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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted the industrial supply chain globally. The automotive sector in India has also suf-
fered and are trying surviving while reviewing and reinventing business models, structures and processes, to cope with this
unprecedented crisis. This study is of an Indian auto OEM major as it focused upon training its downstream partners, to
counter a situation of complete lock-down due to the pandemic. The authors attempt to develop a service excellence frame-
work, based upon their unique engagement with 100 plus auto dealers. Critical success factors are identified based on the
dynamics between the success factors using the Decision Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) approach.
Customer relationship management, service excellence and operations excellence at the dealership level were found to be the
key ingredients for survival and success of both the channel partners and the OEM. Service quality benchmarking, People
development and Process mapping, were found to be key enablers of excellence in times of crises, creating customer delight
and efficient inventory management. Effective communication with staff and inventory management are critical to success,
especially in tough times. Customer satisfaction, inventory turnover and revenue from new business are key metrics of suc-
cess to be focused upon during such times. This is a possible future area for research in managing crises.

Keywords Downstream innovation - Service excellence - Enablers - Metrics - DEMATEL approach - CRM - Operations
excellence

Introduction

The automotive industry accounts for 7.1% of India’s GDP,
provides employment to an estimated 35 million people,
with a 4.3% share in Indian exports. In India it includes
Indian and multinational companies and ranks as the world's
largest tractor, two-wheeler and three-wheeler manufacturer;
the second largest bus manufacturer; the third largest heavy
truck manufacturer; and the fourth largest car manufacturer
(Bajwa, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic severely affected (Deshmukh &
Haleem, 2020) the manufacturing industry and automotive
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sector, in particular. Ancillary units, original equipment
manufacturers (OEMs), and auto retail businesses were
shut down between April and June 2020. The industry suf-
fered a loss of 312.8 million USD per day and an estimated
loss of 345,000 jobs (Press Trust of India, 2020). In the 2nd
wave during April-May 2021, most major auto OEMs saw
declining monthly sales. The top three passenger vehicle
sellers saw sales decline between March and April 2021.
Commercial vehicles (CVs) fared worse with sales declin-
ing from 74.2 to 49.5% for the top three Indian CV sellers.
The largest domestic two-wheeler company reported a 37%
drop in sales in the above period. Companies say that while
demand for vehicles is decent, there are challenges ahead in
supply chain, dealership activity and customer movement
due to localized restrictions imposed by states in the 2nd
wave. (Chaudhary, 2021). The aftermath of the current pan-
demic on the Indian auto sector is predicted to last till 2023.

Indian Auto OEMs conventionally employ selective dis-
tribution networks and auto retailers exclusively partner
with individual OEMs, investing separately on OEM author-
ized service businesses to tap into the spares, service and
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accessories revenue streams alongside new vehicle sales.
Retailers also channelize financial services viz. auto loans
and insurance.

The current paper explores whether and how, innova-
tions at the retail end of the automotive value-chain can be
focused upon to revive the fortunes of the auto sector.

Downstream innovation within a value chain has emerged
as an area of focus for companies as products/markets
mature, commoditization increases, and technology access
becomes democratized. Upstream innovations based on
reinventing sourcing, production and logistics are increas-
ingly getting commoditized or outsourced. It is the down-
stream activities aimed at shaping customers’ perception and
reducing their costs and risks that are emerging as the main
sources of competitive advantage (Dawar, 2013; Momaya,
2019).

The current study is based on an Indian two-wheeler
major with a large domestic market share, which commis-
sioned the authors to help identify, design and deliver train-
ing and development programs for their dealer-partners
Pan-India. Three areas were identified for managing and
enhancing downstream outcomes, namely—dealership sales
management, service center operations and customer rela-
tionship management.

Background

Starting from March 2020, due to COVID-19 lock-downs,
Indian automotive dealers struggled as customers were una-
ble to access dealerships or service centers for months. The
subject OEM, however, seized this opportunity to train its
dealer-owners in various aspects of business required for
the “new normal”, while revisiting important fundamentals
from the “old normal”. A list of factors potentially impact-
ing business sustenance and profitability post lock-down
was created. Interventions in consultation with the OEM’s
senior management and select dealer-owners, validated
by extant literature on the selected aspects of managing
growth, three areas of improvement were prioritized, aimed
at growth through excellence in the downstream value chain
at the retail level. These are customer relationship manage-
ment (Shukla and Pattnaik, 2019; Wertz, 2019; Zander &
Zander, 2005), service workshop/operations effectiveness
(Bates et al., 2003) and sales management. In addition, as
research indicates that product differentiation is no longer
sufficient to drive long-term competitiveness in the automo-
tive sector (Dietl et al., 2009), it was concluded that people
excellence, coupled with robust systems and application of
technology could bring in positive change in the downstream
value chain. Which in turn, would help the subject OEM
in customer acquisition, customer retention and customer
development.

