journey. Once their business is back up and running, they 
are willing to do whatever it takes to never go in reverse again.  Not 
because they are fearful; rather, they want to keep their businesses 
healthy and thriving.

I want to focus on three case studies in particular that illustrate the 
benefits of this approach their names have been changed to Fred, Ja-
cob, and Stan. They’ve seen good business, bad business, and they’ve 
come a long way from where they started. My hope is that you iden-
tify with at least one of these scenarios—I’ve purposely selected three 
cases that have been with us different amounts of time. They live in 
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different parts of the country, some in small towns, others in larger 
cities. You’ll see the long-term benefits, as well as the immediate re-
sults, of applying our techniques and strategies to your own shop. See 
if any of their challenges sound familiar.

Fred, North Carolina 
Fred and I connected over fifteen years ago. His shop is just shy of 

six thousand square feet, sits on two acres of land, and right now only 
uses about three-fourths of his property (which leaves him room to 
expand). Fred has been in business nearly twenty years, having been 
in this particular location for about half of that time. I had the oppor-
tunity to visit while his current location was still under construction; 
in many ways, even at that point in his career, Fred’s business was still 
under construction. 

He had always been fascinated with how things worked. He start-
ed working on small engines, like lawn mowers, when he was still in 
middle school and eventually, ‘graduated’ to cars. Fred started a fam-
ily and had to work in a factory to provide for them, still dreaming 
about working on cars other than his own or his friends’. Eventually, 
he became the factory mechanic, and that was sufficient, but he still 
wanted the independence of owning his own shop. “ I went to school 
at night and learned how to do it professionally,” he told me. “And 
then, I went to work for the dealership, stayed with the dealership for 
ten years, but the entrepreneur bug bit me.” Unable to ignore it any 
longer, Fred jumped out of the fire and right into the frying pan and 
opened his shop. 

Fred wasn’t in trouble when I met him; Fred is an example of 
someone who made a proactive decision to get business advice before 
getting in too deep. One of his biggest strengths, after making use of 
our strategies, is how he manages workflow. His annual sales last year 
were nearly $1.3 million, with a monthly car count averaging over sev-
en hundred. 
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Fred’s staff consists of three to four technicians, two GSs (General 
Service) , and two or three managers. “The ones at the front counter 
are managers,” he explains. “Because if I’m not here or if my General 
Manager is not here, they are in charge. Some folks would call them 
service-writers—I call them managers, because that’s what they are.” 
Fred makes a valid point—they’re mostly managing the workflow, 
plus some service-advising.

Fred pays his master technicians on flat rate and the apprentices or 
General Service on an hourly rate.  “We have to be really careful about 
what we dispatch to the General Service, and what we don’t dispatch to 
them,” he says. “They have to manage that and learn to do it correctly, 
and at the same time, run the board with technician rotation.” 

Expanded Hours of Operations 
In our coaching sessions, we spend a lot of time talking about 

availability and not restricting your time with customers, and it took 
a while to get Fred on board with this. Fred’s shop is now open from 
7:00 a.m.–7:00 p.m., Monday through Saturday. When he started 
opening on Saturday four years later, Saturday accounts for one-third 
of his business. 

Now I’ve already mentioned that Fred wasn’t in trouble when I 
met him, but there was a time when he realized he was not getting the 
traffic he should have been getting. We’ve talked about the true cost of 
doing business, and his business needed to grow because of the true 
cost of running it. His whole county is over four-hundred thousand, 
and the city in which his shop is located accounts for seventy-five per-
cent of that. “So realistically, I should have been getting the cars with-
in a five-mile radius of my shop, but my car count was really low.” 
Fred tried advertising on television, radio, billboards, yellow pages—
expensive options and his car count didn’t budge. “I have some great 
television ads. You can still find them online, but they just didn’t work. 
They didn’t drive customers here.” 
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Direct Mail
Fred started using our Alliance Partner Mudlick Mail direct-mail 

service about five years ago, with a commitment to stick with it for a 
year. You see, a lot of shop owners will give up after a mailing or two 
and determine that it “didn’t work.” And if you only try it for a couple 
of months, you’ll be right. “I think that first year we mailed out 10,000 
a month,” Fred recalls. “And . . . between three and six months, people 
started walking in.” 

Now that resolved Fred’s first issue: getting car count. The sec-
ondary issue that surfaces from this, however, is whether or not Fred 
was prepared to handle the uptick in car count traffic when it arrived? 
While Fred was utilizing Mudlick Mail, he spent time with his staff 
training the Yes, 10/10/10, and SOS Principles for his daily operations 
and standard operating procedures for his shop. That was necessary 
during those first three months and beyond; according to Fred, “That’s 
what keeps them coming back. And we never say no to somebody. We 
don’t even look out the door to see if all the bays are full. We say, ‘Ab-
solutely we’ll get you right in.’ And we do, if we have to push a car out 
to do it, we do it. Then those folks tell other folks, and those prospects 
remember the mailer and decide to give us a try.” And they do.

This shift in perspective, process, and promotion acts like a one-
two punch; prospects get the mailer, then a friend relays their per-
sonal experience. The prospect recalls having received the mailer, and 
the result—at least, for Fred—has been one hundred twenty new cus-
tomers each month. “We’ve been averaging that for about three years 
now,” he explains. “It just grows. And it’s the only advertising that I 
have ever done that works.”

Two Major Developments
Fred credits his success to two major developments that result-

ed from our consultation: Hours of operation and staffing for hours 
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of operation. Those two key items allowed the implementation of 
SOS and 10/10/10 to happen smoothly. He remains flexible with 
10/10/10, however, as long as “the first thing that you do is check the 
car out. You don’t put it up in the air and drain the oil; and in fact, 
you just don’t drain the oil. You spend ten minutes looking at that car, 
under the hood, all the fluids, belts, hoses, et cetera. Mid-rise, you’re 
looking at the tires, steering mechanisms, and checking the brake sys-
tem. Then, on the full-rise, you’re looking at the exhaust, oil leaks, and 
things like that.” He is always looking for a safety item and a mainte-
nance item, or both, but “we don’t overwhelm the customer. We just 
show them items they need. It may be tires, it may be brakes, and it 
may be a wheel-bearing, whatever. And then you ask, “Would you like 
to have this done while your car is in the shop today?” Then listen. . 
. .  They’ll either say, “Yes, how much or no not today.” We have two 
responses for this situation, one we usher the customer back into the 
office to create an estimate, two offer a few alternatives for the client, 
ride home or set an appointment to come back tomorrow to get the 
repairs completed.  No matter which answer we hear, we turn to the 
assigned technician and instruct them what to do next, such as pro-
ceeding with the oil service, or completing the total vehicle inspection, 
still practicing SOS. 

Remember, you need to be paid for what you know—not what you 
do. Fred offers his expertise, but does so in a no-pressure way, and lets 
the customer make the decision. 

Going back to Fred’s first bit of advice regarding the bay: At that 
time, if nothing’s going on, the technician can proceed with the ser-
vices ordered, or he can back the car out and bring another one in—it’s 
up to the technician and manager, because the oil service wasn’t start-
ed. Why handle it this way? Because when you’re working on 700–
800 cars each month, you’ve got to be fast, quick, and smart about it 
in order to say yes. So time management is key.
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Budgeting Properly
Fred also recognized the value of budgeting properly, but he ad-

mits it’s still a work in progress. Taking time each month to figure out 
what he wants his shop to be and how to take a step further toward 
that goal motivates him to keep at it. “I’ve learned to figure up a bud-
get at the first of every month,” he explains. “I check to see where I’m 
at in the middle of the month. Coming to the end of the month, I know 
where I’m at and where I’m going to be. And it’s just something you 
need to know how to do, and actually do as a business owner.”

The Right Staff Members
His biggest challenge remains finding the right people for the right 

roles and retaining them. “One thing I’ve realized is that I have to fol-
low up, follow up, follow up . . . and that doesn’t come naturally to 
me. But as the owner, that’s what I have to do. I have to meet with my 
technicians and managers individually, then collectively as a staff,” 
he says. “I try to do it at least once a week. Each day, I have to make 
sure the managers are doing their job correctly, phones are being an-
swered promptly, and the right things are being said. Then I need to 
make sure the technicians have everything they need and the parts 
are coming in; and I follow up with those people, because that portion 
of our business is out of the tech’s hands. And it never fails that when 
I don’t follow up, things start getting off the path. It would be nice if 
people would follow directions the first time, but part of being a good 
leader involves the follow up. It comes with the job.” 

Passion Determines Direction
Fred believes that a shop owner’s passion will determine which 

direction a shop will go. While everyone has passion, the shops that 
succeed are led by owners who “really want to be in this business; 
this is what they want to do,” he says. “Some of them just don’t know 
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how to get there. Now the common denominator that I see among 
the successful ones, beyond their passion, is that they also seek out 
the knowledge—of business; of knowing the numbers and making the 
numbers work; of people, how to act, react, recruit, and keep them. 
Every successful shop I know excels at these two items—passion and 
seeking knowledge. The common thread of unsuccessful ones is that 
neither one of those things is happening. They can tell you what they 
think the numbers are, but they really don’t know. And they got Un-
cle Joe, Cousin Pete, or somebody unqualified working in the back. 
They’re constantly going through people—and I’ve been guilty of that 
too, but that’s the reason I sought out the knowledge. And as the suc-
cessful shop owners seek and learn, they also put it to good use.”

Let’s meet another shop owner with a different set of circumstances.

Jacob, Iowa
Jacob and I met during a trade show in Kansas City, then he 

signed on with us as a client. He’s been a part of our network for seven 
years now. Jacob got into the business at sixteen by pumping gas, and 
worked his way up to technician. He worked at several local shops, 
and landed at a small dealership before striking out on his own. After 
briefly leasing a location, he built his shop—seven thousand square 
feet—and has been at that location for about twenty years. Or as he 
would tell you, “survived.” Since teaming up with us, Jacob has seen 
over a million dollars in annual sales consistently each year. 

His shop consists of ten bays, ten lifts, and a monthly car-count 
average of nearly six hundred. He employs three A technicians and 
three C techs who are more general service. Three full-time service 
advisors manage the front counter, and a full-time bookkeeper is also 
responsible for shuttle, pick-up, and delivery services. When the front 
desk is busy, she also handles inbound calls.
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Rural Location and Revenue
Unlike Fred’s shop in North Carolina, Jacob’s shop in Iowa is a 

very rural market, and Jacob’s radius is eight miles, targeting just over 
six thousand households. Jacob is in the consideration stage to extend 
his hours, but is currently open from 7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., five days a 
week. “We’re not located on a busy, main thorough-fare,” he explains, 
“and we do a lot of vehicle pick-up and delivery and use loaner cars. So 
we really promote working on a customer’s car while they’re at work, 
and the big workplaces here in town are not open on Saturday, either. 
So right now, I’m not sure the profits would outweigh the costs of be-
ing open on Saturday, but there certainly may be something to gain 
by doing so at some point. We’re just not there yet.” With a monthly 
car count like his, just being open five days each week, I’d say Jacob is 
plenty busy but may be close to that Saturday tipping point. 

It wasn’t always that way. When I first met Jacob, his monthly 
sales average was $60,000, and he would occasionally hit the $70,000 
mark . . . and that was considered a good month. One of the first items 
on my agenda was to travel to Iowa to work with Jacob and his staff 
to perform a total market assessment: We reviewed his market popu-
lation, Jacob’s target market, and his competitors. I remembered tell-
ing him that the best he could probably do would be about $75,000 a 
month, tops. One question we asked, and now Jacob asks other shop 
owners when they come to him with the same issue, is simply this: If 
your car count is low, are you marketing consistently every month—
no matter what? If your shop is located in a small town, you’ll want to 
pay careful attention to what happened with Jacob. 

