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Do You Have A Service Process In-Place?
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By Gary Kalk

In my last article in Fixed Ops Maga-
zine, I talked about the 1st Visit 

Retention Metric and how a well-de-
signed, Sales-to-Service delivery process 
 can be used to build trust and enhance 
your customer’s experience to increase 
retention. While the subject of this ar-
ticle focuses on a different stage of the 
ownership lifecycle, the underlying 
principles for successfully increasing 
maintenance sales and driving profits 
in your Service drive are very much the 
same:

“Set the customer’s expectation, 
communicate the advantages 
of your dealership, educate 
and train your customer, build 
trust and confidence in your 
value, ensure your facilities are 
clean, bright and comfortable, 
and let your service team do 
their thing.”

Easier said than done, and per-
haps that’s where the problem 
starts – by letting your Service Advi-
sors and Technicians do their thing. 

While many Service Departments do 
an excellent job taking care of custom-
ers and maintaining solid hours-per-
repair-order averages, there are many 
more that use a “from-the-hip” style of 
selling and interacting with customers 
that does not always deliver a positive 
Service experience and transparency.

Today’s customers expect accu-
rate, fast and professional ser-
vice that is personalized to their 
driving habits and specific vehicle 
requirements. They also expect a 

clear, concise explanation of what 
services are due and why. Keep 
in mind, most customers do not know 
what the advisor is typing into the black 
box (computer) behind the counter. 
They only see the end result -- the bill. 
If they feel they have been taken advan-
tage of, or do not get the professional 
treatment they expect, they simply go 
online and look for alternatives.

“Ensure that your 

maintenance menu  

is as specific as  

possible to each 

model and includes 

all OEM maintenance 

requirements for that 

specific vehicle.” 
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The Internet has become a tremendous 
resource for consumers and has pro-
vided vehicle owners with the ability to 
educate themselves about their servic-
ing options. They can now access the 
specific maintenance requirements for 
their vehicle, learn which conveniences 
their dealership provides and identify 
who’s providing the best customer ser-
vice and value in their area. Online re-
views have taken consumer empower-
ment to the next level and have provide 
a highly visible forum for the customer 
to detail everything they liked (or did 
not like) about their experience on the 
Service drive.

Regardless of a dealer’s online reputa-
tion, there can be a significant discon-
nect between management’s vision for 
customer engagement and how Advi-
sors actually sell and interact in the 
Service lane. This brings us back to the 
pitfalls of letting Advisors and Techni-
cians “do their thing” and highlights the 
importance of having a well-defined 
and consistent Service lane pro-
cess.

Dealerships that employ a professional
and consistent customer engage-
ment / sales process and provide 
their Service teams with leading-edge 
Service sales tools are more likely 
to build long-term credibility and trust 
with their customers. By providing 
their advisors and technicians with 
clear direction that encourages trans-
parency, they are effectively creating an 
environment where customers look to 
the dealership as a trusted advisor (for 
all their maintenance and repairs). This 
is often the case when you look at stores 
that are highly profitable and selling as 
much maintenance as they can drive 
through the shop, compared to those 
that are struggling to meet last year’s 
customer pay objective.

When you add the improvements in 
vehicle technology and longer periods 
between maintenance intervals, even 
dealerships that have been historically 
successful at generating strong Fixed 

Operations revenue results are now 
being forced to re-evaluate how their 
service advisors and technicians are 
interacting with customers and selling 
maintenance.  

There are five steps your dealership can 
take to ensure a consistent Customer 
Engagement / Sales Process that will 
drive increased maintenance sales, 
fixed absorption and retention.

1: Set the “Customer Experience” 
Expectation with the Advisor

2: Ensure Your Maintenance Of-
fering & Presentation is Consis-
tent and Accurate (100% of the 
Time)
 
3: Ensure Your Multi-point Ve-
hicle Inspection Completed with 
Every Repair Order (100% of the 
Time) 

4: Provide the Right Tools to 
Your Customers, Advisors, Tech-
nicians, Cashiers and Managers 

5: Measure Every Step of the 
Process

Although, we have outlined the 5 steps 
in the customer engagement sales pro-
cess above, I wanted to add some ad-
ditional context to steps 1 and 2, which 
are essential to building a strong foun-
dation for success on the drive.

Step 1: Set the “Customer Ex-
perience” Expectation with the  
Advisor
As with any successful strategy or game 
plan, setting the expectation and high-
lighting the objectives with the team 
is critical to implementing change. It’s 
also imperative that the entire Service 
team understands that a positive cus-
tomer experience on the drive builds 
credibility and trust with the customer; 
this is the key to increasing mainte-
nance sales in the Service lane. “Only 
when a customer knows the ad-
visor cares, will they care how 

much the advisor knows.”

While the message is simple and the 
entire Service team can identify with 
the objective and end result (increasing 
maintenance sales), the challenge usu-
ally starts with the “how-to” and the ad-
visor’s confidence with the product they 
are selling – maintenance services!

Step 2: Ensure Your Maintenance 
Offering & Presentation is Con-
sistent and Accurate (100% of the 
Time)
Some dealerships do a good job of out-
lining the process expectations to the 
Service team. However, when they in-
stall the tools to help the advisor pres-
ent maintenance (i.e. menus), that’s 
usually where good intentions go out 
the door.