The Indian automobile industry was affected by COVID-
19 at the following four levels:

Suppliers: the flow of components, spare parts and raw
materials was constrained; the need to develop domestic sup-
pliers (versus international supply chains) became impera-
tive; and inventory blockages occurred as OEM orders dried
up.

OEM:s: export orders went on hold; decline in production
(especially BSVI models) as supply chain and labour avail-
ability became major issues; layoffs happened; and major
disruptions in managing downstream logistics as different
states adopted varying protocols.

The consumer: discretionary spends and passenger vehi-
cle demand went down with pandemic related employment
uncertainties; customers adopted a wait and watch approach,
while online modes of sales caused discomfort and banking
institutions tightened loan disbursements.

Dealer-channel partners: footfalls fell sharply; severe
liquidity crisis occurred; non-availability or reduced num-
ber of employees hampered operations; forced to go digital
to meet customer needs.

Automobile OEMs responded by offering dealers
extended credit terms; supporting supply chain partners
for maintaining adequate component inventory; training
dealer-partners and their staff in COVID-19 safety protocols;
helping dealers to adopt digital platforms including social
media for customer engagement; developing digital market-
ing collaterals enabling contactless and remote interactions.
They also trained dealers in alternative sources of revenue
(servicing, spares and accessories), and trained dealer own-
ers and staff in operations excellence, service marketing,
customer relationship management, sales management and
digital marketing.

Objectives

The authors’ engagement with 100 plus dealer-partners of
the automobile OEM through customized training-interven-
tions in the areas of CRM, services marketing and service
operations for the “new normal” generated insights which
had the potential of designing an excellence framework. The
stakeholders affected by the pandemic felt the need for a
service excellence framework relevant during the pandemic
journey based on a robust foundation highlighting key ena-
blers and measures along with their interrelationship dynam-
ics. This led to the following three research objectives:

1. Provide a dealership excellence framework relevant dur-
ing COVID-19 and ahead,

2. Identify the key auto dealership level enablers and met-
rics for excellence, and
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3. Analyze the inter-factor dynamics between the key
enablers employing the DEMATEL approach and offer
practical recommendations.

Literature Review

In the generic sense, Dawar (2013) and Momaya (2019)
highlight the case for downstream innovation as a more pro-
ductive area, for building competitive advantage and growth.
A study of mature European auto OEMs highlighted the
growing inefficacy of product-based innovation to drive
competitive advantage (Dietl et al., 2009). They concluded
that reorganizing production in the auto sector has already
reached advanced levels, whereas distribution can still be
improved.

Competitive advantage is conceptualized as an outcome
of a firm pursuing a market based (Porter, 1980), resource
based (Barney, 1991), dynamic capabilities based (Eisen-
hardt & Martin, 2000), and/or leveraging a relational
advantage (Dyer & Singh, 1998) strategy. As firms mature
in terms of their market knowledge/expertise and produc-
tion efficiency/technological prowess—such insights are
democratized and are adopted industry-wide, as best prac-
tices (Dietl et al., 2009). However, the relational view posits
firm’s competitive advantages arising from leveraging rela-
tionship-specific assets, knowledge-sharing protocols/pro-
cesses among partners, sharing complementary resources/
capabilities, and effective governance mechanisms (Dyer &
Singh, 1998). This is where the authors designed and deliv-
ered an initiative for the subject OEM, targeting the retail
end for competitive advantage and growth.

A review of contemporary research helped identify fac-
tors influencing dealership success in the automotive sector,
along with reviewing various tools used for analyses. A sum-
mary of the review is provided in Table 1.

To understand the interrelationship dynamics between
variables, two approaches have been commonly used—
interpretive structural modeling (ISM) and Decision-making
Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL). Literature
highlights extensive application of these two tools in areas
of logistics (Govindan et al., 2016), hospitality (Shieh et al.,
2010), manufacturing (Ojha et al., 2014), waste management
(Chauhan et al., 2018), sustainable end-of life of products
(Sivakumar et al., 2018), Industry 4.0 (Rajput & Singh,
2019) etc.