Like I mentioned, His Iowa market is a rural area and Jacob’s 
competition is fierce; like Fred in North Carolina, Jacob stepped out 
on a limb and committed to our Mudlick Mail product for the past 
three years. “The entire population in my town is 10,000 people. No 
matter what, every single household within an eight-mile radius of 



TURNING IT AROUND: CASE STUDIES     41

my shop—which is my target market, and just over six thousand—re-
ceives a very professional mailer,” he explains. “And I’m now averag-
ing over $100K each month. I think consistent marketing has been 
the key.” As for his competitors, a couple of smaller shops have closed, 
“but a couple of the other ones have ramped it up. So I’d say that com-
petition is tougher than ever. I think the important thing about the 
direct-mail approach is that even if they’re not going to read it, it still 
passes through their hand on the way to the garbage can. They see 
your logo and when they do, they become aware that you exist. And 
when they’re ready to make a change . . . if you’ve been passing through 
their hands for several months, you’re going to spring to their minds.” 
All the more reason to continue with a marketing channel that works.

Humility Abounds 
Jacob’s humility opened him up to new, fresh, successful ideas, 

particularly with regard to his owner’s skills. “I didn’t understand 
what leadership was,” he explains. “I didn’t even know there was a 
great need for it. I was just a technician, we were small, and just doing 
it without thinking about it so much.” Jacob grew to a size that he 
realized it was time for him to step up and lead; he appointed himself 
general manager and got out from under the hood, so to speak. As 
the shop owner, he had to do that to continue successful growth—and 
it put him in a better position to be paid for what he knew, not what 
he did. By assuming his leadership role, he also re-framed his think-
ing and learned the value of explaining to his staff the “why” behind 
his decisions and how every action ultimately impacted the big pic-
ture. With our help, Jacob developed systems and provided addition-
al training. And like Fred in North Carolina, he oversees weekly staff 
meetings to revisit, modify, or upgrade what they’re doing to keep the 
shop on a path for continuous improvement.

Now, Jacob did not get his staff’s buy-in overnight; the reality is, 
they are still working together to achieve a smooth-running shop. This 
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included cycling through a few technicians before landing on the right 
ones. Jacob employs a very interesting approach to recruitment—he 
calls the technicians he knows from other shops to see if they are ready 
to move on. “If I advertise, I rarely get any real technicians respond-
ing,” he says. “I get people, but not technicians.”  He is very careful, 
however, not to over-staff his shop. Obviously, it’s a balancing act be-
cause when you’re short-staffed, everyone is over-worked, but “when 
you over-staff and people are running out of work, they don’t like that 
either. Techs want to be busy all the time, but in a manageable way.” 

Keeping technicians busy is one way to keep technicians. Jacob 
also offers benefits like health insurance, a retirement program, and 
a pleasant environment. “We have fun,” he explains. “And that’s an-
other part of it.”

Now Jacob is in an interesting predicament; he pays his staff well, 
so his employees earn a nice living for that area. “I have a two-part 
pay plan,” he explains. “There’s individual pay, and then there’s team 
pay. So my technicians all get paid not only just for their own hours, 
but they also get paid for what the whole group, what the whole shop 
does for total hours. And my service advisors are paid similarly, but 
their team pay is based on gross profit dollars for the whole group.” 
This way, everyone has a vested interested in the team’s success, and 
the shop’s success. It’s likely this costs him a bit in his labor margins, 
but Jacob believes it’s totally worth it. “I’ve been lucky to have low 
turn over the last few years, and it definitely costs a lot to turn over 
somebody.” With some employees now celebrating six-, eight-, and 
ten-year anniversaries, Jacob sees the value of retaining the right peo-
ple in order for the shop to run smoothly.

This does not mean, however, that Jacob’s always a popular guy 
with this staff. “Recently, implemented an action where all techni-
cians must vacuum customer cars after the repairs were done. That 
wasn’t such a popular idea, but it went way better than I thought, be-
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cause I explained how we have a couple of competitors that are doing 
that and how important it is to keep our customers coming back.” So, 
the ideas may not always be popular, but Jacob explained the “why” 
and helped them grasp the bigger picture of how such a small step 
could impact their business. And remember, they have incentive for 
the business as a whole to succeed.

Networking Pays Off
Jacob also networks with other shop owners, using the resourc-

es and access we have provided; he gathers the information, makes 
adjustments, and modifies their strategies to work in the Iowa mar-
ket. Something I always remind everyone I coach: When you’re out 
there learning from us or anyone else, don’t kill the messenger who is 
providing the information. Take what you like, spit out the bones you 
don’t like, but by golly take something home to implement. 

As he networks and receives coaching, Jacob has seen a common 
thread among the more successful shops: the desire for continuous 
improvement and the follow-through to make it happen, whether by 
implementing new systems, improved systems, new marketing . . .  
taking the time to research, learn, listen, implement, adjust, and just 
keep moving forward.

This idea to ‘keep moving forward’ would also factor into why our 
next shop owner reached out to me. 

Stan, Pennsylvania
Stan’s background isn’t much different from Fred’s or Jacob’s, 

and probably not much different than yours—he started by pumping 
gas, and always liked fixing cars. He went to night school to learn the 
trade, and made sure it was a very good school. What may be different, 
however, is that he started his business at age twenty-one. “A place 
became available, and I jumped on it,” he told me. “And the rest is his-
tory.” A history, to date, that’s lasted thirty-eight years and counting. 
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Stan’s shop consists of six tight bays and for a long time, his annual 
sales stayed at $1.2 million. “It’s been like that for about many years,” 
he said when he contacted us. “Just the same thing, every year.” Af-
ter working with us, he finished strong with $1.5 million and now, 
he’s projecting $1.8 for this year. His monthly car count is roughly 
between five- and six hundred, and he employs five technicians plus 
a general service technician. He has added a third service advisor on 
the front counter, one of whom he credits for a lot of the blossoming 
success his shop is enjoying. 

Stan is a great example of someone who understands the value of 
perpetual learning—he had already been in business many years when 
we met him. Wouldn’t he have been a success story already? What 
could we possibly teach him? But Stan knew—there is always a next 
level. And his annual sales had been stalled for some time; eventually, 
they might start to dip. Stan is proactive about growing his business, 
even after nearly forty years. 

At our encouragement, Stan finally expanded his hours. He’s now 
open from 7:30 a.m.–6:00 p.m., Monday to Friday, and Saturdays 
7:30 a.m.–4:00 p.m. “We do about a half as much on a Saturday as 
we do in an average week,” he explains, “but I think part of it may be 
staffing. I think we have been concerned about getting it all done, and 
not practicing the Yes Process. We say no when we shouldn’t.” Stan 
added staff on Saturdays and when he embraced it fully, it made all 
the difference. 

Now for some of you, that seems counter-intuitive. Why add staff 
to a slow day? Shouldn’t you cut staff until the need presents itself? 
Well, if you’re planning a family, do you move from a two-bedroom 
house into an efficiency or studio apartment? Or do you turn the spare 
bedroom into a nursery, and consider purchasing a three-bedroom 
home with a yard? Stan recognizes two very key factors—he’s saying 
no too often because he’s concerned about capacity. The answer, then, 
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is to make room and make arrangements. Stan wants to implement 
the Yes Process to its fullest extent; if he were to do this without add-
ing staff on Saturdays, he’ll wind up with angry customers and zero 
customer retention. 

What Works
All of our strategies for increasing your profit by $4,000+ each 

month are intended to work together: When you expand your avail-
ability, and staff to accommodate the 10/10/10 and SOS, you can 
implement the Yes Process to its fullest extent and utilize direct 
mail to your market potential. But getting your staff on board is 
mission-critical. 

Stan falls in line with Jacob’s point about continuing to find ways 
to improve. After being in business for decades, Stan clearly enjoyed 
success. But he admits that it wasn’t until he actually took control of 
his situation that things really took off. He had two excellent service 
advisors on the front lines who did all the right things for his custom-
ers, but “we couldn’t grow because they spent a lot of time and energy 
telling people that ‘We can’t do it today, maybe tomorrow,’ or ‘We’ll do 
the best we can’ and that was like telling them no.” Then his potential 
customer would leave and find another shop to handle his car. And 
anytime you allow a customer to do that, you run the risk of losing 
them forever.  

Painting the Right Picture
Stan knew they had to start saying yes. “And I finally painted the 

right picture to help them understand why. I hired the third service 
advisor, and things just exploded.” For the past fifteen months, Stan 
has enjoyed anywhere from a thirty to fifty percent increase in sales, 
month-by-month, from the previous year. “One of the challenges we 
ran into previously was that the service advisors didn’t want to up-sell 
or cross-sell, because they weren’t sure the technicians would be will-
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ing to stay and finish it,” Stan explains. “Now we’re staffed with tech-
nicians, we have the correct amount of help on the front counter, and 
we’re just saying yes—everybody understands now why we’re saying 
yes. And it’s just working very well.”

So well, in fact, that between January and April, he enjoyed 
monthly sales between $130,000–$184,000—a steady increase, even 
though February and April are shorter months. “Everybody’s actually 
on board, driving the bus in the same direction. It’s all about saying 
yes.” Unlike Fred or Jacob, Stan’s problem wasn’t whether the phone 
was ringing—it was hearing his service advisors delay service to cus-
tomers. “All the money I’d spent getting the phone to ring, and then 
we never got the car in the shop.”  Everything changed once he imple-
mented the Yes Process, SOS, and the right staffing; and his numbers 
continue to climb.

Two challenges remain for Stan. He is trying to rotate off of being 
the go-to guy and instill more initiative in his staff. In order to do this, 
however, he has to make time to train, mentor, and coach them on a 
weekly basis. While being too busy with service is an excellent prob-
lem to have, Stan recognizes the long-term investment and value in 
taking the time to coach and mentor his staff.

He also underscores Fred and Jacob’s common denominators 
of successful shops: passion, knowledge, and implementation. “But 
most of all, you have to be able to sell your directional vision to your 
employees and get them to understand it, rather than whip them into 
doing what you want them to do,” he says. “You have to motivate them 
to want to do it. And be mindful that the ones that aren’t successful 
are really, really good at finger-pointing. They blame everything that’s 
not working on somebody else, when they should just look in the mir-
ror and do something about it.”
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Fleas to the Rescue

• Search “how to train fleas” online and locate a video demon-
strating how to train fleas. (Yes, fleas.)

• Observe how they are placed in a jar and once the lid is on, 
they keep jumping up and hitting the lid. 

• Notice what happens when the lid is removed: The fleas 
won’t jump any higher than where the lid had been. 

What does this have to do with management and leadership? 
Sometimes, as business owners, we do the same thing; we claim to 
want our employees to show more initiative, but at the same time, we 
turn a blind eye to our unwillingness to relinquish control. When you 
always have the answers to their questions, you are conditioning them 
to continue to come to you for answers. Part of instilling initiative in 
our employees means relinquishing our control and accepting that 
they will not always get it right or do it exactly the way we would have 
done it. But it may also mean that they may devise a better method or 
surprise you in some other way.

Which brings me back to the question I’m often asked: How long 
does it take to turn around a shop? As long as it takes for you to raise 
the lid, let your staff jump higher than they’ve been jumping, and let 
them succeed, too.

Takeaways

• What we teach works in all size and shape markets 

• Expanded hours expands revenues 

• Direct Mail drives the phone to ring

• Right staff members is mission critical

• Leadership is the driving force for improvement

• Paint the right picture for your team to buy-in
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Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Speed of Service (SOS) doesn’t mean to fix the cars really 
fast; it just means that you respond to customers immedi-
ately and getting that car in motion just as fast as humanly 
possible, whether it is a broken car or an oil-change pro-
cess. 

• 10/10/10, SOS, and Yes Process are effective strategies no 
matter the age or financial condition of the shop—and they 
work in tandem. 

• To implement the Yes Process, you must make room and 
make arrangements.

• Getting your staff on board with these strategies is mis-
sion-critical.

• You must resolve that you won’t always be the most popular 
guy when decisions are made.

