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The rules of selling service have taken a shift this summer as consumer confidence continues to resemble that of a skinny, pimple-faced, teenager giving an oral report.  Many of us are relying on our service income to help us get back on track, so here are five tips to help make the most of this important profit center while the sun is shining this boating season.
1) Customers are more in tune with receiving good ‘value’ for their dollar.  Some dealerships are interpreting this as a demand to deep discount service.  Taking this approach is often not sustainable, and it is likely the bottom line will suffer as a result.  Smart dealers are looking at ways to fill the customers’ desire for value with methods that tie them to their dealership long term instead of creating a ‘coupon’ mentality of bopping around to the shop offering the best deal of the week.  Look at ways to make this work in your favor with customer VIP programs or special service packages. “We’ve created a Preferred Maintenance Program to link our four stores together.  It cuts down time for us and keeps the customer on the water.” Said Sheri Kellogg of Goodbys Creek Marine Center.  The program is free for customers to join and focuses on being convenient and offering off-season discounts.  For some shops, adding value can be as simple as creating the perception in the customer’s mind.  “We put something on every work order that is N/C (no charge).  It could be as small as putting air in the trailer tires or doing a safety inspection – stuff we should be doing anyway.  If you take the extra step of letting the customer know about it, you build trust and value in their mind.  That makes it a lot easier when you have to sell the bigger jobs.” said Barneys Boats.  
2) Taking advantage of the face-to-face time during the write-up is key.  Many skilled advisors know that the best chance of up sell happens when the customer is right in front of us.  Pull the boat’s history to see what recommendations were noted the last time they were here.  (This can also help our efficiency by saving in diagnostic time during this current visit.)  Get out to the boat with the customer and do a walk-around to ensure that you capture all of the customer’s concerns and anything else that you might see.  While you are at the boat, it is extremely helpful to mark every area of concern with a piece of blue masking tape so that you, the customer, and the tech are clear on what is being worked on.  Some shops have taken this further by marking the tape with a check mark for ‘check and advise’ if the job is not sold to ensure the tech does not go too far. 
3) Creating Good, Better, Best menu pricing for both maintenance and repair work has allowed many shops to be sensitive to customers’ financial situations while still suggesting all of the work needed.  “Due to current economic conditions, we have presented our service work as a ‘menu’.  We explain what is recommended and then have the customers choose the services they can afford and do the others at intervals.” – Homosassa Marine 
4) Stay in contact with your customers.  If you keep them informed, they are more likely to approve the work and the bill.  In one of my service management classes this past season, a participant put it this way: “You charge a guy for a $1,500 repair.  If you stayed in touch with him throughout the process, he is probably pretty happy when he gets his boat back.  But take that same guy and that same repair and don’t communicate – watch out!  You could take $600 off the bill and he is still TICKED!”  I could not say it better myself!
5) Don’t assume that everyone is in a financial pinch.  Not everyone is.  Even if they are stressed about the economy, many of our customers value their time on the water above dollars. Take advantage of selling as much as possible so they will need less trips to the shop this summer. Then, you will reap the reward of increasing your labor hours per repair order-- A key component of maximized efficiency and increased service absorption.

“Whenever someone comes in talking gloom and doom about the economy, the government, or whatever, we try to turn it around to something positive right away.  ‘Isn’t it great that we can get out on the water and get away from it all’ is a perfect response.  We try to keep our dealership free of any negativity.” – Marlene Pollock of Snow Shead Marine has a great point that all of us need to strive for.

The challenges that we are facing are creating and, in some cases, forcing change.  “The most exciting thing I’m seeing in dealerships right now is that principals are recognizing the importance of service.  They see that service can carry the dealership along until sales pick up again.  I am also seeing that service personnel are taking the opportunity to bring customers into the sales area.” said Donnie Able, marine dealership consultant.  It seems a shame that it takes a bum economy to get these results, but that ability to make lemonade out of lemons is a big part of what makes the American spirit great.  Keep up the great work, service professionals.  We are counting on you.
