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WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOESN’T

The information in this program — What Works and What Doesn’t —

was developed from the results collected in a survey created by the

Automatic Transmission Rebuilders Association (ATRA). ATRA makes

no claims regarding the accuracy of the responses it received or its

conclusions based on those responses. Every effort was made to en-

sure the accuracy and reliability of this study.

None of the information contained in this study is to be considered

contractual or providing some for of warranty on the part of ATRA.

This program contains copyrighted material belonging to ATRA. No

part of this program may be reproduced or used in any form or by any

means — graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,

recording, electronic, or information storage-and-retrieval systems —

without express written permission from ATRA.

ATRA® and the ATRA® logo are registered trademarks of the Automat-

ic Transmission Rebuilders Association.

Public exhibition or use of this material for group training or as part of

a school curriculum, without the express written permission of ATRA,

is prohibited by law. For information on using this material for inde-

pendent training purposes, contact ATRA at (805) 604-2000

© 2006 ATRA. All Rights Reserved. Printed in USA.
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W
henever someone starts talking about the transmission

repair business, there’s a good chance you’ll hear them

call it a “maturing” industry. That’s a nice way of saying

we’ve passed our prime… that we’ve entered our declining

years. But is that really an accurate appraisal of our industry?

Perhaps “changing” industry is a better term. There’s little

doubt that this industry is going through a continuing meta-

morphosis… one that began back when the horse gave way

to the first “horseless carriage.”

Back then, many people earned their living as blacksmiths.

Those blacksmiths were suddenly faced with a life-altering

decision: Many of them took up the challenge, to become

the first professional auto mechanics. Other’s gave up, and

walked away from the transportation industry, just as it was

getting started.

For those early auto mechanics who had the foresight, initia-

tive and willingness to change, auto repair proved to be a

profitable industry. Many earned more fixing cars than they’d

ever dreamt of back when they were shoeing horses.

There’s little doubt that the heydays of transmission repair

that began in the late ’60s and continued until the beginning

of the ’80s is gone. Back then there were only a few different

units on the road, and virtually every car that came in with a

transmission problem actually needed a rebuild.

And those transmissions were fairly simple to repair… at

least when compared to today’s units. As long as you used

reasonably good parts and didn’t shortcut your rebuilds, you

were golden.

Introduction:
A Maturing Industry

— continued —
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Today it’s a lot harder to make a buck in this business. Transmis-

sions last longer and come with longer warranties. And these days,

every repair shop is a transmission shop, thanks to the proliferation

of remans.

And let’s not forget the constantly increasing technology, which has

added more transmissions and greater difficulty to the repair pro-

cess. According to most reports, more than half of the “transmis-

sion” problems that come into your shop today don’t actually need

a transmission. Which cuts into your bottom line, while forcing you

to be more technically astute.

But, through it all, some transmission shops still seem to be doing

well. In fact, some are doing just great: They’re busy and they’re

making money. What’s even more interesting is you can have two

shops within a couple miles of one another: One will be doing a ter-

rific business, while the other is barely staying afloat.

So what’s the difference? How can one shop be making money like

the old days, while another shop — right nearby — can’t keep its

doors open? Is it, as the old adage says, location, location, location,

or is it something very different?

That’s what this study — What Works and What Doesn’t — was

created to find out. Some of the results were obvious, and easy to

anticipate. Other results came as a complete suprise.

But one thing is for certain: Things may be changing, but there’s

still life left in the transmission repair industry, for those who are

willing to change with it.

Introduction: A Maturing Industry (continued)
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“If we cannot express what we know in the form of

measurement, then our knowledge is of a meager

and unsatisfactory kind.”

Lord Kelvin, Popular Lectures and Addresses; 1891

T
he first step in discovering What Works and What Doesn’t was

to find out everything we could about every transmission shop

that would talk to us. To do that, we developed a survey, in 4 basic

parts:

1. About You (the Shop Owner) — Who is today’s shop owner?

What type of education or qualifications does he or she bring to

the table?

2. About Your Shop — Location, curb appeal, appearance… How

much do these conditions matter for creating a successful busi-

ness?

3. Your Marketing Strategy — What are you using to get your

name out there, and bring people into your shop?

4. Your Business — How hard are you working, and how much are

you making for that work?

We sent the survey to 1600 shops: 80% were ATRA Members. We

received an 11% response — an exceptional number of responses

for this type of survey.

Many of the questions on this survey were highly subjective, so in

many cases we had to follow up with phone calls or shop visits, to

clarify the data. In some cases the answers varied regionally — what

was a clean, pretty shop in some areas would appear to be, well, not

so pretty in others.

