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I HAVE dealt with shop own-
ers for more than 30 
years now, and the 

one thing almost every one of them 
had in common was how they hired 
people. If you lose an “A” techni-
cian, or even a “B” technician 
for that matter, with what skill 
level do you want to replace 
them? That’s right, an “A” 
tech. If you lost a seasoned 
manager or service advisor, 
who do you want to replace 
them? Someone with years 
of experience, so you can 
just plug and play. 

The biggest problem 
with that is the really great 
person who has all those 
years of experience may not 
be available right now, when 
you need them. If you can change 
the way you think, for just a moment, 
you begin to see why veterans can be 
one of the smartest hires you’ve ever 
made. That is, if you have the right 
things in place.

When I first started in automotive, 
I didn’t know anything about cars. I 
didn’t know how to change oil. I had 
no idea what was involved in diagnos-
ing problems. I didn’t even take very 
good care of my own car. It just never 
seemed that important to me. I had 
graduated from college with a degree 
in marketing and promptly joined the 

Army. I had a great time, but the skills 
I learned in the Army had no value in 
the business world — or so I thought.

I stumbled into the automotive world 
by selling this guy a sprinkler system 
for his lawn. We walked his lawn, 
where I had placed my little flags 
showing the position of the proposed 
system, and sat down for the next two 
hours to discuss the particulars of the 
deal. At that point, he said, “I have to 

think about it.” 
Knowing that I was the third person 

to talk to him, I wasn’t ready to leave 
my commission to chance. I took my 
jacket off, asked his wife for a cup of 
coffee and she and I began to talk. 
He again mentioned wanting to think 
about it. I told him to go right ahead, 
since I was having such a great conver-
sation with his wife. 

An hour and one big check later, the 
deal was done. He then asked what 
I knew about cars, and if I would be 
willing to come and run one of his auto 
shops. He owned five at the time.

I thought he was insane and told 
him I knew nothing about cars or auto 
shops. I wasn’t sure I even wanted to 
learn. That’s when he started selling 
me. It was the beginning of my next 
30 years.

Are you ready to 
teach them?
I tell you that story to prepare you for 
the rest of this one. You see, he knew 
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business and saw something in me 
that I didn’t. He hired for basic sales 
skill and attitude. He knew that he and 
the crew could teach me the industry 
knowledge that I would need, but if you 
don’t have the attitude to win, it just 
doesn’t matter. 

Once veterans leave their branch of 
service, they can be a bit lost at first. 
They may not be sure of what they 
want to do, but they know how to 
learn. The military is very good at con-
stantly teaching and refining skill sets, 
so they are ready and willing to learn 
new skills. 

The real question is, are you ready to 
teach them? Do you, or can you, have 
systems in place to teach them what 
they need to know? By the way, you 
should have this in place anyway for 
all of your staff. 

The challenge becomes one of com-
mitment. Veterans will commit to you, 
because they want to get started on 
their new careers, but you have to 
really commit to them and their educa-
tion in your field. They also know what 
halfhearted attempts look like. 

There is a learning curve, but it’s not 
as steep as you might think. Whether 
it’s the sales side or the technical side, 
the attitude and life experience a veter-
an brings to the table will have a posi-
tive impact on the rest of your team.

Are you ready to lead them?
The next challenge is for you to lead 
them. Veterans know what hard work 
is. They know the importance of get-
ting a mission accomplished. They 
can also sniff out a poor leader in a 
heartbeat. They have had good ones 
and bad ones, and they know the dif-
ference. A poor leader to them means 
frustration, disappointment and things 
just ending up being harder than they 
should be. 

It’s not a matter of your leadership 
style. You don’t have to be Patton to 
get them to follow you, but you do 
have to care. What does that look like? 
Simon Sinek has a great book out called 
Leaders Eat Last, which would be a 
great place to start. If your philosophy 
is that everything is all about you, then 
you’re in trouble no matter who you 
hire. A veteran has seen that leader 
before and will head for the hills. 

If you care about your people, their 
success, their growth and their hap-
piness, then they will try to perform 
miracles for you. The basic facts are 

that they know what sacrifice is; they 
have done it and are willing to do it 
again. This means you have to live up 
to that standard. The reward for you is 
huge, satisfying and profitable. It just 
takes a little hard work on your part, 
but everyone, including yourself, will 
be better for it.

Now, back to that headline. It all 
boils down to pride. Almost every 
veteran I have met is proud of their 
branch, their service and themselves. 
They want that from you. I have 
worked in shops, but not for long, 
where I would make sure to take off 
my work shirt before I left the shop. 
You see, I had no pride in that shop 
and didn’t want people to know that I 
had anything to do with it. I know that 
part of that comes back to me as the 
manager of the shop, but I can only do 
what the shop owner allows. 

If you can give a veteran an envi-
ronment that they can be proud of, a 
leader they can be proud of and work 
they can be proud of, then hire away 
and reap the rewards. If you at least 
try, they will help you become better. 
If you don’t care or care only about 
yourself, then don’t even try to hire 
a veteran. They’ll know who you are, 
even if you don’t. 
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IF YOU WOULD LIKE A LIST OF THE “14 POSITIVE CHARACTER TRAITS THAT 
LEADERS MUST HAVE,” SIMPLY GO TO WWW.ATIONLINETRAINING.COM/2014-05 
FOR A LIMITED TIME TO DOWNLOAD YOUR VERY OWN LIST. IT JUST MIGHT KEEP 
YOU FROM LOSING SOMEONE YOU HAVE INVESTED A LOT OF TIME IN, OR HELP 

INCREASE THEIR PRODUCTIVITY IN YOUR SHOP!
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Chris “Chubby” Frederick is the CEO and founder of the 
Automotive Training Institute. ATI’s 108 associates train 
and coach more than 1,150 shop owners every week 
across North America to drive profi ts and dreams home 
to their families. ATI associates love helping shop owners 
who are having the same struggle as many of them have 
had, and who are looking for the same answers — and in 
some cases looking for a lifeline. This month’s article was 
written by George Zeeks, a veteran and the team leader 
to one of ATI’s coaching teams.

  E-mail Chubby at 
cfrederick@autotraining.net
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Increase Your Free Time
Our life-changing 1-Day Workshops are 
coming to venues all over the US and Canada!
• The average attendee picks up 3–8% profit

• We’ve helped more than 25,000 shops over 
35-plus years

• Rated the #1 management consulting firm in the 
industry by Frost & Sullivan

Spots are limited. Find out when 
we’ll be near you and sign up online
at atiworkshops.com Chris “Chubby” 

Frederick, CEO