Table 1 highlights factors shaping downstream automo-
tive sales and service under normal business conditions.
However, post-pandemic, new or modified factors are
expected, which are currently not researched enough. The
analysis tools mentioned in Table 1 have also highlighted
the relevance of DEMATEL providing useful insights into
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the dynamics of interdependent complex factors. These two
research gaps have motivated this study.

Methodology

The three key drivers linking research gaps, methodology
and research objectives are:

e availability of rich, first-hand raw information from a
statistically large number of dealers,

e absence of a well-defined service excellence framework
relevant in the current pandemic disruption, and

e absence of a structured and robust approach such as
DEMATEL application in this domain

The data collection methodology devised for this research
can be sub-divided into five phases as follows:

(i) Phase 1: initial interaction with senior marketing and
strategy executives of the OEM to discuss and isolate
gaps in downstream value chain (February, 2020—April,
2020);

(ii) Phase 2: interaction with functional executives to nar-
row down specific areas of need (March 2020—April
2020);

(iii) Phase 3: interaction with select dealer-owners of the
OEM Pan-India, consisting of established and new
dealer-owners and OEM channel managers to pilot the
interventions designed by the authors across three iden-
tified areas of excellence (April 2020)

(iv) Phase 4: 7.5 h of group interactions in separate groups
of 25-30 dealer-owners (April 2020, May, 2020, June
2020, Aug 2020, Sep 2020, Dec, 2020).

(v) Phase 5: each of these group participants were con-
tacted 2-month post-intervention to be evaluated indi-
vidually, on the initiatives they implemented at their
dealerships to yield a 12-factor inventory analyzed
using DEMATEL method (June 2020, Jul 2020, Aug
2020, Nov 2020. Feb 2021).

Keeping the “lockdown” and “‘unlock” phases in perspec-
tive, the above interaction interventions with the OEM and
its channel partners can be depicted in a time-line format,
as shown in Fig. 1.

Interaction with Dealers

Data were collected through a mixed-method qualitative
technique, involving—(a) virtual extended focus group dis-
cussions; followed by (b) short-duration telephonic individ-
ual in-depth interviews of 15-20 min; and (c) virtual group
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Fig. 1 Timeline of pandemic related data gathering stages

discussions with each group of the original downstream
dealer participants.

Step A: Extended focus group discussions: the authors
conducted sessions with these groups over 6 months (April,
May, July, August, September and December 2020). Each
group had dealer-partners with industry experience ranging
from 2 to 30 years, who were first and second generation
dealers.

The authors worked in one area each. CRM and Opera-
tional Excellence areas had 25 participant-respondents
across three groups each (150 in all), and Services Market-
ing had 105 participants across four groups, in all numbering
255 participants. The authors spent 7.5 h per group, totaling
75 h of interactions.

Step B: In-depth interviews: 2 months after each group
discussion, 15-20 min in-depth interviews were conducted
telephonically with individual participants. This lasted 7.5 h
for each group, totaling 75 h in all.

Step C: Summative group discussions: group discussions
were conducted to finalize and validate the findings with
the respondents amounting to a 60-min session per group,
totaling 10 h. This was conducted on the same day as the
individual telephonic interviews or shortly thereafter.

This methodology is unique in many respects. First,
it was spread over 6 months, from the very beginning of
the COVID-19 induced lock-down to subsequent sessions
being held during the various unlock phases. Second, this
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research involved collection of real-time downstream data
and insights. Third, the semi-structured focus-group type
discussions spread over 3-day periods, 2 h/day, was a unique
format of data collection. Fourth, instead of a cross-sectional
format, a longitudinal research methodology was adopted,
capturing the evolving demands at the supply side of vehi-
cles/spare parts. Fifth, the methodology adopted a limited
ethnography technique as the researchers spent considerable
time in discussing and sharing with the participants. Sixth,
this technique involved approximately 85 h of data collection
from 255 respondents from across the country. Finally, this
may be the only and the largest business respondents study
in the automotive sector to assess enablers of business excel-
lence during COVID-19.