• Keeping technicians busy is one way to keep technicians; 
it is more cost-effective to keep a good tech than to train a 
new one.



HOW TO “HOW TO” 
POINT FOUR

We all know would-be writers of novels, screenplays, and 
songs. I’m not attempting to judge if their work would be 
any good, but we all know them. “I have so many ideas,” 

they usually say, “I just don’t have time to do the work.” Or—perhaps 
they’ve written an outline, jotted some notes, or even completed a 
chapter or verse, “but I just don’t know how to finish.” 

In terms of profitability, this doesn’t bode well for a would-be 
writer . . . unless they are writing your business how-to manual. Does 
your shop have one? It should.

Unfortunately, I have found most how-tos housed between the 
ears of the shop owners and not in a written format.  That defines 
the issue of the business owner growing the business past him—the 
owner becomes the bottleneck.  The staff members wait around to be 
told what to do.  They watch the owner work very hard and when a 
staff member leaves, the how- to walks out with them; the business 
owner then has to start over completely.  By capturing the how-to, the 
shop won’t be left without knowing how something is done and the 
shop owner will not have to spend as much time getting someone up 
to speed on the how-to.  

You see, without documentation systems you are people-depen-
dent; you need to become systems dependent instead. 
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How-to manuals (also known as “operations manuals”) address 
specifics like: How we talk to customers, how we sell jobs, how we 
price jobs, how we do all the things that we do every single day . . . so if 
you’re not documenting that in a how-to manual, then it has very little 
value and you really can’t hold people accountable to all these systems 
and processes that are jumbling around in your head. 

Every business, no matter its size, needs to have standards in de-
veloping its own set of policies and procedures; it helps your business 
run smoother, especially when you’re not there. Now, one key point 
about how-to manuals: They are always works in progress. They are 
never finished. They are living, breathing, organic works that have 
proven to work wonders on a bottom line. Whereas, an author’s un-
finished work yields no profit, the ROI for a how-to manual can be 
substantial. Those are a lot of big claims for a little how-to manual, but 
stay with me—I’ll back them up.

Simple Thoughts, Simple Concepts, Challenging Solutions
When we work with shop owners, our mantra is: simple thoughts 

for simple concepts, with challenging solutions. We teach timeless 
business principles sprinkled with real business modeling that works. 
So we help shop owners maximize their profits so they can stack up 
cash. We take the wrenches and turn them up at a high speed, teach-
ing them how to budget for profit; run daily operations; advertise and 
market their shop; and finally, implement leadership and manage-
ment systems. And that’s where the how-to manual comes in. 

I firmly believe that systems run the business and people run 
the systems, whether your shop is a franchise, chain, independently 
owned, or some other hybrid of these. If you take the time and take 
your time to document your systems, even the manual itself becomes 
invaluable. I knew a man who sold eighteen stores and paid $1 million 
to retain the rights to his how-to manual . . . so while you are working 
through this process, be mindful of that next buyer, or even a family 
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member, when the time comes for you to make that transition. But 
these manuals also help you transition from a business owner to a 
business leader.

Believe it or not, Albert Einstein had the same notion in his line of 
work—his reasoning was, why clutter the mind when you can put it on 
paper and reference it later? That’s why he had such a great note-tak-
ing system, filing system . . . Einstein also said, “Imagination is more 
important than knowledge.” So whether you’ve never written a how-
to manual or your current one is collecting dust, it’s time to imagine 
how your shop’s going to run and how you’re going to operate this 
business. And you need to engage your staff in this process—remem-
ber if they’re engaged, they will take ownership. And ultimately, they 
will be the ones operating the systems you will manage. 

Pearson’s Law
There are four key characteristics of a how-to manual and as the 

manager of systems, this is the type of information you will need:

• Financial information—to measure the effects of your how-tos

• Leadership—must have clearly defined management

• Strategy—the purpose, the “why” behind these how-tos

• Tactical—the “how” that must always support the strategy

How-to manuals help apply Pearson’s law to your business: When 
performance is measured, performance improves. When poor perfor-
mance is measured and reported back, performance improves dra-
matically. So, in your how-to manual construction, you want to have 
a way to input the performance standards, and then check back and 
make sure those performance standards are being met.

In order to ensure a fair way to execute and measure performance, 
you all need to speak the same language. So to begin with, the How-to 
Manual will be referred to as the HTM. 
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MOCC, SOPs, and HTM
Next, is our philosophy of Management On Cruise Control, or 

MOCC.  When documented properly, your HTM will enable you to 
manage systemically—not people. This involves you spearheading the 
collection of systems and processes that run your business, document 
them, organize/write them down, and educate staff. Once these tasks 
are completed, you can begin shifting to MOCC—but understand, 
even this will be a process unto itself.

The next term is one you’re probably already familiar with—the 
standard operating procedures, or SOPs. These are the operational 
procedures that are written, and they’re standardized to your shop: 
how we answer the phone, how we build estimates, how we sell a 
job, how we order parts, how we do brake work . . . you get the idea. 
In your business, you may have one, two, a hundred systems—but if 
you’re trying to manage people instead of systems, and do not have 
your HTM, then you will have chaos, inefficiency, and you’ll make less 
money. So let’s break down the management process into two levels 
to help clarify the distinctions and how they impact your staff, your 
leaders, and you.

Level One includes your daily operations or “daily ops.” Basically, 
whatever happens from the moment you receive the key from the cus-
tomer until the time it is returned should all be governed by the action 
steps you’ve adopted for your daily ops. It’s the tactical side of do-
ing business. If everyone, including you, remains at this level without 
documented systems, there will be missed opportunities. Everyone 
will be less effective and perhaps frazzled, including your customers.

Level Two is MOCC. That’s when your HTM documents how your 
daily ops are to be executed, even when the HTM is under construc-
tion. As a Level Two manager, you are thinking tactically, step-by-step 
about how you will create the pathways, processes, systems and steps 
to support your business strategies . . . how it’s going to walk like this, 
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talk like this, feel like this, and work like this, using a proven operation 
concept. You are determining what needs to be done to move to where 
you want to be by utilizing tactical actions. 

Level Two involves a phrase that most of us have heard: ‘working on 
the business.’ Sounds very official, doesn’t it? But do you know how that’s 
done? By not slipping back into the vortex of the daily operations, saying 
no to the tactical action side of your business—Level One. What?!?!

At Level Two, you are writing and packaging the HTM based on 
what you’ve observed, what you visualize, and what your reality is. 
Again, by creating and constructing your HTM, you are documenting 
how your shop’s tactical approach will support your directional vision. 
If you were going to build a house, you would have to have a blueprint 
to build that house; if you were going to fly an airplane from Detroit 
to Los Angeles, you would have to have a flight plan. The same rule 
applies when you’re trying to run a business. So while you return to 
Level One, as a manager you should not remain there. The only way to 
accomplish this will be with a well-organized, well-written HTM. Oth-
erwise, you will be bombarded with, What should I do? What should 
I do? They’re waiting for you to tell them what to do—and in your 
frustration, you may wind up doing it yourself. Time lost is inefficient; 
inefficiency means less profit.

Level Two also involves four eyes looking at your HTM—yours 
and your staff’s. Even if you have several on staff, the HTM must be 
upheld at the individual level. At that point, you are no longer man-
aging people; you are managing systems, and each staff member is 
responsible for knowing and executing them. 

It seems ironic, but when people know the rules, they can relax 
and play the game. So if you keep finding yourself frustrated with your 
technician or your service advisors, it’s more than likely because you 
haven’t written your HTM. I often hear, “But we’re a small shop. There 
are only three of us. So we really don’t need something like that.” Actu-
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ally, if you’re a small shop, you’re in a great position to build your HTM 
because as you grow—and you will grow, because HTMs have a direct 
effect on profit—you will already have your basic systems in place. New 
staff will know your expectations and can be trained more efficiently. 
The HTM also creates a presence when you’re not present. Everyone 
knows what to do because you trained, wrote, and documented every-
thing you want done—and therefore, they are accountable. That’s how 
a shop owner manages multiple operations successfully. 

I do want to clarify one point before we leave these levels of oper-
ation—there is a difference between managing people versus systems, 
called “managing on cruise control.” Level One is tactical while level 
two is strategic and tactical; as the shop owner, there will be days you 
get caught in the vortex of Level One. It happens. And if you’re stuck, 
you need to work in that level for a period of time, but in order to 
make your business into what you want it to be, you will want to reside 
in Level Two more often. While you can’t ignore Level One, you can 
arrive at a turning point where it is running systemically. That is the 
difference between managing people versus systems. 

How HTMs Affect ROI
Now, I promised early on to prove the direct relationship between 

HTMs and return on investment (ROI).  Whereas, I referenced the 
budding novelist or songwriter in the beginning of this chapter, I also 
understand that for some of you, writing is a certain form of torture. 
So not only am I asking you to take time out from an oil change or 
battery install, I’m asking you use that time to do something you abso-
lutely despise and something that seemingly doesn’t put money into 
your bank account. So, how do you calculate the operations manual 
ROI? I will answer that by asking you five questions:

• How are you protecting your business from everyday cha-
os? We have already touched on the benefits of an HTM 
with regard to your daily ops.
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• How do you decrease the cost of training? An HTM has the 
systems written and documented. The reduction in cost of 
training, then, is immediate.

• How do you promote a service culture that is Yes- and 
SOS-centered? You write it down, and then you translate 
that vision and the operations into a better culture for the 
customer. 

• Do your employees reflect your company culture? The 
HTM sets that, and the ROI will reflect that. An HTM re-
duces turnover because you are defining clear expectations. 
If an HTM reduces training costs and clearly defines ex-
pectation, it can also reduce your turnover costs to about 
$2,500 per staff member—a far cry from the typical cost of 
ten to thirty percent of the employee’s annual salary. 

• Who is in control of your business concept? Your HTM 
identifies the concept which creates the image of your busi-
ness in the customer’s mind and helps you manage and op-
erate within your concept—not someone else’s, not anyone 
else’s. If any question regarding your concept arises, the 
HTM will have the answer.

Look back at these five questions. With an HTM, your staff can 
grow with confidence. In most cases, they can handle Level One 
without having to “check with the boss.” They know what steps and 
phrases to use that describe your concept, they know the processes to 
underscore your business reputation, and they will handle customers 
efficiently and with care. They are comfortable at work, which means 
they will remain with you longer—they know what’s expected and 
they know the parameters for achievement and promotion. As they 
grow, your business will follow.
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Getting Started
Since there is no exact formula for drafting an operations manu-

al, where do you begin? The answer is cliché, but it applies here: The 
same way you eat an elephant—one bite at a time. 

Start with your company’s Directional Vision statement. Then, 
move to the products and services and how they marry with the goals 
and the values. Mentally and even physically walk through your day. 
Jot notes. Observe every detail of how your shop gets through the day; 
consider the long-term effects of your daily operations. Ask yourself 
some questions. Here’s a starter list:

• How do you want customers greeted when they come 
through the front door? 

• How do you like vendors treated and greeted? 

• How do you keep the extra set of keys in the storage room? 

Consider your market, and how your business will navigate and 
compete for that market share. Think through “here’s where we are,” 
and “here’s where I want us to be” on each and every process. At this 
stage, you are formulating your thinking; next, you strategically com-
mit to taking action and ultimately, creating a manual that maps out 
exactly how things get done in your automotive-repair shop; that way, 
when a frustration or concern surfaces, you can then refer back to it. 
And finally, I’ll just come right out and say it: To accomplish this in 
full, you’re going to go shopping.

First, buy a three-ring, three-inch thick binder. This will ultimate-
ly contain the written portion of your how-to manual. The working 
manual, which is a larger document and will be stored on your com-
puter, will have folders and sub-folders to store your documents, your 
versions, etc. You will need to come up with a filing system that’s easy 
for you to remember. You will not need to print everything stored here 
into your hard-copy how-to manual; some of it may be referenced on-
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line, other parts may be specifically for management. But the three-
ring binder should contain ten key systems that we will discuss here 
shortly. For now, just know that this binder should be accessible to 
any staff member at any time.

