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It isn’t every day that the word “Edsel” is brought up in conversation, but the highly
successful Tom Wood Automotive Group owes part of its existence to the famed vehicle
from the late ‘50s. It was at a Mercury-Edsel dealership in Kalamazoo, Michigan, when a

new car salesman by the name of Tom Wood worked while attending college. After college,
Wood continued selling cars and eventually bought his first dealership. In 1967, he bought

an even larger dealership when he purchased Hedges Pontiac in downtown Indianapolis.
Today, Tom Wood Automotive consists of 17 franchises with several rooftop locations in
four cities, spread out over three states, along with a full-scale quality leasing operation.

Current franchises include: Toyota/Scion, Kia, Nissan, Volkswagen, Subaru, Jaguar, Volvo,
Land Rover, Porsche, Audi, Ford, Lexus and Honda. 

As you’ll learn when you read the interview below, Wood built his auto group on the
belief that success is measured by the people associated with it. Internet Marketing and
CRM Manager Diana Weaver, a lifelong resident of Indianapolis, is living proof of this
tenet. Read on to find out how Weaver combines an engineer’s eye for detail with her

unabashed love of serving people when planning, overseeing, and refining the online mar-
keting presence and customer retention efforts for Tom Wood Automotive.

PLEASE TELL ME ABOUT YOUR
BACKGROUND.

I always tell people I got into the car
business by a stroke of good luck. As you
can imagine, this gets a mix of different
reactions. But when you are in the car
business and you love it, you know exactly
what I mean. 

I have an engineering degree from
Purdue University, but quickly realized I
was too much of a people person to stay
in the engineering field. So, in 2000 I
answered an ad for a BDC manager posi-
tion at a standalone store, Pearson Ford,
here in Indianapolis. I had no idea what a
BDC was at the time and knew nothing
about cars. When I landed the job and
launched my career as a “car guy,” I got
lucky, real lucky. I was with Pearson Ford
for seven years and completely developed
its Internet and BDC departments. 

After that, I spent a short time at a suc-
cessful Honda store in Colorado Springs.
But when I returned home to
Indianapolis last February, I was thrilled
to be hired with Tom Wood Automotive

Group as its director of e-Commerce.
Tom Wood has such a great reputation in
our area that it was truly an honor to get
the position. 

How many people work in your
department?

We have 12 Internet managers and
salespeople among all of the stores. But all
of our sales managers are considered a
part of our Internet teams, and are all very
involved. In some of the stores, leads are
turned over to the sales floor, and in those
stores everyone is a part of the team.
Because so many shoppers start their
research online, virtually every up is con-
sidered an Internet customer. That makes
every employee part of the Internet
department. We firmly believe that going
forward our dealerships won’t have an
Internet department, but rather will be
Internet dealerships.

What percentage of your dealership’s
overall sales is generated from the
Internet? 

We average 25 to 35 percent directly
resulting from leads submitted online,
but it varies from store to store. For
instance, our high-line stores run up to
40 percent. We are doing a much better
job of surveying customers about their
shopping and online search habits. The
survey results allow us to keep better
track of the ROI measurements we’re
seeing from our lead provider and online
advertising dollars. We know that many
more sales are generated from the
Internet than the number of people who
actually submit a lead; consequently, it
requires a great deal of discipline from all
of our sales staff to survey our customers
for quality information.

What tools or lead generators have really
worked on your site to pull in leads? 

We have a great portal page
(www.tomwood.com) that draws a
tremendous amount of traffic. But the
individual sites themselves remain our
number one source for leads. In our
primary market area we have the luxury
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specials on all of our home pages based on
current incentives. Recently we started
adding service specials to this portion of
the web site, which has helped pull in
additional service appointments. 

Plus, we recently signed up with
Liquid Motors as our inventory man-
agement provider. We chose them
because they offer plenty of robust tools
in one place. They will do our inventory
videos with text-to-speech voice over, or
with a specific tool that will allow us to
record a personalized voice over to a
video and then e-mail the video to a
specific customer.

Do you help design/update your
dealership site? For example, update
inventory, create specials, add
photos, etc. 