DEMATEL—The Enabler Analysis Tool

The two methods ISM and DEMATEL provide an easy
understanding of the inter-relationship between variables.
In ISM, the output depicts the driving and dependence
power of each factor and DEMATEL uncovers the cause
and effect relationship and its strength within the set of
variables. Unlike in ISM, where the relationship between
variables have a binary option (0 and 1) the DEMATEL
approach uses a varied set of options (0, 1, 2, 3 or 4),
bringing out the degree of cause and effect more promi-
nently. Computational simplicity is another advantage
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with DEMATEL. Based on these reasons, the DEMATEL
approach was adopted for this study.

The seven step DEMATEL approach used for under-
standing the inter-relationship interactions between vari-
ables is as follows:

Step 1: Identify the mutually dependent (n) factors.

Step 2: Create the direct relation matrix (rn X n) of the
factors.

Step 3: Score the relationships of factors in the direct
relation matrix on a comparison scale based on the rel-
evant influence. Assign a value of 0, 1, 2, 3 or 4 for a
factor having nil, low, medium, high, and very high influ-
ence, respectively.

Step 4: Normalize the relationship matrix. Sum the
entries of each cell for each row of the matrix. Pick the
largest value amongst the summation of the rows. Divide
each cell entry with the largest value to derive the normal-
ized direct relation matrix (N).

Step 5: Develop total relation matrix (7)) by the product
of N and (I — N)™" where I is the identity matrix.

Step 6: Compute the sum of the cells in each rows
(D) and similarly for columns (R) of the matrix T for the
factors. Compute (D — R) and (D+R) for analysis. The
(D+R) value indicates degree of importance of the fac-
tor. Higher the value, higher is the relationship the factor
has with the other factors. (D — R) indicates the nature of
the relationship between factors. A positive (D — R) value
indicates a cause factor, while a negative value indicates
an effect factor.

Step 7: Construct the scatter plot using (D+R) and
(D — R) values in the x-axis and y-axis, respectively, and
analyze the causality.

Application of the Methodology

There are three phases in this analysis, namely—(i) identify-
ing the enablers and metrics; (ii) finalizing the key enablers
and metrics; and (iii) applying the analysis tool DEMATEL.

Identifying the Enablers and Metrics

CRM strategies are focused on creating a competitive advan-
tage for business organizations largely by enabling—(i)
customer acquisition; (ii) customer retention; and (iii) cus-
tomer development. Conceptualizing what leads to realizing
these three goals, helps identify the competitive advantage
‘enablers’.

From the perspective of the three CRM goals, the ena-
blers are presented in Table 2.

Aftersales service strategies in an automotive enterprise
has the following goals—(I) defect-free service quality;
(IT) cost-effective available spare parts; and (IIT) customer
delight with reference to technology and safety.

Quality for customer in their vehicle comes through tech-
nology, skilled aftersales mechanics and robust processes.
Availability of original spares and cost effective service,
improves customer loyalty. Customer comfort in terms of
pick-up/delivery, health related safety measures in the pan-
demic, visible workshop processes, effective customer inter-
actions and adherence to time schedules make a positive
difference in customer perception of service excellence at
the dealership (see Table 3).

Services form an important element of the overall auto-
motive “package” that a customer buys. Along with the
physical product, customers buy a number of intangible

Table2 CRM related goals, enablers and metrics of an automotive dealership

Enablers

Metrics

1. Customer acquisition Increase in market size/coverage

Increased marketing expenditure

Using more effective communication tools/media

Sales promotion programs/campaigns
‘Word-of-mouth generated
II. Customer retention Creating customer delight

Customer perceived value

Customer engagement

III. Customer development Upselling
Cross selling

Dealerships/stores added; additional sales staff hired; new chan-
nel added

Customer awareness levels; trial induced; conversion rates
Footfalls; queries received

Redemption rate; pro-rata change in sales

Referral rate

NPS; CLTV

Customer satisfaction scores; customer complaint scores; brand
awareness

Loyalty program participation; customer satisfaction scores;
brand community membership; participation in brand events;
referral rate

Sales margin change; sales revenue per salesperson

Accessory revenue; non-essential service revenue

Redefining the business by leveraging adjacencies Sales revenue from new business lines
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Table 3 After-sales service related goals, enablers and metrics of an automotive dealership

Enablers

Metrics

I. Defect-free service quality Skilled and trained mechanics

Technology in critical service processes

Employee satisfaction and involvement culture

II. Cost effective and available
spare parts

Spares inventory management

Six S culture in the workshop

Value stream mapping process

III. Customer delight
Effective communication

Six-S culture

Lost time analysis in the servicing process

Customer understanding, engaging and delivery process

DPMO—defects per million opportunities
Critical complaint levels

Retention of talented service employees
Inventory turn ratio, deadstock levels
Manpower productivity levels