Once we had a good feel for what made a shop successful, we

could identify the characteristics and practices that separated the

successful shops from the not-so-successful ones.

The Survey
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W
hat makes a shop successful? If you asked a hundred shop

owners that question, chances are you’d get nearly a hundred

different answers. What’s more, those answers will vary drastically

by region: A shop that’s successful in a small town in Kentucky

probably wouldn’t survive in downtown Manhattan. But then again,

their expenses wouldn’t be remotely similar, so you can’t really com-

pare the two shops; at least, not dollar for dollar.

Nor can you really compare car counts: a two-bay shop with only a

couple employees wouldn’t be expected to turn as many cars as a

10-bay shop with a staff of 18. That doesn’t make the larger shop

more successful; in fact, it could be doing two or three times the

number of cars, and still be failing.

In the end, we chose two questions to serve as the guide for our

Success Metric; that is, our means of identifying a successful shop.

These questions were taken from section 4, questions 16 and 17:

Question 16: Rate Your Shop’s Business from 0-10

10 – We’re booked weeks ahead.

8 – We’re booked several days ahead.

6 – We’re usually busy.

4 – We have some slow days.

2 – We have more slow days than busy ones.

0 – It’s completely dead.

Question 17: Rate Your Shop’s Cash Flow from 0-10

10 – We’re making tons of money.

8 – We’re doing really well.

6 – We’re making a buck

4 – We’re paying our bills.

2 – I’ve had to dip into my savings.

0 – I’m losing my shirt.

Very subjective questions, with no actual car counts or dollar amounts

asked. But subjective is important with this type of question, when

you’re trying to compare shops from all across the US and Canada.

We then added the two numbers together to get our Success Met-

ric. That was useful data, but we didn’t stop there. We waited a few

months, and then contacted select groups of the shops that re-

sponded to the original survey. We asked the same two questions

again. This added the factor of time into the mix. Because, let’s face

Success Metric
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it, a shop can be all kinds of busy in the late winter or early spring;

then, as summer approaches, they have the cleanest floors in town.

Once we had a second Success Metric, we added the two numbers

together and divided by two to get an Adjusted Success Metric

(ASM). This would be a number from zero to 20, with 20 being the

highest rating.

Here’s what we discovered:

SM of 20–15

15% of the shops who responded fell into this category. These

shops are always busy and making money, regardless of seasonal

changes or market fluctuations. These were the most successful

shops in the study.

SM of 14–10

40% of the shops who responded fell into this category. These

shops usually remain busy and make money, but their business

tends to vary with seasonal changes or market fluctuations.

SM of 9 to 5

40% of the shops who responded fell into this category. These

shops usually have more slow days than busy ones. They’re making

enough to pay their bills — barely — but not really making money;

at least, not much. Their business usually depends on seasonal

changes or market fluctuations. In general, their business is stag-

nant; no real increases or improvements from one day to the next.

Most of these shops need to make some serious changes if they

expect to remain in business.

SM of 4 or Below

5% of the shops who responded fell into this category. Business is

sporadic at best, and they’re digging into savings to pay their bills.

These shops are dying, if they aren’t already dead. Most are looking

for an emergency exit strategy.

The average SM overall was 11.1.

Success Metric (continued)
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Markets will dictate their own Carrying Capacity, but

only YOU can decide whether to participate… or not.

I
s the transmission repair industry dead or dying? Our research

says no, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t serious threats to its

continued existence:

Increasing Technology — Today’s cars have become more com-

plex, making them more difficult to diagnose and repair proper-

ly. This can devour more time, while cutting into shop profits.

Fewer Qualified Technicians — While technology continues to

accelerate, there are fewer technicians available to deal with this

expanding technology. This can cause lost repairs, increased

comebacks, and higher salary costs.

More Remanufactured Transmissions — Remans have begun

to compete dramatically for our dwindling market. This addition-

al competition has cut deeply into the work that was traditionally

reserved for transmission repair shops.

New Competition — Thanks predominantly to the introduction of

remans, today, virtually every repair shop is a transmission repair

shop. And while very few of these shops are equipped to handle

this type of work properly, that isn’t stopping them from cutting

into your market, and your bottom line.

Lower Overall Car Counts — Today’s transmissions are lasting

longer than ever before. This, combined with longer warranties,

has substantially reduced the number of transmission problems

making their way into today’s transmission shops.