Next, you will also need a file cabinet. Now why would you need a 
file cabinet when you already have a computerized filing system? To 
keep any older documents and hard copies of items that are valuable 
for referencing—documents from a training session that you have or 
will attend, information that you’ve picked up in various places—put 
these items in your file cabinet to keep yourself organized. Order the 
files in your filing cabinet as closely as possible to your operations 
manual. Again, we’re tackling this elephant one bite at a time. 

Now, about your bookcase . . . yes, your bookcase, because you 
will be storing valuable information for you and your staff to read. 
Divide this bookcase into the same configuration as your operations 
manual and filing cabinet—or at least, as closely as possible. This may 
mean one section per shelf, or you might have to separate sections us-
ing bookends, much like a library does. Books, larger pieces that won’t 
fit in the file cabinet, and other published works should be located in 
the bookcase.

You’re still in action mode, so select ten key systems and commit 
to create them; once you start this action, it will become a habit but 
for now, just make the commitment. (Remember, one bite at a time.) 

For example, you have three major pathways customers come to 
you: an oil-change pathway, a broken-car pathway, and a return path-
way. You’ll need to document processes, systems and steps for each 
one. And it’s not time to craft the actual pathway, processes, system 
and steps—for now, it’s enough to determine that you need one. 

Engage Your Team
Now that you’ve had time to organize your thoughts, it’s time to 

engage your team. You have already determined what needs to be 
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done—now it’s time to figure out how. Get a pad of giant self-adhesive 
pages, sticky notes and brainstorm collectively, and write down on the 
sticky pads, not putting these systems in any certain order. Place the 
pages on the wall, writing down ideas. Then take a step back and de-
termine as a team what the order of those pages should be. This will 
be the order of how you will get this accomplished. 

As the business owner, commit to a specific timeline—maybe 
you’ll build one system per week, per month, every ten days . . . the 
timeline is up to you, but commit to it. These systems will ultimately 
run your business—this is what you’ll eventually print out, and this is 
what any staff member at any time should be able to reference without 
your prompting. 

Now, print out only those ten key systems—the ones you identi-
fied, the ones your team helped draft and prioritize—again, these will 
be the systems that will run your business. Place them in your three-
ring binder and then put the binder in a highly visible, accessible lo-
cation—somewhere fairly central to your general manager, service ad-
visors, and technicians. This way, when the GM notices a technician 
who is not in step with the how-to manual—perhaps by performing 
an oil change improperly, skipping an important quality-control step, 
coming in late, or taking too many smoke breaks—they can tell the 
technician to take the binder and review the system for point six, just 
as an example. After the tech reviews the specific system, they will 
review it with the general manager so that everyone is back on the 
same page. Or the next time your bookkeeper quits, everything that 
person does has been captured on paper, making it much easier to 
get a new bookkeeper up to speed. In fact, the lists of tasks will help 
you clarify what the job description will look like and therefore, make 
recruiting an easier process, too. That’s managing on cruise control. 
The alternative is to pull the person over and talk to them about the 
issue, look them in the eye, and kind of point my finger at them; and 
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that’s managing people. With written, documented systems in place, 
you will transition to managing those systems and your staff will ac-
tually execute them. 

Now there are a couple of matters I want to caution you about. 
This how-to manual is never going to be finished, and it’s never go-
ing to be perfect. It’s never going to be the way you want it every sin-
gle day. It’s always under construction and reconstruction, because 
things change. And the one thing you can count on remaining con-
stant . . . is change. 

Takeaway
When the time arrives to engage your team, set up a “work sta-

tion” where you are presiding over the meeting, with items to create a 
peanut butter and jelly sandwich—including utensils, plates, napkins, 
even a glass and some milk. Keep these items hidden from view. 

• Before you ask for their input on the ten key systems you’ve 
identified, ask them to write down the steps for making a 
peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 

• Select two or three at random and have them read the steps 
they’ve written; follow their directions exactly. You may be 
spreading thin air on to a piece of bread, you may be reaching 
into the jelly jar with your bare hands—remember, you are 
following their directions exactly as they read them to you. 

When someone delivers the proper steps, hold up the sandwich 
and ask if it’s “perfect”: 

• Is the jelly perfectly proportionate to the peanut butter? 

• Are both bread slices exactly the same? 

• What if someone wanted a different type of jelly, or specific 
brand of peanut butter? 
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Reinforce that your how-to manual will be the same way—you will 
make every effort to get it right and keep it right, but it will never be 
final or perfect. And it will always be a work in progress. This will help 
them see the sorts of details necessary to crafting the how-to manual, 
and not fear or think they have failed when it is tweaked. The idea is 
that, in theory, a person could walk in off the street and understand 
the steps necessary for any system.

Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Every business, no matter its size, needs to have standards 
in developing its own set of pathways, processes, systems, 
and steps; it helps your business run smoother, especially 
when you’re not there. 

• How-to manuals are always works in progress. They are 
never finished. They are living, breathing, organic works 
that have proven to work wonders on a bottom line.

• Systems run the business, and people run the systems.

• There is a difference between management on cruise con-
trol and managing people. 

• Since there is no exact formula for drafting an operations 
manual, you simply start with the steps we provided. 

• Always, always engage your team in the HTM process.



BUDGETING FOR PROFIT 

I am a huge baseball fan. I love the game, I love to study it, love the 
players, and I also love how it parallels the game I’m in. The game 
we’re all in: the automotive service industry. 
If you know something about baseball, there is a rare player known 

as the five-tool baseball player: the guy who can run fast; has a pow-
erful, accurate throwing arm; and a powerful swing that hits home 
runs and drives in a lot of runs. These are the guys making about $20 
million a year playing baseball. 

When people ask me what I do, I have two responses: “We pro-
vide simple thoughts for complex concepts with challenging solutions. 
We teach timeless business principles sprinkled with real-business 
modeling that works.” It is our job to remain in a state of refinement, 
always polishing our financial, leadership, management, strategic, 
and tactical tools, enabling shop owners like you to put them to good 
use. Taking a cue from baseball, we can help you become a five-tool 
auto-repair shop owner. And this chapter is devoted to the financial 
tool—specifically, budgeting for profit.

The automotive repair business is a good business if you under-
stand the financial aspects that really affect everything else in your 
business: pay plans, gross profit, the cost of doing business, product 
price points, start-up and maintenance costs, employee compensa-
tion, and how to actually make money. The best way to get an accurate 

POINT FIVE
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read on all of this is with a budget. If that sounds boring and dry to 
you, keep reading—you just may be surprised.

Why Budget?
Budgeting provides a roadmap to keeping your business financial-

ly solvent. We’re going to talk about orientation of what budgeting 
really means, and start you thinking about what you’re doing. And 
we will walk you through the language of budgets. From there, we’ll 
spring to action. We’ll take a closer look at the construction of a bud-
get, and walk through the habits, the perseverance, and the attain-
ment, to get a budget in place. 

So let’s start with some very simple questions that only have two 
answer options: yes or no. Not “yes, but . . . “ or “no, but . . .”. Just a 
simple yes or no:

• Do you have a revenue issue? 

• Do you have a gross-profit issue? 

• Do you have a spending issue? 

• Are you the issue? 

• Are you paying last month’s bills with this month’s revenue? 
If you are, that’s an indicator that you don’t have enough 
working capital in your business. You are thirty days from 
going out of business. 

• Are you stacking up cash? If not, why not? 

What makes budgeting for profit work so well? Because you’re 
examining a number of indicators that factor into your business’s 
financial health—balance sheets, point-of-sale system, check regis-
ters, profit-and-loss statements—to grasp a true picture of your num-
bers. We need to do this manually; don’t push a button in a software 
program and think you have a budget, at least not at this stage. It is 
imperative you input the numbers manually into our spreadsheet, 
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to understand the process. I am going to make this statement even 
stronger, this is one duty you should NEVER delegate and most defi-
nitely not abdicate.  

So, what are the grand purposes of budgeting? First, you must 
learn how to budget so you may also learn how to stack up cash. It’s 
not just to pay your bills, nor restrict or control spending; it’s to un-
derstand how to stack up cash in order to make your business finan-
cially healthy.  Second, you must understand your true cost of doing 
business, learning why P&L’s lie, and balance sheets leak.  Third, it’s 
about how-to chase dollars then the dimes, learning to fix the top part 
of the budget first, then the bottom.   

Speaking the Language 
Now when we start talking budgets and budgeting, we speak a rel-

evant language. In our budgeting process, you’ll hear the terms sales 
revenue and cost of goods. And in our business, the cost of goods 
amounts to what we pay our technicians in gross pay, whether they 
are general service, hourly, or flat-rate. Part of your cost of goods 
also includes items such as sublet, parts, tires, towing, and contra; 
this would be anything that is resold on closed repair orders. In our 
budgeting spreadsheet format, the sales revenue and cost of goods is 
calculated in the top section above “Line 47,” which shows your gross 
Profit-Dollars and Combined-Percentages. 

Then you have the cost of doing business. “Well Gary,” you’re 
probably thinking, “that’s pretty much everything.” That’s not good 
enough—the cost of doing business needs to be organized into three 
parts: personnel expense, operating expense, and fixed/occupancy.

Another term you’ll often hear is forecast. Essentially, your fore-
cast has two parts: projections and predictions. A projection is histor-
ical data projected forward; you base your projections on what you 
did on average in the last three months, six months, twelve months, 
and the month you are currently budgeting. With predictions, you 
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look back to the same month last year to compare multiple items and 
look for ‘wild cards’: construction on the road your shop is located; 
a downward trend in sales; a new service advisor at the front count-
er; perhaps, new staff members who will not achieve the same level 
of productivity. Your prediction contains the wild card—something 
that’s going to change the number, forecast the number differently. So 
your projection plus prediction equals a forecast. How will you know if 
you’re making money each day? With our Daily Operations Snapshot 
Spreadsheet, you can check and run your daily P&L to see where you 
are. You know your budget and your true cost of doing business; by 
plugging those numbers in each day, you can make these calculations. 

Stay with me here—we have a few more terms to get through in 
our budget vocabulary. You’ll often hear the phrases unloaded ver-
sus loaded labor. In our budgeting for profit process, we want the la-
bor unloaded. That means we don’t add matching taxes, insurance, 
or anything to that unloaded figure—just the gross pay to our techni-
cians. That’s what we call cost of goods unloaded labor. 

Now contra is another term used in the budgeting process and it 
is usually brought about through advertising premiums, maybe a $25-
off coupon or a percentage off of a particular service. These sorts of 
promotions create contras; simply add all of those up, plug them into 
your budget, and these become part of your cost of goods. A contra 
occurs any time you reduce your labor profit and/or your parts profit. 
Contra also occurs in a comeback, which is a term we need to delete 
from our vocabularies. As your team seeks to diminish comebacks, 
commit to looking at these sorts of incidents as customer-service op-
portunities. A broad definition of contra is any time you have to eat, 
chew, and swallow the cost of something, whether via a promotion or 
a do-over. You want to track contras to see what you’re giving away. 

Now, we also have what is known as a rolling budget. A rolling 
budget is past, present, and next. What does that mean? Well, as you 
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look at closing out the previous month, you are reconciling all bank 
and vendor statements and making sure all of your checks are prop-
erly coded. When these tasks are complete, you close the previous 
month and look at the revenue, cost of goods, billing, living within 
your current month’s budget, and building the budget for the follow-
ing month. This is not a twelve-month or even a six-month build-out; 
just build a month in advance, continually, throughout the year. That’s 
why it’s called a rolling budget. 