Customer satisfaction rating

Lead time reduction, inventory level and
loss time analysis

Customer satisfaction rating
Vehicles with zero defects
Customer loyalty level

services, especially after-sales service (Confente & Russo,
2015), car infotainment systems (Chang & Hsiao, 2011), etc.
Though the automobile is a tangible-dominant market offer-
ing at its core, marketers must leverage the intangible ele-
ments for differentiation (Shostack, 1977). The SERVQUAL
parameters include reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy
and responsiveness, as key determinants of consumer per-
ception of service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Bitner,
(1997) identified people as an enabler of service quality and
delivery efficiency as services are heavily people intensive.
In the pandemic period, this people-dependence in ser-
vice delivery has been curtailed in the interests of hygiene
and safety. To reduce variability, Levitt (1981) suggested
the industrialization of services. In the pandemic, this has
accelerated with contactless operations. People development
has elements of internal marketing, interactive marketing,
employee training and empowerment (Heskett et al., 2008),
as key enablers. The role of physical evidence (Bitner, 1992)
within which the service is delivered became critical for a
safe service experience for customers and employees in the

pandemic period. These key enablers and metrics are given
in Table 4.

Finalizing the Key Enablers and Metrics

The authors conducted multiple interactions with the
OEM executives and dealer-partners. Based upon these
pre-intervention discussions, programs were designed to
inculcate excellence in the three identified areas. These
programs integrated insights from 33 specific Enablers as
exhibited in Tables 2, 3 and 4. Based upon post-interven-
tion engagement with the dealer-partners, the following
12 Enablers were shortlisted (Table 5) for further study.
These are

‘What can be measured will be done’ is a common belief
which growth-oriented business leaders value. Therefore,
there is a strong need to identify a set of measures/metrics
to track the impact progression of the enablers. Interacting
with dealers and a set of experts the following measures
were identified for application;

Table4 Service marketing

goals, enablers and metrics of
an automotive dealership

II. People development

II1. Physical evidence

Responsiveness

Internal marketing

Employee training

Employee empowerment processes
Interactive marketing
Servicescape design

Service process ease

Service touchpoint management

Enablers Metrics

I. Service quality (SERVQUAL) Reliability Errors measurement
Assurance Trust
Tangibles Infrastructure sufficiency
Empathy Customization measurement

Extra mile event measurement
Employee buy-in and engagement
Employee productivity levels
Employee satisfaction rating
Customer Satisfaction rating
Employee and customer comfort
Process bottlenecks and time taken
Customer delight level
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Table 5 Key enablers with brief description

Enablers Brief description

People development (PDEV)

Employee’s new-competency building for value-addition through process mapping, application of data

analytics, and mobile application in customer-engagement

Six-S culture (SSCU)

Further to a sort, set-in-order, shine, standardize and sustain culture, making safety through sanitizing,

social distancing and masking became critical

Effective communication (EFCO)

Internal marketing is critical for employee buy-in and high-level passion for delivering excellent

service. With external marketing the firm creates expectations and offers promises to prospective/
existing customers about the quality of service (Zeithaml & Bitner, 2000)

Interactive marketing (INMA)

The value delivery at the employee-customer interface. Persuasiveness of internal communications

and firm-created expectation levels in external communications define success (Zeithaml & Bitner,

2000)
SERVQUAL benchmarking (SERB)

The five dimensions that determine service quality—reliability, assurance, tangibles, empathy and

responsiveness (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Each had an enhanced level of demand-intensity in the

pandemic
Creating customer delight (CCUD)

When value delivery is more than the customer’s expectations, CCUD is key for customer retention

and maximizing customer lifetime value. During pandemic, it became important as innovative pro-
cesses—home pickup and drop of vehicles, online sales portals etc.—were implemented

Process mapping (PROM)

A schematic flow mapping all activities in a business process (product pick-up, order-to-delivery etc.)

for analysis aimed at eliminating waste and adding customer value

Physical evidence management (PHEM) Application of physical cues such as layout design, equipment, air-quality, lighting, ambience, signage,
etc., which makes intangible services, tangible.