“While many Service 

Departments do an 

excellent job taking 

care of customers 

and maintaining solid 

hours-per-repair-order 

averages, there are 

many more that use a 

“from-the-hip” style of 

selling and interacting 

with customers.” 
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The problem is that most maintenance 
menus are very general and do not take 
into account the wide range of engi-
neering requirements for each vehicle. 
As a result, if the advisor can’t come 
up with a logical response to a cus-
tomer who has questioned the service 
presented, or if the information in the 
menu is inconsistent with the advi-
sor’s beliefs, they will stop following 
the process and stop presenting main-
tenance. The dealership is now back 
where they started -- struggling to meet 
their sales numbers.

There are two basic elements to ensur-
ing your advisor presents maintenance 
with confidence:

First, ensure that your maintenance 
menu is as specific as possible to each 
model and includes all OEM mainte-
nance requirements for that specific 
vehicle. This will ensure that the advi-
sor will never be questioned as to why 
something in the owner’s manual or 
on the manufacturer’s website is not 
included and another non-OEM rec-
ommended service is included instead. 
It will not make sense to the customer 
and the advisor will likely not want to 
experience the same situation with an-
other customer again. 

Second, make sure your pricing is com-
petitive and the menu / tool the Advisor 
is using to outline the value of mainte-
nance items provides an overview of 

the previous and future service. This 
will help set future maintenance expec-
tations and highlight the fact the cost of 
ownership at the dealership is reason-
able. Consumers are less likely to ob-
ject to a major service if they know the 
next service is minor and the previous 
service was an oil change. Again, it’s all 
about being transparent and accurate 
with the customer. 

While steps 3-5 are important, pro-
viding the Advisors with a clear vi-
sion of what the dealership is trying 
to achieve with proper tools -- like a 
VIN-specific maintenance menu -- is 
essential to consistent customer en-
gagement and an enhanced customer 
experience. In fact, the following re-
sults highlight what can be achieved 
when all the elements line up. In order 
to determine if your dealership could 
benefit from a defined Service lane 
process, ask yourself these questions: 

1. Has your dealership outlined the 
“customer experience” expectation 
/ process with your Advisors?
2.  Do the Advisors present the cor-
rect maintenance requirements to 

every customer on the drive?
3. Can management confirm that 
Advisors are not overselling or un-
derselling maintenance and ser-
vices?
3. Can management measure how 
many customers received a menu 
presentation?
4. Can management measure if a 
thorough multi-point inspection 
was completed on every vehicle 
and presented to every customer?
5. Can the dealership measure the 
percentage of Service work that 
was sold by the advisor from the 
multi-point inspection report, ver-
sus the work that was recommend-
ed by the technician and not sold?  
6. Does your online Service ap-
pointment process provide the 
customer with the specific main-
tenance requirements for their ve-
hicle and mileage?

If you answered “no” to any of these 
questions, there are opportunities to 
significantly improve the customer en-
gagement process on the drive. Ulti-
mately, these improvements will assist 
your Service team to create an environ-
ment that will build long-term reten-
tion and increase maintenance and re-
pair sales.

There are a number of companies in the 
industry that provide electronic VIN-
specific menus and electronic vehicle 
inspection tools and processes that 
can also integrate with your DMS. Do 
your homework and make sure you are 
providing the tools that give your Ser-
vice team the ability to deliver a posi-
tive customer experience while driving 
sales in the Service lane.
 

Gary Kalk is the President 
& CEO of Dealer-FX Group, 
Inc., an automotive market-
ing and performance man-
agement company with a fo-
cus on driving the customer 
experience. Gary’s emphasis 
on retail operations helps 
dealerships acquire, satisfy 
and retain customers, all 
while maximizing profits. 
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Results from a Maryland GM dealer after implementing a
consistent service lane process including a VIN-Specific menu

Virginia Nissan dealer shows significant increase in menu sales after 
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“Deliver a positive 

customer experience.” 
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For example, in the beginning of every 
month, week, or (if you are very com-
mitted) day, set written goals with your 
staff and keep track of their results, 
praising them for achievements and 
coaching them when they fall short. 

If all of this isn’t enough to convince 
you, numerous studies have shown 
that the most successful, productive 
employees are those who have received 
extensive training. They’re the cream 
of the crop, often having the strongest 

stake in the company’s future. If you 
take to heart and apply what I have 
shared in this article, I’m confident you 
will see a remarkable difference in the 
results, growth and attitude of your Ad-
visors. Remember -- the survival and 
success of your Service Department is 
depending on it!

Set Expectations

Chris Collins is President of Chris 
Collins Consulting. He is a former 
dealer, was the  general manager 
of the nation’s largest volume 
BMW dealership and has been 
helping dealers increase their net 
profits over 14 years. 

“The excuse 

I often hear is 

that it’s a risk to  

invest in  

training people 

that may leave 

the dealership. 

Versus what? 

Having untrained 

employees that 

stay and  

continue to scare 

away your  

customers?” 