So now, you have your forecast, or what you budgeted; when the 
month is over, you’ll have an actual. The difference between the bud-
get and the actual equals variance. True net profit, also called TNP, 
is the money you can extract from the business that does not shrink 
working capital or reserve funds. I’ve had a lot of clients say, “Gary, 
my P&L can tell me the same thing.” No, your P&L can actually lie 
to you about your profits as well as your cash position—I will explain 
how, but just file that tidbit away for now.

Three Times Rule
As you continue to fortify your business, you’ll need to strive for 

and operate under the “three times rule” regarding working capi-
tal—that is, three times your monthly fixed expenses in your work-
ing capital account. If you don’t have enough working capital, you 
need to have a line of credit, borrow money, whatever it takes to cre-
ate enough cash to operate the business. The hardest part about the 
business is having enough cash to operate each day. The three times 
rule also applies to your reserve fund; so in addition to having three 
times your monthly fixed expenses for working capital, you will also 
need the same amount in reserves. When your business arrives at 
this point, you can start paying down debt, taking out extra profits 
from the business, pay some bonuses, etc., because your business has 
achieved financial health. 
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I want to take a moment to discuss accrual and cash accounting. 
You need to know if you’re running on accrual or cash; accrual is put-
ting everything into the month or into the time period that the cost 
of operations is going into, even though it’s not paid. You’re running 
cash if it’s going into your accounting system every time you pay it 
or make a deposit. Whereas cash is probably the least desirable and 
accrual is the most common, both work; it’s up to you, but be sure to 
know the differences.  Please check with your CPA for making the best 
election—cash or accrual. 

We always talk about chasing dollars—anything above Line 47, 
our gross profit line, is considered chasing dollars. If we don’t get 
enough gross profit, dollars, we’ll never make money in this business. 
So everything below Line 47 is the cost of doing business—chasing 
dimes. Always remember that you want to spend your day chasing 
dollars instead of dimes. 

Thirty Percent Rule
To that end, I want to shift gears a moment and talk directly to 

those of you in the mechanical business regarding the thirty-percent 
rule. Say your shop shows $1 million in annual revenue; that business 
can be worth $300,000 to you as the owner. If you understand your 
numbers, if you understand your pay plan, if you have all the pieces 
of the pie together and all your ducks in a row, so to speak. So you, 
as the owner, receive $300,000 for your investment. You may take 
$100,000 out personally, and leave $200,000 in your business. You 
may take divide it evenly—$150, 000 out and leave $150,000. That is 
the thirty-percent rule. This is not net profit; any time you exceed $1 
million dollars a year, then it may go to thirty-one, thirty-two, thir-
ty-three, but this thirty percent is not net profit. By the same token, 
any time you go below a million—that is, $900,000 or lower—that 30 
percent now drops twenty-eight, twenty-five, even as low as ten per-
cent. You see, the smaller your business, the thirty percent rule doesn’t 
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work. It is right at a million-dollar mark and above that the thirty 
percent rule takes off the other way. This is money that the owner 
can extract, or leave in the business. So essentially, a million-dollar 
automotive repair facility is worth $300,000 in income to the owner. 

Mailbox Drive-by Theory
Detour’s over, and I’m shifting back to another principle: the “mail-

box drive-by” theory. Let me ask you this—do your customers love you? 
Do they always trade at your shop? When I ask this question, I am usu-
ally told, “Of course they do, Gary. They are loyal.” So if your business fell 
on difficult times, even to a point you might have to close your doors, are 
you saying they love you so much that they would drive by your house, 
open your mailbox, and put money in your mailbox? The answer is no. 
They love you when you’re there; when you’re gone, you’re gone. They’ll 
just go down the road to somebody else. So we need to charge what we 
need to charge to make a profit, or we’ve lost that opportunity. And 
sometimes, that means raising our prices. Twenty years ago, a mechan-
ical shop had to make forty-two percent gross profit in order to make 
enough money to apply the thirty-percent rule. Today, that gross profit 
margin is sixty-three percent. Why? Our cost of doing business has gone 
up, up, and up; if our sales price didn’t increase along with it, then we’re 
now losing money—because they will slowly eat into each other. 

Labor Guide, Labor Index
Let’s talk about labor guide and labor index. The labor guide is not 

the Bible; it is there to help you to build an estimate in order to pay your 
technicians and determine the necessary labor margin for the job. We 
have found the labor guide serves as an excellent starting point; then, 
multiply that amount by 1.1, 1.5, 1.25, etc., based on a number of exter-
nal factors (like your local marketplace, labor rate, desired margins, for 
example). Relying solely on the labor guide potentially shortens you on 
time—and therefore, profits—with each repair order. 
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In our Budgeting for Profit process, we also advocate indexing 
your labor rate by fifty cents per month. So every month, you go into 
your point-of-sale system (POS system) and raise your labor rate fif-
ty cents; this ensures you will keep up with the one-percent annual 
increase in cost of doing business. According to all the studies we 
have done since 1992, each year your gross profit margin must in-
crease by one percentage point, just to keep up with the rising cost of 
doing business.  In 1992, we taught the same profit concept when it 
was forty-two percent gross profit margins; fast-forward to 2014, and 
now it has to be sixty-four percent. We see this never-ending need to 
increase our margins to maintain our desired profits going forward. 
This is a much easier transition than increasing yearly, plus it makes 
you more money throughout the year. 

Now before you start the fifty-cents-per-month indexing, please 
grab a calculator or a pencil and paper—I’m going to show you what 
happens. Let’s say the labor factor is .25. What does that mean? Well, 
if your highest-paid technician is getting paid $25 an hour on flag 
time, and then you divide it by .25, that tells you what your ideal labor 
rate needs to be. So if you’re paying $25 an hour, your labor rate needs 
to be $100, because you need seventy-five percent ideal margin on la-
bor; then you can begin indexing fifty cents per month. Not mark-up, 
margin. Always remember we need to get paid for what we know, not 
what we do.  Don’t worry about what the guy down the street charges; 
this is easy to say, but hard to do. 

Budgets vs. P&Ls
The budget is never going to be a mirror image of your P&L; if 

it was, there’s no reason to do it. There is only one reason we cre-
ate a P&L, and that’s to pay taxes. The government says these are the 
GAAP-accounting principles, and you have to put it in this way so 
your taxes are paid properly; but as I have mentioned before, your 
P&L can lie to you. 
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For example, if you have a note that is $5,000 a month, let’s as-
sume that  $1,000 of that note is interest. When you write that check 
each month, $4,000 of it goes to your balance sheet as a reduction 
in liability, and $1,000 hits your P&L—but you didn’t allocate that 
$4,000 negative that the cash leaked out. So there’s a balance sheet 
leakage, and it cost you money. Your P&L just lied to you. And why? 
Because any funds leaving your business—even those that don’t hit 
the P&L—is a true cost of doing business. So in our Budget for Profit 
format, you will now capture those and get a portion of your true cost 
of doing business. That’s what’s missing in small-business, auto-re-
pair shop America: an accurate answer to the question, What is my 
actual true cost of doing business? Our budgeting process will answer 
that for you. 

Our clients receive an interactive budget spreadsheet and we 
coach them through the steps. When filled out correctly, they first 
click on the three-month tab and fill in the numbers using the most 
recent collective, three-month P&L closed out (for any given quarter). 
Those numbers are then inserted into one column that itemizes labor 
revenue, labor cost unloaded, sublet revenue, cost of revenue, parts 
revenue, cost of parts, tire revenue, cost of tires, towing revenue, cost 
of towing, miscellaneous revenue, cost of miscellaneous . . . all the way 
to Line 47, which we’ve mentioned a couple of times in this chapter. 
Line 47 is mission-critical because that is the gross profit you have to 
pay your bills.  Remember the sixty-four percent margin in 2014 we 
mentioned before? It applies here and now. 

The next phase of this process involves expenditures for personnel, 
operating, and fixed and occupancy. You take your balance sheet, your 
P&L, your checkbook register, and every document that has to do with 
your accounting process or your book keeping process, and plug in the 
numbers. This identifies what you spent. As we walk through the process 
for personnel, operating expenses, fixed and occupancy, you’ll arrive at 
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what we call Line 106—the operational cost of doing business. We’re not 
done yet, because now we have to add in the rest of what we see as a cost 
of doing business in order to get a true cost of doing business. 

Remember the three times rule? If you don’t have enough cash in 
your operating account, you have to build that account up. We recom-
mend a line-of-credit to help build your working capital account, so 
growth can happen sooner. So every month, you will allocate budget x 
amount of dollars to build up this account as a cost of doing business. 
Once the capital account built up based on the three times rule, then 
you are ready to build your reserve account. And you build your reserve 
account up to three times. Remember, this is part of the budget, part of 
the cash flow into your business. Then you consider how much money 
you will make every single month in profit. Now wait a minute—how 
can profit be a part of the “cost” of doing business? Stay with me. 

Profits as a Cost of Doing Business
Look at desired profit as a cost of doing business.  No, I have not 

lost my mind—it’s just a good, common-sense approach. This will bring 
the concept of budgeting for profit to the forefront.  You will learn what 
it truly takes to become financially healthy. If we don’t budget a dollar 
amount of profit and view it as a cost of doing business, we will end up 
getting the leftovers.  Leftovers will never stack up cash.   

I want to re-emphasize that everything our coaching process does 
pertains to the automotive-repair industry; our budgeting, marketing, 
leadership, auto-staffing process techniques are industry-specific. We 
have developed proven approaches to building a successful auto-re-
pair shop, and our focus is squarely on shop owners like you. If you 
study accounting, you will not learn what’s contained in this chapter, 
or any other chapter. So the idea of profit being part of the cost of do-
ing business is not something taught in Accounting 101. 

Because we are making a profit, we’re going to have to pay federal 
taxes, aren’t we? Perhaps we have to pay state taxes as well, so we 
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need to budget for paying taxes. If you are paying long-term notes 
and/or short-term notes, we must budget for those, also; by the time 
all of these are accounted for, we are now getting a picture of your true 
cost of doing business. That, my fellow shopowners, is what budgeting 
for profit is all about.   

Just to bullet-list some of what’s included in the true cost of doing 
business:

• Personnel costs

• Operating costs

• Fixed and occupancy

• Building working capital

• Profit 

• Reserve

• Taxes, Federal and State

• Payments of money flowing out of the business through 
your balance sheet 

Daily Snapshot P&L Tool
Wow. Now that we’ve budgeted for profit by understanding what 

our true cost of doing business really is, we are ready to use our Daily 
Snapshot P&L Tool. 

With this tool, you no longer have to wait for your CPA to tell you 
whether you made money; you have this information readily available 
every single day. You will always know exactly where you stand, and 
whether you’re making money or you’re hitting budget. 

Now remember the budget and the cost of doing business is inclu-
sive of all of the terms and items we just talked about in the budget. 
That’s why we call it budgeting for profit, because all of that is built in. 
And I would venture to say that if you do no know this number in your 
business, that’s why you don’t make money. That’s why it’s too hard 
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to pay your bills. That’s why you may be wondering if you should be 
in business at all.

Fixing a Low Gross-profit Margin
Remember, we want to learn to stack up the cash. So we must 

maximize our combined gross-profit margin before we can become fi-
nancially healthy. We must always fix labor and parts margins before 
you start into your cost of doing business. 

Our clients are coached through their budget spreadsheet in or-
der to trend the most current three months, six months, and twelve 
months in order to understand better how their money leaves the 
business, and why and how the P&L is lying to them.

You’ll recall that forecasting is projecting historical data forward 
and predicting what might happen. Whereas your P&L can say “I made 
money,” your cash flow may say, “I have no money.” When we maximize 
our gross profit, we are chasing dollars; likewise, when we reduce our ex-
penses, we are chasing dimes. We need to chase dollars and then dimes. 

In order to do this, we have to start with reverse in mind; a shop 
owner has to know the dollars needed.  And let me take a moment to 
reassure you that you are capable—this doesn’t require a CPA certifi-
cate, and you don’t have to have accounting knowledge to be brought 
up to speed with this process. We coach each shop owner through 
each step, equipping them to move forward and upward as five-tool 
players in the automotive service industry. 