But the news isn’t all bad. In fact, there are some strong market

trends that are driving the transmission repair market forward:

Market Driver 1: There are more passenger cars and light trucks

in service today than at any other time in history! This can’t be

stated strongly enough: There are more cars and trucks being

driven today than ever before. Which means there are more po-

tential transmissions in need of repair than ever before. Over a

billion cars and trucks between 4 and 8 years old are still on the

road.

Transmission Repair Market
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Market Driver 2: Increasing Technology. Yes, we did call that a

market threat; it can also be a benefit. While increasing technol-

ogy can make it more difficult and time consuming to diagnose

and repair today’s cars, it also means that only shops that re-

main properly equipped and educated can take advantage of the

opportunity they provide.

Market Driver 3: Fewer Qualified Technicians. Once again, a

curse and a boon. With fewer qualified technicians available,

more and more work becomes available to the few who make

the effort to stay on top of today’s technology.

What all this means is this: The market is changing… and changing

dramatically. But make no mistake about it: There’s still a viable

transmission repair market out there. And shops that are equipped

to handle that market are still able to reap its benefits.

Transmission Repair Market (continued)

That’s your potential market:

Over a billion cars on the

road today that are out of

warranty. How many will

find their way into your shop?

That’s your potential market: 
Over 230 million cars on the 

road today that are out of 
warranty. How many will find 

their way into your shop?
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H
ere’s what we’ve learned about today’s shop owner from our

survey:

1. The average shop owner today is a 50-year-old man who has

been in this business for 28 years. That’s an important statistic

right there. It means that shop owners are getting older, with

fewer young people opening new shops.

Many shop owners today are at or near retirement age. They’re

just waiting to find a buyer, or for someone to step up to take

over. Some are just marking time; not really concerned with mak-

ing changes to improve their businesses. As long as they aren’t

losing money, they’re okay with things continuing as they are.

2. The average shop owner has a high school diploma, and some

college. And he started in this business as a technician. 60% of

them got into this business because they were interested in cars,

and had a talent for fixing things. And 95% say they work in the

shop every day.

What that means is that most shop owners have little or no for-

mal business education. They know how to repair cars, but may-

be not so much about customer relation, marketing, office man-

agement, and so on. They’re technicians, not businessmen; they

expected to fix cars, and get paid for it. The rest was supposed

to take care of itself.

Interestingly, those shop owners who’ve recognized that and are

doing something about it seem to be more successful. 20% of

the shop owners regularly attended only management training

seminars; they averaged a Success Metric of 13.9.

3. In nearly every case, the most successful shop owners per-

formed no more than two jobs.

This may be the most valuable piece of information we learned

about the shop owners themselves. What it means is that the

most successful shop owners have recognized the skills they

bring to the table, and have focused on those skills.

That doesn’t mean they ignored the rest of their businesses; far

from it. They simply hired other individuals to handle those busi-

ness areas where they were weakest. The end result is a well bal-

anced shop, with every area of the business being addressed by

someone who has the skills and training necessary to handle the

job.

Part 1: About You
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H
ere’s what we learned about today’s transmission repair

shops:

1. The average shop is a suburban, single shop operation, with 4 to

7 bays:

· 88% of today’s transmission shops are single shop operations.

· 43% are suburban; 39% are urban, and 17% are rural.

· 14% have 1–3 bays; 63% have 4–7 bays; 23% have 8+ bays.

2. Most shop owners believe their shop is appealing to consumers:

· 25% rated their shop a 5 (top score) for curb appeal.

· 48% rated their shop a 4

· 27% rated their shop a 3 or below

Remember, these ratings were personal and subjective. Without

sending an independent, objective observer with a specific checklist

and rating guide, there’s no way to compare curb appeal honestly

from one shop to the next.

Part 2: About Your Shop

What this does tell us is that most shop owners are reasonably

proud of the appearance of their shops. But it may not be a com-

pletely honest appraisal of curb appeal as viewed by the consumer:

…and that’s the news from Lake Wobegon, where all

the women are strong, all the men are good-looking,

and all the children are above average.

Garrison Keillor; A Prairie Home Companion

How inviting is your shop?
Curb appeal is a subjective

and personal judgement,
and will vary by region.
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T
he Yellow Pages seem to be the advertising medium of choice

for transmission shops; a full 99% use the Yellow Pages to ad-

vertise their businesses.

While the Yellow Pages are a necessary advertising medium, many

shops may be placing too much emphasis on that ad, while ignor-

ing other, potentially more effective advertising programs.

· 42% advertise on radio.

· 39% advertise in the newspaper.

· 22% advertise on television.