Loss time analysis (LTA)

If the service-workshop processes having loss-causing wastes are not eliminated on time, it may

demand expensive actions later. Tracking this helps build a leaner system

Inventory management (INVM)

Periodic analysis of spare-parts using relevant inventory tools and executing smart actions will

improve inventory-turn velocity, which is a good health indicator

Up and cross selling (UPCS)

Upselling implies selling higher priced/margin products/services to an existing customer, enhancing

sales margins. Cross selling enhances share of wallet through selling additional products/services to
an existing customer. Both have been critical in the pandemic period

New business development (NBUD)

Customer acquisition is the lifeblood of commercial organizations. If new customers are not added

consistently, it will lead to business-decline, as manifested during the pandemic

Employee satisfaction index (ESIN).
Customer satisfaction index (CSIN).

Net promoter score (NPSC).

Sales revenue per person (SRPP).

Referral rates (RRAI).

Inventory turn ratio (ITRA).

Manpower productivity in workshop (MPPW).
Revenue from new business (RFNB).
Defect/million opportunities (DPMO).

PN R L=

The enablers change the speed of various business per-
formance dimensions in a measurable manner. Assessing
the degree of business impact of the actions through the
enablers can vary and are measurable using the metrics
mentioned in the preceding paragraph. Figure 2 presents
high business impact enablers—metrics relationship.

Application of DEMATEL

Step 1: The 12 mutually dependent enablers (detailed
in “Finalizing the key Enablers and metrics”) arrived at

ENABLERS

HIGH RELATIONSHIP

PDEV
Sscu
EFCO
INMA
SERB
CcCcub
PROM
PHEM
LTAN
INVM
UPCS
NBUD

METRICS

Fig.2 High business impact enabler—metric relationship diagram

from the focus group of the stakeholders in the dealership
excellence framework were PDEV, SSCU, EFCO, INMA,
SERB, CCUD, PROM, PHEM, LTAN, INVM, UPCS and
NBUD.
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Table 6 Direct relationship matrix with score of the 12 key enablers

Key enablers

PDEV SSCU EFCO INMA SERB CCUD PROM PHEM LTAN INVM UPCS NBUD
PDEV 0 2 3 4 4 3 3 2 2 3 1 1
SSCU 0 0 0 2 2 1 0 2 1 4 1 0
EFCO 4 2 0 4 3 3 0 0 2 1 3 3
INMA 4 2 4 0 4 3 0 2 1 3 3 1
SERB 4 2 3 4 0 0 1 4 2 3 0 0
CCUD 1 1 2 1 3 0 3 1 0 1 1 0
PROM 1 3 1 2 3 3 0 3 3 4 1 0
PHEM 2 2 0 2 4 1 0 0 3 4 3 3
LTAN 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 3 3 0
INVM 0 0 0 0 3 3 0 1 1 0 3 0
UPCS 0 0 4 4 3 4 0 1 0 1 0 3
NBUD 0 0 4 2 4 4 0 0 0 0 3 0
Table 7 Normalized direct relation matrix of the 12 key enablers

PDEV SSCU EFCO INMA SERB CCUD PROM PHEM LTAN INVM UPCS NBUD
PDEV 0 0.0714  0.1071 0.1429  0.1429  0.1071 0.1071 0.0714 0.0714  0.1071 0.0357  0.0357
SSCU 0 0 0 0.0714  0.0714  0.0357 0 0.0714 0.0357 0.1429  0.0357 0
EFCO 0.1429  0.0714 0 0.1429  0.1071 0.1071 0 0 0.0714  0.0357  0.1071 0.1071
INMA 0.1429  0.0714 0.1429 O 0.1429  0.1071 0 0.0714 0.0357 0.1071 0.1071 0.0357
SERB 0.1429  0.0714  0.1071 0.1429 0 0 0.0357 0.1429 0.0714  0.1071 0 0
CCUD 0.0357 0.0357 0.0714  0.0357  0.1071 0 0.1071 0.0357 0 0.0357  0.0357 O
PROM  0.0357 0.1071 0.0357 0.0714  0.1071 0.1071 0 0.1071 0.1071 0.1429  0.0357 O
PHEM 0.0714  0.0714 0 0.0714  0.1429  0.0357 0 0 0.1071 0.1429  0.1071 0.1071
LTAN 0 0 0 0 0.0357  0.0357 0 0.0357 0 0.1071 0.1071 0
INVM 0 0 0 0 0.1071 0.1071 0 0.0357 0.0357 0 0.1071 0
UPCS 0 0 0.1429  0.1429  0.1071 0.1429 0 0.0357 0 0.0357 O 0.1071
NBUD O 0 0.1429  0.0714  0.1429  0.1429 0 0 0 0 0.1071 0
Table 8 Total direct relation matrix of the 12 key enablers

