‘No More Excuses – Track Efficiency in the Shop’

Managers have plenty of things that keep them busy, but two tasks are vital to effective management: convey goals and track the progress.  How effectively and how frequently you are doing these two tasks have a tremendous impact on your bottom line.  


Nowhere is this more apparent than the tracking – or lack thereof of shop efficiency.  Top shops know the importance of tracking it weekly, if not daily, and yet some shops still don’t track it at all.  The ones who don’t track efficiency often believe strongly that they absolutely can’t track it. This article is for you non-trackers, and this is your year to turn it around.  If you can balance a checkbook, you can track your shops efficiency.  If you can balance more than one checkbook, you can track your individual tech efficiency.  It really is that simple.   

If you currently have a go-to excuse as to why you believe you can’t track your shop’s efficiency, write it down and let’s try to find a way around that excuse.   Often times the reasons why we feel we can’t track it point out flaws or weaknesses in our processes that should be addressed, but even with no major changes to how the shop runs, you should be able to come up with some basic baselines for efficiency.  Let’s have a quick look at the top three common excuses:

Computer/Software: You don’t need a state-of-the-art computer or software system to track efficiency.  You don’t even need to know how to operate the computer or software you currently have – it helps and it is nice to be able to push a button and get the numbers – but you don’t need it to track efficiency.

No Clock-Time Punched:  You don’t need proper punch time on jobs to track the basics of efficiency.  It helps when you want to drill down – but you don’t need it. 

Tickets Are Not Closed Out:  It is very common that work orders will span days, weeks and even a pay period.  You don’t need to close all current tickets.  It helps, but you don’t need it to track efficiency. 

So what do we need to track efficiency?  We need the answers to two basic questions:  How many hours did we pay our techs to be at work?  And how much did we collect in labor?  That’s it - money going out vs. money coming in – just like a checkbook. 

Philip Osborne put it like this: “For managers who don't track it currently, you should at least begin by doing a very generic evaluation of where your whole shop operates for efficiency. Hours billed and hours worked are all you need - pretty easy. Many will be shocked by how inefficient their operations are!”  Philip is right - looking at the entire shop is a perfect place to begin.   Once you and your team know where you stand, you can start making progress and can dig even deeper in your analysis.  Shops that track it can’t imagine not tracking it.  As Lucy Miller said: “You can’t improve what you don’t measure.” 

Still not convinced that it’s worth the hassle?  Listen to the wisdom of Jim Sabia.  “I believe this, if you don’t know where you are going, any road will do!  If a tech is paid by the hour and knows that he/she is not being tracked, you can expect around 40 – 60% efficiency - closer to 40% in my experience.  Through tracking we now average over 100%...actually 113.8 to be exact!”

Finding the fortitude to take the first steps often comes in realizing that shops of all sizes – shops just like yours - are tracking efficiency with success.  The attached picture is a white erase board I recently saw in a shop.  They fill it in daily – hours billed vs. hours worked for each tech.  Another shop I visited simply tabulated the total hours for the shop as a whole and put the numbers worked and the numbers billed in chalk on the shop floor daily.  It’s important to point out with both of these examples that the numbers might not be 100% accurate – and that is okay.  Once the tickets are closed out, we can adjust our billed labor number.  The more you and your team do this together, the closer your guesses will be to reality.  This also helps to improve our estimates over time. 

One thing that new trackers find amazing is how much shop efficiency will improve simply by paying attention to it.  Even if you don’t tie any monetary incentive to it, it will go up if you begin consistently tracking and sharing the information.  The key is to open up the dialogue of efficiency daily.  

How many techs do you have?  Can you spare one minute a day per tech to increase your profitability?  Often that is all that it takes.  A simple daily check-in with your guys to find out ‘where are you on this?’ will tell you so much – and will let them know that you are paying attention to the number.  If your techs are like most, they are often motivated by ego.  No one wants to turn in low numbers or show that they are not pulling their weight.  Use this to your advantage.  Another benefit of doing the daily one-minute check-in is the valuable information you’ll start to collect as to why our guys can’t be as profitable as we’d like.  They will open up on what is taking up their time.  Although it may sound like complaining, this is exactly the information that management needs and it often takes only a minute a day per tech.  

Time control is the foundation of service profitability.  Time is our inventory, and we need to do everything we can to make our time as tangible as our parts inventory.  Once you see how much of an impact tracking efficiency has on the bottom line, you’ll catch the fire to track it even more effectively and perhaps even tie an incentive to it.  A word of caution: you won’t want to tie a monetary incentive to it until you have tracked it for a while.  You might be surprised with how many hours your techs are busy working on things management has asked them to do but things that don’t add a penny to profitability.  What is included in your tech’s job description?  Helping sales move things on the lot or unload new inventory, doing building or vehicle maintenance, pulling or looking up parts, waiting on dispatch, locating units, helping diagnose other tech’s jobs, calling customers, cleaning units or putting covers on, etc.  The list can be extensive, and anything that keeps our techs from turning wrenches is impacting our efficiency.  

This is such important information for management to know, and it is readily available to you every day in your shop.  Will today be the day you start tracking it?