But only 17% advertise through direct mail or using a regular news-

letter. And only 28% have a structured, outside sales program.

That’s too bad, because those marketing strategies seem to provide

better results for their shops:

Direct Mail or Newsletter — The 17% of shops that used direct

mail or a regular newsletter as a marketing tool had an average

Success Metric of 12.42; 37% of those shops had a Success

Metric of 15 or above.

The 83% of shops that didn’t use direct mail or a regular news-

letter had an average Success Metric of 10.63; below the overall

average. 25% of those shops had a Success Metric between 9

and 7; an additional 25% were 7 or below.

Outside Sales — The 28% of shops with a structured outside

sales program had an average Success Metric of 11.63; slightly

above the overall average. 37% of those shops had a Success

Metric of 15 or higher.

The 72% of shops without a structured outside sales program

had an average Success Metric of just 8.61%.

Another point has become clear from this study: Many shops have

recognized that they can’t repair transmissions exclusively: 63%

claim they now perform other types of service and repairs.

Part 3: Your Marketing Strategy
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T
he overall Average Success Metric for the transmission shops

who responded to the survey was 11.1.

· 20% averaged fewer than 10 cars per week.

· 41% averaged 15 cars per week.

· 25% averaged 25 cars per week.

· 14% averaged 35+ cars per week.

These shops performed an average of 6.31 custom rebuilds per

week.

47% of the shops claimed to use some remans, with those shops

using an average of 3 per month.

The average repair order is reported as $1238.

Part 4: Your Business
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T
he most successful shops nearly all had 5 specific traits in com-

mon, all across the board:

1. Attitude

2. Vision / Plan / Goals

3. Processes and Systems

4. The Right People

5. People of Action

Attitude — Probably the single most critical factor in whether a

shop does well or not has to do with the attitude of the shop owner.

If the shop owner enjoys the business and believes in serving his

customers, chances are his business is doing well.

Asked: Are you happy to be in the transmission repair business?

· 66% said they were happy to be in this business.

· 34% said they were unhappy to be in the business.

Asked: Do you enjoy fixing cars?

Of those who said they were unhappy with the transmission repair

business:

· 76% said they enjoyed fixing cars.

· 24% said they didn’t enjoy fixing cars.

The shop owners who said they were unhappy with the business

and didn’t enjoy fixing cars generally didn’t score above a 7 for their

Success Metric.

The shop owners who were still happy with the business and enjoy

fixing cars generally scored 13 or above for their Success Metric.

Vision / Plan / Goals — Do you have a written business plan? If

so, is it current? A written, current business plan is another critical

issue for success.

40% of the shop owners who responded to the survey said they did

have a written business plan. Of those shops:

· 36% had a Success Metric above 15.

· 53% had a Success Metric between 10 and 15.

Of those shops without a written business plan:

· 75% had a Success Metric below 9.

· Average Success Metric was 4.5

Our Conclusions
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Asked: The purpose of my business is ______.

· Shops with a customer centric response had an average Suc-

cess Metric of 13.

· Shops with a money or profit centric response had an average

Success Metric of 8.

Processes and Systems — Every shop has processes. These

processes include how they distribute jobs, how they obtain cus-

tomer approvals, how they write invoices, and so on. The question

is, how well do your processes work?

Over the years, we’ve observed the processes in shops all across the

country through the ATRA shop visit program. Here’s what we’ve

determined about these processes:

· They should be self-refining, without requiring special atten-

tion each time a new condition appears.

· The shop must be totally committed to the processes. Every-

one must operate under the same processes, or the network

breaks down.

· They require total commitment. As the saying goes: in for a

penny, in for a pound. Halfway or partial commitment only

serves to create confusion or bad feelings among the staff.

These processes should define a per-

fect circle. First you must commit

totally to the process. Next you must

implement the process. Finally, you

must refine that process, until it’s

working seamlessly throughout the

shop.

A common rule for developing these processes is known as the

DMAIC rule:

D — Define

M— Measure

A — Analyze

I — Improve

C — Control

In virtually every case, the most successful shops seem to have the

most streamlined processes for assigning jobs, handling approvals,

Our Conclusions (continued)
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invoicing, and so on. Nothing is left to chance; no opportunity for

forgotten steps. This is critical for operating a successful shop.

The Right People — No shop can be truly successful without the

right people to operate it. The employees in your shop must share

your goals and your vision for your shop. They must take ownership

of their work, and show a real desire for the shop to succeed. Here

are 4 key characteristics you should look for in your employees:

1. Smarter Than You — It’s been said that the most successful

shop owners hire employees that are smarter than they are. A

more accurate phrasing might be to suggest that shop owners

should hire individuals with complementary skills.