PDEV SSCU EFCO INMA SERB CCUD PROM PHEM LTAN IVNM UPCS NBUD
PDEV 0207164 0.221695 0.324642 0.392791 0.469765 0.348612 0.183468 0.259858 0.225775 0.374093 0.254772 0.147063
SSCU 0.086103 0.059994 0.09485 0.173402 0.215482 0.141817 0.032116 0.151 0.101007 0.252586 0.135318 0.050107
EFCO 0.317307 0.201092 0.232402 0.382723 0.414186 0.337979 0.085002 0.172181 0.198428 0.27283  0.297831 0.207403
INMA 0.334244 0.214186 0.363137 0.274289 0.467586 0.349455 0.089953 0.249685 0.185549 0.358049 0.31249  0.156588
SERB 0.309965 0.200718 0.286812 0.357585 0.298104 0.219349 0.103073 0.293296 0.21003  0.343665 0.201067 0.107538
CCUD 0.150401 0.124622 0.189777 0.185369 0.284102 0.135715 0.147945 0.145283 0.093823 0.188804 0.148545 0.063807
PROM 0.183023 0.213601 0.196258 0.261142 0.360782 0.287133 0.063259 0.250756 0.223216 0.353128 0.209252 0.086177
PHEM 0.217685 0.175424 0.192689 0.277478 0.402532 0.239587 0.06337 0.150711 0.21658 0.343291 0.279031 0.191516
LTAN 0.051264 0.036417 0.069378 0.077595 0.134577 0.113218 0.022429 0.086776 0.04018 0.172969 0.167206 0.039248
INVM 0.077658 0.055057 0.09565 0.107618 0.227972 0.193337 0.037177 0.109473 0.089449 0.099389 0.178974 0.04777
UPCS 0.174791 0.117916 0.328784 0.343123 0.366497 0.331811 0.067368 0.170671 0.112085 0.22307  0.172066 0.197588
NBUD 0.153698 0.103137 0.305307 0.260023 0.357865 0.302376 0.061646 0.123372 0.097017 0.164518 0.240391 0.086462
«»
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Table 9 Influence dispatching and receiving strengths of the 12 ena-
blers

Enablers (D+R) (D-R)
PDEV 5.672997 1.146396
SSCU 3.217642 —0.23008
EFCO 5.79905 0.439676
INMA 6.44835 0.262073
SERB 6.930651 —1.06825
CCUD 4.85858 —1.1422
PROM 3.64453 1.730922
PHEM 4.912952 0.586833
LTAN 2.804393 —0.78188
INVM 4.465915 —1.82687
UPCS 5.202712 0.008826
NBUD 3.637081 0.874545

(DR) Scatter diagram between (D+R) and (D - R)

.
15 PROM

PDEV
1 NEUD s
PHEM  erco
0.5 . INMA
upcs .
0 .
0 1 2 3® a 5 6 7 (D+R) g
-0.5 Sscu
.
-1 LTAN CCUE .
s, SERB
15 INVM
o

-2.5

Fig.3 Scatter diagram of (D+R) and (D —R) values of the 12 ena-
blers

Steps 2 and 3: Based on the inputs from the stakeholders
the direct relation matrix with the scores (0—4) was devel-
oped and is shown in Table 6.

Step 4: The normalized direct relation matrix was devel-
oped and is shown in Table 7.

Step 5: The total relation matrix was computed by the
product of matrix N and (I-N) ~!, as shown in Table 8.

Step 6: Based on the DEMATEL method the sum (D +R)
and difference (D-R) of the columns (R) and rows (D) were
computed for each enabler and are shown in Table 9.

Step 7: Scatter diagram (Fig. 3) indicates the cause and
effect groups and strength of each enabler.

Analysis and discussion

The observations from the scatter diagram (Fig. 3) are

1. SERB, having the highest (D + R) score of 6.93 is the
most important enabler. INMA is not very far behind

SERB. Both need tracking as they have a very high
relationship with other enablers in the group. PDEV
and EFCO with almost similar (D + R) scores also have
a dominant positive role in business growth and need
to be focused on. The large scale online training and
skills development of retail level personnel in the areas
of digital marketing, social media out-reach to cus-
tomers, alternative sources of revenue generation and
spare-parts inventory control during the COVID-19
lockdown period validate the above findings. “Physi-
cal infrastructure, assurance management, and service
reliability became critical during the pandemic and had
a direct impact on customer satisfaction” according to
many dealer-owners.