Takeaway

•	 Budgeting	for	profit	using	our	spreadsheet	tool	combines	
all aspects of the cash coming in and cash going out. 

• Remember, P&Ls can lie to you.

• Remember, balance sheets can leak.

• The true cost of doing business is the ultimate goal to bud-
geting for profit.
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• If you are paying last month’s bills with this month’s reve-
nue, your working capital is dangerously low.

• Are you stacking up cash, If not, why not? 

• Chasing dollars above the line is first, and then chase dimes 
below the line in adjusting your cost of doing business. 

• Never use your point-of-sale software to determine the cor-
rect numbers.

• Budgeting for profit is about tracking trends.

• Since 1992, cost of doing business has increased 1 percent 
per year.

• Index your labor rate by fifty cents per month after you, 
have achieved your gross profit designated goal.

• True net profit is money you can extract from your business 
without shrinking your working capital or reserve fund. 

Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Budgeting provides a roadmap to keeping your business fi-
nancially solvent.

• In the auto-shop repair industry, the cost of goods amounts 
to what we pay our technicians in gross pay, sublet, parts, 
towing, tires and any other items we buy for resale.  

• Projection plus prediction equals a forecast.

• Financially fit means achieving both  the three-times and 
thirty-percent rules.

• The labor guide serves as a starting point—not an absolute 
indicator—of labor charges.

• Your budget for profit, when completed properly, will give 
you a true picture of how to stack up cash. 





THE ART OF GETTING STUCK  
IN NO REVERSE

POINT SIX

The first time I saw her I fell in love. She was a beauty—sleek, 
clean, and radiant. Her shiny exterior and killer interior beck-
oned me; I knew this 1962 Thunderbird was the car for me. 

But there was a problem lurking inside my prized possession. 
A few months after I bought my T-Bird, it suddenly became partic-
ular about which way it would go. It allowed me to go forward, but it 
couldn’t go backward; the T-Bird had no reverse. 

Although not having a reverse is a problem in a car, it is a plus in 
business. We need to keep moving forward without the possibility of put-
ting our business into reverse. We need to press forward to our dreams 
and goals. If you feel you’re stuck in reverse in your business thinking, 
actions, behavior, attitudes, staffing, advertising, habits, dreams, and vi-
sions, perhaps a new perspective will get you moving again.

Easy Ways to Get Stuck in Reverse
But as any good traveler will tell you, the smoothest way to move 

forward (and not get lost) is to remember where you’ve been. So here 
are some of the ways we’ve found shop owners across the country go 
in reverse:

•	A	technician	leaves	and	instead	of	replacing	them,	every-
one	takes	a	share	of	that	technician’s	workload
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•	A	service	advisor	leaves	and	you	don’t	replace	them;	in-
stead,	as	the	owner,	you	think	you	can	handle	the	job	

•	A	belief	 that	 direct-mail	 advertising	does	not	work	 after	
less	than	two	months	of	trying	it

•	 Lack	of	systemic	leadership
•	 Lack	of	perpetual	recruiting	which	creates	bench	strength	
•	 Lack	of	sufficient	working	capital
•	Not	being	a	YES	company	operations	
•	 Lack	of	written	systems	documenting	your	method	of	 
operations

•	Understaffing	the	front	and	back	of	the	shop
•	Not	understanding	the	principle	of	speed	of	service
•	Not	recognizing	who	the	most	important	customer	is

Some of these are fairly obvious. If you spread yourself or your 
staff too thin by not replacing someone who has left, everyone and 
everything suffers. If you yourself think you can handle the front desk, 
you don’t have a clear understanding of what your service advisor is 
supposed to do. Lack of leadership is another obvious point—if you’re 
not working on yourself to become a better leader, you can go in re-
verse.  If you lack enough working capital, you will struggle during 
slow seasons.

Let’s take a moment to talk about perpetual recruiting. Why 
would you want to do that, particularly if your staff is already full? 
If you’re not perpetually recruiting, the day will come when you are 
caught in a bind or held hostage. At some point, one of your staff 
may be injured, move suddenly, or leaves abruptly for some other 
reason. As a business owner, you need to be prepared for that, so 
you have a few on the bench.  

And let’s also take a moment to expand on what we mean by being 
“a yes company.” When a customer calls and wants to bring in their 
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vehicle that day or even that hour, do you say you’re too busy and 
ask them to schedule for another day? That’s a missed opportunity—
you don’t know who is going to buy what when they come into your 
service center. “You don’t understand!” you may protest. “I have a 
parking lot full of cars—how can I squeeze in one more? Do you know 
how many times I get those sorts of calls?” Congratulations that you 
are still getting them—but there is no way to know which services any 
customer will say yes to; putting them off because you’re “too busy” 
will shift you into reverse. I heard a shop owner say, “Never look into 
the shop—just say yes, bring it on in now.”

So that’s kind of the quickie list of how to go in reverse, but it 
is by no means exhaustive. There is something I call the “FT mind-
set”—faulty thinking. When I’m in a coaching session with a shop 
owner, sometimes I have to identify and challenge the faulty think-
ing. There are many ways to fall into faulty thinking, but one key 
way goes back to lack of leadership. Each day, a shop owner or any 
leader should take some time for personal development, even if 
it’s just taking thirty minutes to read and study about how to make 
yourself a better leader, a better business owner, a better mentor, 
a better trainer, and a better coach. This is a daily exercise for me, 
so I am practicing what I’m preaching; I can tell you firsthand that 
it helps. Even the books and resources that are snoozers or not as 
applicable are actually beneficial; not that I’m recommending you 
seek those out intentionally, but they will develop your discernment 
and skills to help you separate the pretenders from the contenders, 
so to speak.

Now another big way to get stuck in reverse is when you don’t 
confront unacceptable behavior or you make a panic-hire; yes, this 
also dovetails into lack of leadership, but needs a bit deeper discus-
sion. So if you see a service advisor doing something, a technician, 
a GS, somebody doing something that is unacceptable or out of pol-
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icy, it needs to be addressed promptly and respectfully. It may be 
slopping over a point or detail, mouthing off to a customer, or some-
thing more severe, like stealing. As a leader, you need to keep your 
anger and emotions in check and deal with the issue swiftly. You also 
need to keep your emotions in check to avoid panic or impulse hires; 
that is, when you hire the first body you see and talk with because you 
like them, or you are desperate to fill a position because you haven’t 
been perpetually recruiting. As we move deeper into the chapter, you 
will see how critical your leadership skills are to keep you from going 
in reverse. 

Three Levels of Systems
So let’s revisit these three levels of systems and gauge how your 

leadership role affects them. You know I reference them many times, 
simply because they are the backbone of any successful auto-repair 
shop. The first two are covered in-depth in other chapters, and the 
third one will be the focus for this chapter.

The first level is called daily operations. Your daily operations 
consist of the time between getting the key from the customer and 
then returning the key to them.

The second level is management. Those are the systems that are 
written to run the daily operations. You cannot rely solely on instinct 
or knowledge, nor can you properly address adverse behavior or work 
issues. Your staff cannot read your mind, nor can they be expected to 
instinctively “know” how to handle something in your absence. Sys-
tems and processes must be written down and accessible.

The third level is leadership and what my coaching company 
calls the No-reverse Club. If you want to attain leadership in your 
business, it will require you to learn about, think about, and study 
what leadership really does and how it works; and then apply that 
knowledge to your own organization. If you become the best leader 
you can be, you will never go in reverse, because you’re always in a 
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proactive and forward-thinking mode. So what must be considered 
for any effective leader?

• Thinking

• Words

• Actions

• Habits 

• Perseverance

• Attainment

Considering, however, will only take you so far. Good leaders do 
the thinking, learn the words, the skill sets, the communications, and 
then take action. Once those actions become habits, then you can per-
severe through anything to get to the attainment. 

It’s easy to become a leader, but it’s also easy not to. If you are 
a shop owner wanting to attain and retain your leadership, lift your 
leadership lid and keep reading.

Five-tool Players
If you met me personally, it would take maybe five minutes to 

learn I am a huge baseball fan. I love the game, I love the excitement, 
I love the unexpected plus the analogies to life and business. The most 
sought-after player to a baseball team is the “five-tool player”—some-
one who can run, throw, hit for power, hit for average, and drive the 
RBIs. That’s a five-tool player, and they are very rare.

Shop owners can become five-tool players in their own game. By 
gaining the knowledge and concepts of the financial aspects, seeing 
leadership as a system, and seeing management systemically—and be 
willing to spend some time strategically drawing the picture of what 
their business needs to be and wants to be—they can take the tactical 
steps to get there. 

My coaching company teaches what we call the “No-reverse Club,” 
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and it has three components, which I will elaborate on shortly. But the 
nutshell is simply this: leadership without breaking a sweat. 

Fly in a V-formation
One of the first indicators to know you’re leading in the right di-

rection is whether your staff flying in a V-formation. If you’ve ever 
seen a flock of geese fly, you understand what I’m talking about; the 
lead goose is breaking the wind for the rest of the flock. At the same 
time, the flock honks continuously to encourage the lead goose to con-
tinue in the same manner. If the lead goose grows weary, it falls to 
the back of the formation, a new lead goose emerges in front, and the 
cycle continues.

In your business environment, when a customer arrives with his/
her car and speaks with the service advisor, the service advisor is the 
lead goose. Once the ticket has been written and given to the techni-
cian, now the technician becomes the lead goose. When the ticket goes 
back to the front staff, and the service advisor calls the customer to sell 
the job, the service advisor becomes the lead goose again. If the job is 
sold, it goes back to the technician, and the cycle continues. You see, 
during the process of daily operations, the lead position changes. And 
all the while, the others champion and support that particular leader 
at that particular time.

Now here’s a true or false question: Is it true that people are man-
ageable? It’s false—people are not manageable. Here’s another true 
or false question: People run the business. Again, that’s false. People 
don’t run the business—people run the systems and systems run the 
business. 

The Five Tools of No-reverse Leadership
Break out a highlighter, paper and pen, or whatever will help you 

commit these Five Tools of No-reverse Leadership to memory and ap-
ply the concept to your business. 
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1. SMS—Staff Mentoring Session. Spend fifteen min-
utes per week, all year long, over and over, per employee, 
or per staff member.  Each session should address how 
this individual—service advisor, the technician, the office 
staff, whoever it is—becomes better at what they do. They 
are responsible and accountable for implementation, but 
you are responsible for implementing that essential tool of 
staff mentoring sessions.  I have found through my years 
of coaching when this is executed on a consistent, weekly 
basis, magical things begin to emerge. Trust me on this one. 

2. SBS—Staff Behavior Session. If you witness someone 
doing something unacceptable, you would immediately have 
a behavior session. There are key components to an SBS: it 
needs to occur immediately after the behavior is exhibited; it 
needs to be handled privately and calmly; it needs to not only 
identify the behavior, but provide a specific expectation of 
change; and finally, you need to ask the staff member’s com-
mitment to that specific expectation. If a staff member is al-
ways late, for example, you need to identify the problem, tell 
them your expectation is to arrive at ___________ time, 
just like the others, and ask if they are willing to commit to 
this.  You must become very good at the behavior session so 
you can propel your leadership to new heights. 

3. STS: Staff Training Session. Remember, systems and 
processes run the business, so it’s important to train sys-
tems over and over and over again. Take ten key systems 
that make your business operate and train one of those 
systems every week for ten weeks. Take a week off, turn 
around and train those ten again—a fifteen- to twenty-min-
ute training session. One system per week.  One word ap-
plies here: essential, essential, and essential. 
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4. SPS—Staff Potential Session. That’s when you gather 
your whole staff together, once a week for maybe ten minutes. 
Lighten the mood a bit by giving them a snack or soda—a ca-
sual break, almost. But this casual break has purpose: You are 
energizing your troops by talking to them about the why. Why 
do we perform the mechanical services we do? Why do we 
have this business, and what do we have to do to get there? So, 
really and truly, you’re selling the sizzle. Essentially, you are 
telling success stories about customer interactions. 

