HOLDING

With some exceptions, attitude scores were status quo this time—

which is not such a bad thing.

GVEN THE CHANGES AND UNCERTAINTY
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GM: BETTER TIMES AHEAD

Dealers are cautiously optimistic that the company is on the
right track. GM’s people scores are now above the industry
average, though franchise value hasn't improved much. The
automaker upgraded its field staff, and there’s a sense that
the slow-to-respond GM has changed. “There’s an ease in
getting in touch with someone [at the factory] to get some-
thing accomplished, whether it’s in sales, service, or parts,”
says NADA franchise chair Michael Martin, Dudley Martin
Chevrolet, Manassas, Va. Dealers are also happy that GM
cut sales to rental companies, and their confidence has been
restored in GMAC, which was sold to Cerberus FIM Inves-
tors, LLC.

Hummer and Cadillac, both vulnerable to gas price spikes,
dropped in this survey. But Saturn dealers—delighted with a
revamped product lineup—gave their marque higher ratings
across the board. The division rose from 9th to 6th in the
overall attitude ranking, from 13th to 7th in value, and from

5th to 4th in dealer input.

FORD: SLOW MOMENTUM

Dealers are still bullish on CEO Alan Mulally’s leadership,
and that’s reflected in the bump in scores for overall dealer
attitude, value, and input. Ford Division pulled itself up to
the domestics average this time around. Dealers are anxious

to see how Toyota transplant Jim Farley, Ford’s new group
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vice president of marketing and communications, will mar-
ket image-restoring products such as Flex, Edge, Fusion, Fo-
cus, and the new Taurus. “We've got a wonderful product
with the Taurus, but can’t seem to get the message out,” says
NADA franchise rep George Gorno, Gorno Automotive
Group, Woodhaven, Mich. “Farley will take those products
and let the world know.”

Lincoln Mercury still sits near the bottom of the pack,
partly because of dated products like the Grand Marquis
and good products in difficult market segments, like the
Mountaineer. “It’s a struggle to remain profitable, and that
makes dealers nervous,” says dealer council chair Bob Tasca
Jr., Tasca Lincoln Mercury, Seekonk, Mass. But they’re look-
ing forward to the new MKS luxury sedan, he says, due in

showrooms next summer.

CHRYSLER: STUCK IN NEUTRAL

What do you call a company that improves, just not as
much as the competition? That would be Chrysler, whose
divisions showed signs of life but remain in the industry’s
bottom quarter. Dealer uncertainty about the effects of Cer-
berus Capital Management’s takeover showed in the scores,
says NADA franchise chair Chuck Eddy Jr., Austintown
Chrysler/Dodge/Jeep, Youngstown, Ohio. “The survey came
right in the throes of fighting our way through the excess

sales bank inventory. There were some dealers who received



letters about possible termination, and profitability wasn't
good, so actually, I was encouraged to see the flat line with
all that going on.”

Both sides are now willing to work together, inventory is
down significantly, and profitability is slowly improving, says
NADA franchise rep Dale Early, Deerbrook Forest Chrysler/
Jeep, Kingwood, Tex. “By a year from now, I think our scores

will be up to the industry average.”

ASIANS: MOSTLY STEADY SAILING

Lexus and Toyota once again took the top spots on every
question, while Honda dropped a bit on input and overall
satisfaction.

Mazda was up in all areas—Dby 6 percent in overall dealer
actitude, by nearly 8 percent in value ranking, and by al-
most 1 percent in dealer input. “The policies are good, the
people are good,” says NADA franchise rep Bud Smail, Smail
Automotive, Greensburg, Pa. He says the redone Mazda6
and Mazda3, due in the spring, also have dealers excited.
Still, the company could use a good certified pre-owned
program, he adds.

Acura plummeted in the rankings, but not for the usual
reasons, says NADA franchise rep William Keith, Precision
Acura of Princeton, Lawrenceville, N.J. Though dealer prof-
itability has been up, dealers are “really thinking about the
future, and Acura and Honda are very secretive about the
future—and the dealers are left in the dark.” Acura dealers
feel like stepchildren and have lobbied Honda to separate
more functions. The automaker has now given Acura its own
design center, but new products are few and far between.

Infiniti improved dramatically in value and overall atti-
tude because of increased sales and management’s focus on
dealer profitability. Nissan’s, Hyundai’s, and Kia’s scores
were basically unchanged, leaving the trio in the top third

on all three questions.

EUROPEANS: A MIXED BAG—AGAIN
Audi ranked almost at the bottom of the pack in overall dealer
attitude. NADA franchise rep Rick Morrison, Morrison Auto
Group, Inc., Anchorage, Alaska, says dealers are upset with
Audji’s stair-step program, which creates an uneven playing
field, and don't think the automaker is listening to them. “If
you're not a stand-alone facility, your [profitability] is less.”
On the other hand, Volkswagen raised its scores dramati-
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cally on all three questions, pulling itself up off the floor.
Though the maker still ranks in the bottom fifth, the 14
percent increase in value ranking over the last survey shows
dealers to be more optimistic about their franchise’s future,
says NADA franchise rep Wade Walker, Walker Motors, Inc.,
Montpelier, Vt. Dealers had been upset about VW’s Business
Performance Program, but the automaker listened and made
changes this time, Walker says. The product, both present
and future, also has dealers excited, he says.

Mercedes-Benz fell slightly—about 1 percent—in all
categories, but remains in the top 10 in overall attitude and
value rankings. One area of concern was the Autohaus fa-
cilities program, which will require all Mercedes dealers to
meet certain facilities standards, says NADA francise rep
Jack Leigh, Leigh Automotive, Tuscaloosa, Ala. Since the
latest survey, dealers have learned that Mercedes intends to
help them out financially, Leigh says, adding that product
quality is up.

Jaguar made small gains—4 percent in overall ranking—
but stayed near the bottom in all categories. BMW was in the
top 5 overall and in value, and in the top 10 for dealer input.

Its numbers were up across the board.
Mary Anne Shreve is a senior editor of AutoExec. Associate editor Laetitia
Clayton provided research assistance.
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