The (D — R) values indicate the type of relationship the
criterion has with others. All the enablers with posi-
tive values (PROM, PDEV, NBUD, PHEM, EFCO,
INMA and UPCS) fall under the cause (dispatcher)
category, while the one with negative values (INVM,
SERB, CCUD, SSCU and LTAN) fall under the effect
(receiver) category. As the (D — R) is negative for five
of the enablers, they are stronger receivers of the influ-
ence rather than dispatchers. INMA, SERB and CCUD
are heavily influenced by the influence dispatching ena-
blers—PROM, PDEV and NBUD.

PROM, PDEV and NBUD are high value cause enablers
having a significant dispatching influence on the effect
enablers. Therefore, it is important for dealerships to
identify key processes, map them and eliminate “waste-
ful elements”. There is a clear need to train a critical
mass of dealership personnel with new digital skills,
new technology and interactive digital marketing skills.
Some dealers opined, “We had never really put too much
thought into people development and process mapping.
Now we have understood that these have a direct impact
as causes of customer perception of our services and
consequently the acquisition of new customers”. “Digi-
tal skills that we had not focused on at all in pre-pan-
demic times became so important, suddenly.”

INVM of the effect group is a significant receiver of
the influence from other enablers. INVM in the form of
spare-parts and finished-goods inventory has received
the maximum attention in the post lockdown period. The
two enablers CCUD and SERB are not far behind in
their impact on the effect group. “As the sales footfalls
dropped during the pandemic we looked at additional/
alternative sources of revenue. Inventory management
became key to our survival,” according to the younger
dealer owners. Though dealer’s pre-pandemic revenue
sources continued, the focus shifted to post-pandemic
realities.

Figure 2, reveals the top five metrics for dealership
enterprise as—customer satisfaction index (CSIN),
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net promoter score (NPSC), sales revenue per person
(SRPP), inventory turn ratio (ITRA) and revenue from
new business (RFNB). They represent the three key
stakeholders—customers, marketing managers (man-
aging existing and new products) and the supply chain
manager. “Many of us (dealers) were good at sales but
rarely focused on critical business metrics before the
pandemic other than customer satisfaction.”

Conclusions

The DEMATEL based analysis using data points from auto-
motive dealerships during the pandemic has brought out
some very useful and relevant insights. Service quality con-
tinues to be the dominating enabler in effect category, which
is intuitively so valid. Two enablers: people development
and process mapping created significant effects on customer
delight and inventory management. This has been observed
to be correct as in the pandemic-induced ‘new normal’ there
is a requirement for employees in customer facing functions
to quickly pick up new skills and recast business processes.
Interactive marketing and Effective communication will con-
tinue playing a significant role for service excellence in this
constrained physical engagement world of service provider
and customer. The three metrics—customer satisfaction
index, inventory turn ratio and revenue from new business,
facilitate in monitoring the business through the application
of the enablers

Research Implications

Structured approach in identifying and analyzing the key
success factors in CRM, service marketing excellence and
service operations excellence for automotive service deal-
ers coupled with the application of DEMATEL approach
formed a robust theoretical foundation to the research. Find-
ings from the inter-factor dynamics provide useful insights
for the survival and growth of the channel partners and
the OEM through this pandemic disruption. Prioritization
weights of the enablers provide the apt direction for focus
in the pandemic journey.

Limitations of the Study and Future Scope
for Work

This research has focussed on the automotive dealership,
and therefore, the findings may not be as relevant for dealer-
ships of other sectors. Multiple method comparative analysis
of the data and stratification/analysis of the enablers from
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OEM and dealer-owners are recommended as future scope
of study. The research methodology utilised can provide
useful insights in the analysis of the challenges being faced
currently in many other domains, such as healthcare sector.

Key Questions Reflecting Applicability in Real Life

1. What are the key enablers automotive OEMs and chan-
nel partners need to focus on for pandemic time survival
and growth?

2. What are the critical elements of a service excellence
framework for practicing managers to bear in mind in
a pandemic-triggered manufacturing and marketing
world?

3. Which enablers and metrics should managers focus on
when attempting downstream innovation?

4. How do the inter-factor dynamics of a service excel-
lence framework work in a post-pandemic world versus
normal times?
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