Absolutely. We work with a full-service
advertising agency that helps us with our
graphics and they do a great job. But all of
the new and used vehicle, finance, parts,
and service specials are part of my respon-
sibility. I work closely with all department
managers to make sure these stay current
and in line with both manufacturers’
offers as well as our own off-line advertis-
ing. Many of our manufacturers require
that in addition to our tomwood.com
web sites we also maintain factory
required web sites. That means I am
maintaining not only nine tomwood.com
sites, but also nine other sites as well. 

How do you use e-mail campaigns to
generate leads? 

I run a monthly e-blast for each store,
and make it as specific and targeted as I
can. If we have multiple offers running, I
target each one to the prospect segment
that makes the most sense keeping in
mind crossover buyers. 

I also include a service special in all of
our sales campaigns making them rele-
vant to owners who may not be in
market. We have been doing this long
enough now that our customer base
expects these offers and know they will be
relevant. It certainly helps in keeping opt-
out to a minimum and our domain off
the black lists. 

A few of our stores run e-newsletters
with IMN Inc. These get a tremendous
response and have robust back-end track-
ing tools. Our opt-out rates on these
campaigns run less than 2 percent. Plus,
we can target readers with follow-up

based on the content people are most
interested in. IMN has some pretty strong
reports available that specifically say, for
example, that a particular customer
clicked on an article about a particular
vehicle and sent a copy of the article to his
wife. That’s pretty strong. If I wanted to
send a bonus, last-minute opportunity,
say an e-coupon, to that particular cus-
tomer, he wouldn’t know that he was the
only one to get that special offer. IMN is
like any other tool, though. If you use
what’s there, it can be quite successful.

What I find quite often is that vendors
will package a lot of tools together so it’s
all shiny. People ooh and aah and say
they’ve got to have it. Only later, when it’s
all shaken out, do they realize they’re only
using about 25 percent of the product.

Can you give me an example of a suc-
cessful e-mail campaign that pulled in
a good number of leads? 

One of our biggest successes is with
monthly lease expiration reminders. At
three months before lease expiration, all
customers are notified via e-mail and we
get an overwhelming response with these
e-mails. We have tried sending the e-mails
six months out, but found it was too early. 

We also had great responses with owner
loyalty blasts, such as buy-back events
with percentage of original MSRP guar-
anteed for the trade-in. Our Nissan store,
for example, sold eight units from 68
leads in this campaign in October.
Considering it was targeted to previous
customers in a positive equity position,
the message carried more weight and was
able to generate a better response.

If you could keep one tool from your
current interactive tool chest to gener-
ate leads, what would it be? 

Definitely, I would keep our
tomwood.com portal page, which is only
about a year old—before that we didn’t
have one. It is much easier to brand one
web site and centralize all of our online
and off-line advertising efforts. We drive
customers to just that one web site and
then allow them to pick their manufac-
turer. It works like a charm. Branding
our portal page in a market where we are
so well known significantly reduces our
pay-per- click expenses because so much
of our traffic landed there either directly
or organically. 

We can really concentrate efforts on

D IGITAL Dealer COVER STORY

of being a long-standing large dealer
group with a great reputation. Everyone
knows who we are, so 90 percent of the
traffic to our sites is either direct or
organic traffic. 

Our individual web sites host pages
with luxury vehicles under $20K or vehi-
cles under $10K, depending on the
brand. Not surprisingly, pages promoting
lower priced vehicles have seen an increase
in traffic over the last several months.

Manufacturer sites are also great
sources for quality leads. Especially the
brands that are hitting the Internet space
with a lot of manufacturer ad dollars.
Audi, Volkswagen and Volvo, for
example, are making huge commitments
to the online arena, buying leads and
increasing co-op dollars dedicated to
online marketing. 

We select our lead providers independ-
ently from store to store. We have noticed
that some providers are better for certain
brands, so it is crucial to track ROI care-
fully by store. Just because we are getting
a lot of leads from a particular source
doesn’t mean they close well; so I also look
at lead volume, close ratio and front- and
back-end gross to determine our success
rate. It’s not always apples to apples. 