5. WOIT—Working on it Tuesday.  You most likely have 
heard the term work on your business, not in your business. 
We teach taking every Tuesday and working on your busi-
ness.  So, what do you do while experiencing WOIT?  Here 
is a sample schedule; two hours on leadership, two hours 
on financial, two hours on systems, two hours on thinking…
then take the remainder of the day off. Don’t call the shop—
you are off limits. 

When a client tells me, “Gary, my business is not working well,” I 
ask him if he is applying these five leadership tools. If they’re not, then 
I tell them it’s the only way to get back in the game of no-reverse. 

Coaching Behavior
One key component to all of this is the understanding that you 

really can’t coach attitudes—all you can do is coach behaviors and at 
that point, coaching is very important. Author Richard Flint (Behav-
ior Never Lies) and I share a similar perspective: Anything that en-
hances your confusion stops the clarity. So is this decision based on 
confusion, or clarity? Are we changing, versus improvement? 

We know that change is a word people don’t like to hear, but if you 
substitute improvement in its place, then it becomes workable. The 
same holds true for excitement versus enthusiasm; the excitement is 



THE ART OF GETTING STUCK IN NO REVERSE     83

the emotional “oomph” of deciding to do something; “I’m going to 
put those five things in place and do the SMS, the SPS, the STS, the 
SBS, the WOIT. I’m going to do that now and I’m excited about it, and 
by golly, I’m going to do it!” Well, excitement wanes, but enthusiasm 
continues. That’s what will drive the implementation. 

According to Richard Flint, “I knew if I didn’t understand why I 
was in their life they would be confused by my presence.” So we have 
to understand why we’re in the lives of our customers and why we’re 
in the lives of the people who work for us. So, if you cannot improve 
without change, you will stay in the circle of sameness. Richard’s 
book, Behavior Never Lies, teaches how to get outside of the circle of 
sameness in order to become a better behavior coach.

Now there is some leadership accountability in behavior coaching. 
If behavior is never challenged, then it’s validated—by you, the leader. 
Let’s use our previous example of someone coming in late—if we don’t 
challenge (confront) the behavior, we have validated it. So then the 
other staff members may start coming in late—because in their eyes, it 
must not matter. By not saying anything, the leader has validated that 
it’s okay; maybe you’re concerned that if you say something and chal-
lenge the behavior, you will upset the apple cart. But here’s the thing—
they work for you. We all want a work environment that’s peaceful 
and pleasant and nobody likes a tyrant; but there is a difference be-
tween making peace and keeping peace. Making peace sometimes re-
quires upsetting the apple cart for the greater good. Keeping peace, 
from a business perspective, can cost you a lot more than just money. 
Behavior is a fact; accountability is a choice. If someone gets upset and 
walks off the job, or exhibits hostility over your conversation, you have 
your roster of perpetual recruits and can hire someone else, if it comes 
to that. So, when you witness an unacceptable behavior, holding them 
accountable is a choice—your choice. 

Here are a few statements to commit to memory: Without ac-
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countability, chaos reigns. Without accountability, anything reigns. 
Without accountability, nothing reigns. So if you opt-out of account-
ability, your default options are chaos, anything, or nothing. Valida-
tion of behavior creates participation. So if you don’t confront the 
behavior by using a staff behavior session—in this case, someone 
coming in late too often—we are inviting other people to participate in 
the same behavior, and you’re participating in it as well. The reality is 
that as the leader, you either confront or validate.

Auto-staffing Process
Now the third part of never going into reverse, or the No-reverse 

Club, is called auto-staffing process. As a company, we have worked with 
shop owners and human resources experts to create a general job re-
port of what makes up the best fit service advisor, what makes the best 
fit general manager, and what makes the best fit technician to work in 
our business. One key component of this auto-staffing process is the TTI 
assessment; we assessed several best-fit staff members that many shop 
owners would like to replicate, based on a number of criteria. We also 
looked at what motivated or inspired these individuals to thrive in their 
respective environments. When our clients look to us for help in these 
areas, they can duplicate a similar environment and generate a similar 
rate of return on new hires without diluting their shop’s culture.  

Part of our auto-staffing process includes four steps to creating your 
own auto-staffing process; all of this information is behind the pay wall 
on our website and some of it, including actual assessments, is available 
for purchase.  We help shop owners define the position based on what 
their shop truly needs—not the person who previously held the posi-
tion. We also help shop owners know where to look for the best-fit can-
didates. Now you may be wondering, “Do I use the same four steps to 
hire any position?” The answer is yes. There should be four steps when 
hiring a new technician; four steps to hire a new service advisor; four 
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steps to hire a general manager; and so on. But admittedly, there will be 
some variations here and there, because you are hiring position-specific 
individuals to work within your team. To help you get started, I have 
compiled a list of ways you could proceed with your hiring process, with 
varying information that pertains to specific positions. 

• Create a pre-chat set of questions for each position (Knock-
out questions)

• Schedule a phone interview for the initial pre-chat conver-
sation 

• Look for reasons not to hire them

• Pre-planning can save you a lot of heartache 

• Utilizing attitude assessments can give you added value in-
formation

• Having a general job report is essential

• Management or Sales Assessments will up your odds

Now remember, accountability is a choice. As the leader, you are 
accountable for making wise hiring decisions that will enhance your 
team and improve business. So while the candidate is fulfilling his or 
her responsibilities with regard to the application process, you are re-
sponsible for:

• Writing the job description 

• Checking references

• Reviewing the resume or job application and looking for re-
cord details

This is just a starter list; there are many more things that you 
could and should add. 

If you attend any of my webinars or presentations, you’ll often 
hear me quote Pearson’s law: “When performance is measured, per-
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formance improves.” When performance is measured and reported 
back, performance improves dramatically.  This applies to anyone’s 
performance, including yours—so how does that tie to our leadership 
and no-reverse concept? Well, let’s review:

• Are you lifting your lid every day by becoming a better leader? 

• Are you doing the five sessions every single week? 

• Are you continually hiring and recruiting? 

Your moving-forward process will become much more powerful if 
you just measure those items.

Remember, behavior never lies. Let’s plug in and use the processes. 
Otherwise, when you aren’t prepared or ill-prepared, you’ll waste time 
trying to figure out where to start and what to do. I’ll close with another 
quote from Richard Flint: “There’s a big difference between what you 
want for your life and what you’re preparing your life to achieve. Most 
people have this allusion of what they want for their life, but don’t have 
the behaviors to make it happen. If you really want to succeed, connect 
your words and your behavior on the same journey.”

Takeaway
Here’s a quiz, a one-question, ticket-to-success quiz: What does 

30-8-22 mean? The answer will make or break your leadership and 
no-reverse concept:

Thirty minutes per day is equal to twenty-two, eight-hour work-
days in one year.

If you want to become a great leader, you can do so in thirty-min-
ute increments. If you never want to go in reverse, if you want to start 
interviewing process, if you want to have bench strength, if you want 
to assess people, if you want to do anything, start spending thirty min-
utes a day and focus on that particular subject; you’ll become an ex-
pert over the course of one year. Why? You worked a month’s worth 
of eight-hour workdays on that one particular item.
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Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Although having no reverse is a problem in a car, it is a plus 
in business.

• The smoothest way to move forward (and not get lost) is to 
remember where you’ve been.

• Always be on the lookout for quality technicians, service ad-
visors, whatever your shop employs or needs for expansion, 
and have anywhere from two to four waiting on the bench. 

• One of the first indicators to know you’re leading in the right 
direction is whether your staff is flying in a V-formation.

• It’s easy to become a leader, but it’s also easy not to.

• People don’t run the business—people run the systems and 
systems run the business.

• The five tools of no-reverse leadership include: SMS, SBS, 
STS, SPS, and WOIT.

• You really can’t coach attitudes—all you can do is coach  
behaviors.

• Behavior is a fact; accountability is a choice.

• Shop owners define the position based on what their shop truly  
needs—not the person who previously held the position.

• As the leader, you are accountable for making wise hiring  
decisions that will enhance your team and improve business.

• Spend thirty minutes a day, each day, and focus on a par-
ticular subject and you’ll become an expert on that subject 
over the course of one year.

• Research shows it takes 10,000 hours spent on a subject to 
become an expert . . . So get started soon.





THERE’S NO APP FOR THAT 
POINT SEVEN

I have to admit I am fascinated with technology; I love gadgets, I 
love conveniences, and I love how technology has opened doors 
in our industry. But what I don’t love is that too many people put 

too much expectation on technology—while computer diagnostics, 
accounting software, and even SMS is helpful, they cannot replace 
customer service, technician’s skill, and the execution of daily opera-
tions—what we call “key-to-key.”

“Key-to-key” and the Board
When you boil it down to its essence, a healthy business functions 

on people, process, and profits. And “people” refers to your staff, your 
service advisors, your technicians, your general service folks—not 
your customers. Our coaching services offer a number of assessments 
and services that help shop owners find best-fit people—and many of 
these resources are available behind the pay wall on our website. But 
what happens among the people—that is, the processes—will factor 
heavily into your profits.

Key-to-key is basically the moment the customer hands you their 
car key until the moment it is returned. Clark Winfrey runs a shop 
that illustrates what I mean. Clark’s shop is about as sophisticated as 
they come, but he understands that their job doesn’t rest on the tech-
nology that is available to them; in fact, he uses a color-coded board 
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to give his service advisors and technicians at-a-glance indicators of 
a car’s status throughout its time in the shop. Green, for example, is 
a broken car; pink is for an oil change; blue means that additional 
items have been sold, or it has come back for a recommended service; 
orange, which is the rarest, is a customer-perceived issue for previous 
work performed. Their goal each day is to have more blue on their 
board than any other color. 

The blue transition can occur any number of ways. A green or bro-
ken car may be sold additional work; a pink may return for additional 
services; etc. Clark purchased some D-ring chains in these colors to 
show his technicians how these services can work together to build 
customer loyalty. “Maybe we did three oil changes for them and then 
they came back because it was a broken car, or we did three oil chang-
es for them and they came back and it was a blue car this time,” he 
explains. “It’s a visual depiction of what goes on in the shop with a 
customer.” 

Clark’s color-coded board is a great way to organize his workflow 
and keep his systems and processes glued together—one of the key 
essential elements to eliminating waste, streamlining your workloads, 
and maximizing your profits. Clark employs a board manager who 
helps fill out the board and work the car flow through the shop; each 
technician signs in on the board, and the rotation is based on the or-
der in which they signed in. This reduces a lot of internal conflict or 
accusations of favoritism, but Clark does caution that, “If you do get a 
car in that you know is just going to be way over the head of the tech 
that’s next in line, at management discretion, it can be given to some-
body else. It doesn’t happen often, but it could happen at times.”

Clark’s reasons for doing it this way as opposed to relying solely 
on his point-of-sale software are sound: “Otherwise, you can never 
go back and actually see what was going on,” he explains. “With the 
board, at the end of the day, any carryover gets put on the next page. 
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The board gets folded up with all of the daily receipts, tech work-
sheets, etc., and placed in an envelope for review the next morning. 
We’ll check for SOS, additional items sold . . .  we can see how we’re 
doing on the PMI process by what kind of dollar amounts we have off 
to the side, whether or not they’re blue or whether or not they’re just 
sort of drawn through because we did pitch it but it didn’t get sold. 
Two weeks later, I can refer back and see what happened on a specific 
day, like for rechecks—it’s in a file cabinet, so I just pull it out and have 
everything right there to see what was going on. It’s a way to quantify 
most everything that’s going on in the business daily so that you can 
go back to it, review it, see it and plus talk over it with your service 
advisors and, if you have to, your techs. You have a document you can 
put in front of them.” In a nutshell, there’s no app for that.