No one person can know everything: Each employee should

bring something to the mix. Their combined knowledge and

skills should create a complete unit, one that covers all the

needs of the shop.

But there’s an important catch about surrounding yourself with

this type of person: You have to let them do their jobs. If you

want to micromanage your shop — constantly second-guessing

or criticizing every action — these people can’t work with you.

And they won’t… at least, not for long.

You have to surround yourself with talented, intelligent people,

share your core beliefs with them, and then let them do what

they do best. They’re not your tools… they’re not resources…

they’re your partners in a successful endeavor.

2. Have Known Failure — Anyone who’s never known failure has

never really tried anything new. No one can always be success-

ful; it’s that try, try again attitude that defines the innovator, and

separates him from the rest of the crowd.

Never be afraid to hire the person who once owned a shop and

failed. This is a person who put himself out there and tried, and

has successfully identified a course of action that won’t work. He’s

now in the perfect position to help you create a path to success.

3. Attitude Over Aptitude — There’s no doubt about it: For a

shop to be successful, it needs qualified, talented technicians.

But even more important than technical competence is attitude.

Because without the right attitude, even the most technically

astute individual will hurt your shop, and your bottom line.

Our Conclusions (continued)
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The old saying, “One bad apple can spoil the bunch,” has never

been more appropriate. If one technician believes that he’s

somehow better than everyone else — that he doesn’t have to

follow the rules and guidelines you’ve set — his attitude will spill

over, poisoning the rest of the shop.

In most cases, you’re better off with a team player with the

shop’s best interest at heart. This is the technician who will seek

out the training he needs, not necessarily for personal gain, but

because he truly wants to improve the shop’s capabilities. In the

end, that attitude will shine through to turn him into a more ca-

pable, competent technician.

4. Share Your Core Beliefs — If you believe that your primary

function as a transmission repair shop is to help your custom-

ers, then your employees must share that belief. If they believe

the real reason you’re there is just to make a quick buck, they’re

not going to present the attitude you’re looking for.

This will create more than just a minor confusion between shop

personnel: It’s a recipe for disaster, because your employees are

your shop. They convey the shop attitude with every repair they

sell, and to every customer they talk to. Make sure your employ-

ees know your core beliefs, and make sure they share them in

everything they do.

People of Action — ACTION is an acronym:

A — Anticipate Change

C — Communicate

T — Training and Education

I — Immediate Implementation

O — Ownership

N — Never Look Back!

This simple acronym defines the classic Type A personality. These

are the people who know where they want to go, and have a con-

crete vision of how they’re going to get there.

And these are the people who have the potential to be successful…

even in this “maturing” industry of ours. They’re not lost in remi-

niscing about the good old days; rather, they’re eager and willing to

take the initiative to make tomorrow just as profitable as yesterday

ever was. And they’ll continue to succeed, because of that attitude.

Our Conclusions (continued)



20 © 2006 ATRA. All Rights Reserved.

WHAT WORKS AND WHAT DOESN’T

Here’s a list of management resources available in the ATRA Book-

Store. And, as an ATRA Member, these books, tapes, and market-

ing materials are available to you at a special discount price.

What? You’re not an ATRA Member? Well, there’s never been a bet-

ter time to join. ATRA’s primary function is to provide a means for

transmission repair shops to work together toward a common goal:

To improve the transmission repair business for everyone. And, as

our study has confirmed, this single goal seems to be the one real

difference between success and failure.

So take advantage of all the success you can: Call 1-805-604-2000,

and become an ATRA Member today!

� The Satisfaction Files

� Marketing Without Money, 1st and 2nd Editions

� Avoid Employee Lawsuits

� Smart Hiring for Your Business

� Hiring Independent Contractors

� Legal Guide for Starting and Running

a Small Business, Volumes 1 and 2

� Partnership Book

� How to Market and Sell Automotive and

Transmission Service and  Repairs

� How to Sell — Video Cassettes, DVDs or Audio CDs

� Marketing Brochures (Only Available to ATRA Members!):

• Fix or Replace?

• Straight Talk about Transmission Repair

• Charging for Diagnosis

• 10 Things to Keep Your Trans on the Road

• Wholesale Transmission Sales (Remans)

And there’s even more business information and assistance avail-

able on line, at the Small Business Administration web site

(www.sba.gov) and through SCORE — Service Corps of Retired Ex-

ecutives (www.score.org).

For More Information…
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