











something, you don't want to worry them to death.” He urges
employees to think as a team. “We're in this together, trying
to sell as many cars [as possible] and service our customers as

best we can.” (See also “Motivating Staff,” page 10.)

SURVIVORS AND STRIVERS

Dealers and employees who avoid the ax have another kind
of stress: survivor’s guilt. Dealer Fitzpatrick has cut his staft by
more than halfin 18 months. He says the survivors are grateful
they still have jobs and strive to be more productive, but also
feel guilty. “They've had a lot of friends laid off, people they've
worked with all day for years.”

And some dealers are still doing well, notes ATAE Burns,
but don't like to talk abour it. “With the economy hurting
everyone, you don't want to look like you're making money
now,” he says. “Just like consumers who don’t want to buy a
car because other people will say, ‘How can you aftord thar?
You must be making too much money.””

Tom Kool, Kool Chevrolet/Buick/Pontiac/ GMC/Cadil-
lac, Sturgis, Mich., recently acquired a local store from an-

other dealer about to go out of business (see Dealing With

Hanging on in New Mexico

ew Mexico dealer Bob Cockerham and his wife,
Mary, are on the verge of losing their business, Car
World, Inc. Their lender is yanking floor-planning, and the
Cockerhams can't find another lender. They've already
closed one of their three
stores and cut employ-
ees from 80 to 17.
They haven't paid
themselves in months,
are living off savings, and
had to put their house up
for sale. Mary has made
call after call to lenders
and politicians, only to
be left with the feeling
that “nobody gets it.”
Last month, Bob tes-
tified on behalf of car
dealers before the Senate
Small Business Committee. “We don't have months for
this—we have days,” he told lawmakers. “And there are
thousands of other dealers across the country with the
same situation.”

The Cucefhams

Loss,” below) and knows his recent sales rise came from the
other dealer’s misfortune. “We've gort all the [GM] product
we need now, and [that dealer] really worked hard to make
it happen. It’s just a shame for her. I told everyone at the
dealership, “We've been given an opportunity, and we can't
waste it.””

Kool and his two brothers, with seven stores among them,
have all had consolidations. “My brothers and [ try to keep it
light. We've got to laugh, or insanity is not far behind.”

Such optimism is echoed by dealer Fitzpatrick: “When
one door closes, another one opens. Dealers are a pretty
resilient bunch—they understand the car business and the
people business. Somewhere along the line, this thing is go-
ing to work out. I don't know what it'll look like, but there

will be a place for businesspeople.” [AE]

Mary Anne Shreve is a senior editor of AutoExec.

Dealing With Loss

hen your business dies, a part of you dies,

too, says psychologist Stephanie Smith. That’s
how Gayla Perry felt when she lost her dealership, Dave
Smith Pontiac/Buick/GMC in Sturgis, Mich., at the end
of 2008.

The end was bru-
tal. She had sold 14
cars in five days dur-
ing a sale, had con-
tracts in transit, and
went out of trust.

Perry kept things
going long enough for
a nearby Chevrolet/
Cadillac dealer to Gayla Perry
take over her brands,
but not before GMAC—which Perry owed $122,000—
came and drove the cars off her lot while she watched
from a restaurant across the street. She cried for two
months and was “embarrassed to go out in public” in
the small town where she grew up.

Dealer Tom Kool, who took over Perry’s brands, says
it's unbelievably hard to give up a business. “You don't
just work the car business, you live it—and she lived it.
She cared about the community and worked for it as
hard as she could. | told her she got caught in a perfect
economic storm.”
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