Daily Operations—Three Parts
You see, daily operations—or, “daily ops”—accounts for about 

eighty-five percent of what you do every single day in your business. If 
daily ops are not working correctly, you miss the opportunity to drive 
sales and to put money in the bank. Daily operations have three es-
sential parts:

• The concept, a business philosophy based on a directional 
vision. You have to define what your business is all about, 
what your products really are who you are, what you’re all 
about—and you need to paint that vision on the wall for 
your people, and for yourself.

• The systems and the processes that can repeat and support 
them.

• The people who are willing to run the systems and the pro-
cesses that support the concept.

You’ll often hear me reference Pearson’s Law: When performance 
is measured, performance improves. When performance is measured 
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and reported back, performance improves dramatically. Therefore, 
daily ops, whether it’s a huddle, a board review, a tech rotation, a 
chain, whatever’s in there, you have to review that and dramatically 
change your improvement. Now you’ll also hear me say that my com-
pany provides simple thoughts for complex concepts, with challeng-
ing solutions. We teach timeless business principles sprinkled with 
real business modeling that works. 

Clark’s concept is simple, and one he adapted from our principles: 
The most important customer is the one walking through the door 
at that time. That customer is welcome to make an appointment, if 
that’s convenient for them—but regardless; the customer who walks 
through the door is Clark’s most important customer. And that phi-
losophy applies each time, with each customer whether they set an 
appointment or prefer to wait on their vehicle. This is the shop’s iden-
tity, this would be the dictionary definition for it, and this serves as its 
fingerprint.

We have already used Clark’s shop to illustrate some of the sys-
tems and processes utilized to support his concept (if you would like 
to learn more about the board and how it could work in your shop, we 
offer a 30-minute free consultation). And certainly, organizing your 
concept, systems, and processes are key to your shop’s success—but 
without the right people supporting and improving these systems and 
processes, your shop will certainly fail.

Weeding and Scripting
I often tell auto shop owners, “Don’t water the weeds”—because 

if you water weeds, they take over. You can’t turn an unwilling per-
son into a willing person. They may interview well, seem like a nice 
enough person . . . but if they do not respect the systems and processes 
that are already in place, they are not the right person for the job—
any job—available in your shop. Your service advisor needs some 
sales skills and some people skills; they have to know parts and build 
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relationships with vendors. They have to be able to build estimates, 
practice good customer service, and communicate with technicians. 

Now it’s true some of this is instinctive; but there are scripts that can 
be used to ensure consistent language that will help staff communicate 
with one another and strengthen your brand with your customers. 

The first script is what I like to call the “anytime script.” That’s 
the script that gets the car in the shop, and it usually takes about for-
ty-five seconds to get a ‘yes’ response. So if a customer says, “My car 
is making a noise when I put on my brakes,” we say, “Anytime you’re 
experiencing your car making noise when you apply the brake pedal, 
you need to have that inspected by one of our ASE-certified, trained 
technicians. Is now a good time to bring in your vehicle?” Obviously, 
there are variations to the anytime script depending on the customer’s 
reason for contacting your shop, but the anytime script is a script that 
has been proven and works; the anytime script helps create a yes cul-
ture—with the Yes Process discussed in another chapter—and we’re 
really saying, “Is now a good time to bring in your vehicle?” 

The second script is the “isolate script.” The isolate scripts are built 
around a car that comes in for a specific or emergency issue: overheat-
ing, squeaking brakes, transmission’s not working right, etc. This is 
the initial-concern script where we are inspecting everything within 
the problematic system: heating, cooling, ignition, safety, whatever 
system you’re selling to the customer, you just fill in the blanks of this 
isolate script. You give the presentation to the customer using this 
script, and you rehearse it before you give it.

There are other scripts: “I haven’t seen you” calls, “this is a great 
coupon” script, the additional concern script, the one-thing script 
(“This serpentine belt is bad, Mrs. Jones. Would you like us to go 
ahead and repair that for you while the car’s in the shop today?”), just 
to name a few more. The scripting process saves time, ensures clear 
communication, and puts you in control of the conversation.
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How to Support the Scripts
Now there are a few processes and concepts that should support 

your scripts. We’ve already talked about the board and board manag-
er. But when a car arrives, the Preventive Maintenance Inspection, or 
the PMI, should happen almost immediately. When the service advi-
sor and technician check out a vehicle, they perform a visual inspec-
tion whether you call it a thirty-two-point inspection, a twelve-point 
inspection, etc. You have an inspection form that you use in your sys-
tem, and therefore it needs to be completed—every car, every time— 
by the service advisor and the technician. Their inspections serve two 
different purposes; the service prepares to present their findings to 
the customer, and the technician is making a diagnosis. 

So why does the PMI need to “happen almost immediately”? Be-
cause of another concept we call Speed of Service, or SOS.  The idea 
is that the most important customer is the one standing right in front 
you—when you practice SOS, it put you in control of the buying mood 
of that customer. So if you’re on an oil change pathway, and the cus-
tomer arrives, you have about ten minutes to engage that customer—
it doesn’t mean you’re going to fix the car immediately. SOS simply 
means the quicker you respond to the customer, the better buying 
mood that customer is in, and they’re more likely to say yes to any up-
sells or cross-sells you suggest.

SOS on the oil-change pathway works something like this: The 
customer comes through the door for oil change primary and also 
what the one thing does for us in the first ten minutes; we’re going to 
find one thing to talk to the customer about. We find something to talk 
to the customer about; it could be a serpentine belt, a ball joint, a loose 
tie-rod in, an air filter, a light bulb . . . anything that we find to ask the 
customer to purchase before we get started on the oil change.

What we’re doing is sorting the customers on the oil-change path-
way to see if they are a buyer today. We know that they’re coming in 
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for their oil change, so they’re definitely going to buy that. But are 
they willing to spend any more money with us? Are they willing to do 
anything else to the vehicle before we go through the full PMI inspec-
tion and spend a lot of time building estimates and doing all this work 
and then to find out that, “Hey, I don’t want anything today but my oil 
change and I want to leave”?

SOS on the “broke-car” pathway works on the same principles, 
but operates a bit differently. Customer comes in because there’s 
something wrong with the car, i.e., the car’s overheating, the brakes 
are squeaking, they feel that they need some kind of service done on 
the car so they’re aware of that service. Speed of service in the Broke 
Car Pathway is one hour; make it your policy to get back to your cus-
tomer within one hour with a diagnosis and solution to the customer’s 
concerns. 

To reiterate, speed of service is not fixing the car fast, it’s actually 
getting back to the customer in a certain timeframe. That’s why the 
first ten minutes is mission-critical to sort through your customers 
with the one thing process. Find it, present it, and ask the customer 
to buy it. We didn’t look up any prices. We haven’t done anything. We 
don’t have the price in our hip pocket. There’s the fork in the road: Ei-
ther they will say yes, or ask about the price, or simply say no. Now we 
can go to the next level of where you go in the system. That known the 
one-thing system; we’re actually looking for more than just one thing, 
but the one-thing process sorts customers so we won’t spend too much 
time on the customers that are unwilling to buy today. That’s what we 
call the one-thing system.

Then there’s the three-swing process. Sounds like we’re playing 
baseball or even golf, doesn’t it? But if I’m the service advisor, and I 
make a sales presentation or a pitch to the customer and the customer 
says no, I leave the door open by asking, “May I have my manager call 
you back? Hopefully, I didn’t confuse you but maybe he could give 
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you a little better information.” If the manager calls and still gets a 
no, the manager needs to use words that keep the conversation open: 
“May I have another manager call you to make sure that I went over 
this properly? I will review with him/her beforehand to make sure 
that I didn’t miss anything?” Three swings is a very common occur-
rence—savvy customers want to know what something will cost, how 
long it will take, etc. So a first no, or even a second, is not necessarily 
a reflection on the service advisor’s (or manager’s) delivery. We may 
change personalities, we may change the approach, but we go at that 
particular business three different times. That’s what the three-swing 
process is about.

Customer Service vs. Sales
Now, you may be thinking, “I’m not going to do all that.” Perhaps 

you think customer service is different than sales, but I really honestly 
believe that they’re the same thing if it’s done well—because it boils 
down to communication skills. I’m not talking about the snake oil vibe 
of sales—that’s never attractive. Nor am I talking about selling unnec-
essary services—that’s dishonest. But it’s a fact that you’re not see-
ing your customers as often—standard service intervals are increas-
ing, cars are made better, etc. So it’s imperative that each customer is 
greeted by someone who can actually welcome him or her, help them 
own what you offer, and have them come back again because they 
liked the experience. 

Pathways, Processes, Systems, and Steps
So drilling just a bit deeper into your business actions: Inside your 

business concept, you’ll find pathways to capture customers; processes 
that are repeated in each pathway; systems are found in each process; 
and tactical steps to support the concept. If they’re documented, then 
they’re repeatable. Remember, if you have a system that’s not written 
and documented, it’s really not a system. Documented systems create 
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consistency for the business concept. They’re very effective; they’re 
measurable; they’re trainable. They support accountability. They cre-
ate the culture. You want to create systems that are simple and easy-
to-train. You want to cross-train. You want to keep them fresh all the 
time. You also want to have a staff that supports them. You want your 
shop to be systems-dependent, not people-dependent. You want to 
make sure the systems are delivering your concept, can be upgraded, 
and really take the discretion out of the customer experience. 

Directional Vision
You’ll hear me say it again and again: Systems run the business 

and people run the systems. You don’t manage people; you manage 
systems. Systems support the processes, processes support the con-
cept; remember, the concept is your directional vision. And the direc-
tional vision falls squarely on you, the shop owner. It’s the first step in 
maximizing your profits.

Daily operations will not work if there are three service advisors 
in the front and five technicians in the back, each one handling some-
thing differently. That’s not systemic; lead your people to a point 
where they are performing everything the same way every time. They 
have to be willing and able; they have to be willing to work within 
the system without much pushback. They have to believe and execute 
the systems, support the directional vision, and really they have to be 
open to your concept. 

Takeaway
I have already stated that identifying and shaping your directional 

vision is the first step in maximizing your profits.  For decades, we 
have helped thousands of shop owners identify and define their con-
cepts, regardless of how long they have been in business.  We usually 
begin with a starter list of questions like:

• Who’s my current customer? 
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• Who’s my ideal customer? 

• What does SOS mean in my shop? 

• What does my gross profit need to be? 

• Do I operate the YES concept? 

• What kind of pay plans do I have? 

• What are my staffing plans? How many technicians, service 
advisors? 

• What are my hours of operation? 

• How am I going to stack up cash? 

• What is my brand, my location, my oil-change pathway, my 
“broke-car” pathway?

Let me reiterate—the above is just a starter list. All of these ‘recipe’ 
items factor into your concept, and these questions should help spurn 
more. Take a moment to answer the questions—it’s not time to put it 
into a vision statement just yet—in preparation for crafting this vision 
(consider answering the questions in two ways: your current state and 
your future state). As you review your responses and begin crafting 
your directional vision, remember that it should address who, what, 
when, where, why, and how.

Gary’s Golden Nuggets

• Technology cannot replace customer service, technician’s 
skill, and the execution of daily operations—in a nutshell, 
there’s no app for that.

• Key-to-key is basically the moment the customer hands you 
their car key until the moment it is returned.

• The board gives service advisors and technicians at-a-glance 
indicators of a car’s status throughout its time in the shop.
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• If daily operations do not work correctly, you miss the op-
portunity to drive sales and to put money in the bank.

• Daily operations are based on your concept, your systems/
processes, and your people.

• Scripts ensure consistent language to help staff communi-
cate with one another and strengthen your brand with your 
customers.

• The PMI serves two different purposes: the service pre-
pares to present their findings to the customer, and the 
technician is making a diagnosis. 

• The Three Swings Process changes personalities and even 
approaches, but allows a shop to pursue that particular 
business three different times.

• Inside processes are systems, and inside systems are tacti-
cal steps that ultimately support any given process.
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