For instance, our Ford store draws a
tremendous response with
Autotrader.com, which, on the other
hand, doesn’t do much for our Porsche
store. We are lucky enough to be the only
Porsche store around, so if you are an in-
market shopper looking for a Porsche,
you come straight to us—either directly
or from the Porsche manufacturer’s site.
As a result, there is no reason for me to
waste ad dollars on site promotions for
that segment of the market; it would be
redundant. Instead, I could reallocate
those funds to increased SEM for Porsche
in surrounding demographic areas.

What interactive media resources do
you utilize?  Please tell me what serv-
ices they provide and why you decided
to go with them.

We are on Dealer.com web sites.  Our
advertising company manages our SEM
campaigns and works closely with
Dealer.com to ensure our sites and mes-
sages are in sync. Our current television
commercials are always uploaded to the
home pages, to maintain branding and
continuity to our on and off line advertis-
ing. We also utilize rotating leaders’
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our cumulative inventories through this
site. We advertise over 2,000 vehicles at
any given time. Being able to leverage the
power of our combined inventories on the
Vehicles Under $10K and Luxury
Vehicles Under $20K pages is very strong
for our market. 

From the fixed operations side, most of
our stores also utilize Time Highway for
real-time service scheduling. This tool is
imperative. Not only does it help better
load our shops and dispatch work more
evenly, customers love the ease of use. For
me, it’s another way to capture e-mail
addresses and build our database for
follow-up.

Please take me through the process
from when an Internet lead is received,
to how it is eventually closed (via a sale
or a long-term prospect). 

Because our stores are set up differently
the process varies some by location.
Several stores work the leads soup to nuts;
others handle things more like a BDC,
passing appointments to the floor. We
have tested different methods within each
store. But because the environments and
dynamics are so different, we have
decided not to rock the boat. It only
makes sense that what works for our
Lexus store would not necessarily work at
Ford, and what works at our Volvo store is
not a perfect fit at Volkswagen. 

The similarities in processes are the
basics: the block and tackle. We keep
response times to an absolute minimum,
less than 10 minutes is our goal. Of
course, everyone is strapped to a
Blackberry to ensure we can respond
quickly. We have eliminated auto-respon-
ders at a few dealerships to experiment
with perceived, personalized response
time. Customers are responding well to
our personalized responses, but to stay on
top of responding is a never-ending effort. 

The key for me is to make sure we
answer the questions and assess the needs
of our customers right away. After initial
contact we follow-up according to our
flexible and personalized schedules,
making sure no one falls through the
cracks. We literally practice the old saying
of following up until they buy or die. 

How important is follow-up in closing
Internet leads? 

Very important. In fact, it’s absolutely
essential. One of the metrics I track is the

number of vehicles sold in a month whose
first lead originated over 30, 60 and 90-
days-plus. This is a great barometer for
how well we are doing with our follow-up
efforts. Customers want to be wined and
dined out there. They are shopping five-
plus other stores besides us. Who is going
to still have top of mind presence when
they are really ready to buy? The stores
they think of first are the ones still com-
municating with them. We try to make
sure we are not pre-qualifying our leads.
Never leave any stone – or lead –
unturned, and that means constant and
consistent follow-up for everyone.

There are a lot of new tools in the space
getting attention – blogs, social net-
works, SEO and SEM—do you use any
of them? If so, how have they worked?
If not, do you have plans to use any of
these tools? 

Our sites have been well optimized by
Dealer.com and by additional link build-
ing campaigns that we have set up. Plus,
we change our content as often as possible
to keep search spiders happy. 

Our advertising agency has just
revamped our SEM campaigns for geo-
graphic and brand specific searches. SEM
has been a bit of a challenge for us because
we have so many brands that also carry
crossovers on our pre-owned lots. We
have had to be careful with our campaigns
to make sure all of our stores are not
bidding against one another and driving
up our own cost per click. 

I have been here for less than a year, so
we are just now starting to get into blog-
ging, user generated content sites, social
networking and video SEO. It’s obvious
that these things can make a huge differ-
ence without costing us much, and we are
excited to get started with them soon.

What trends in automotive sales are
you noticing and how is Tom Wood
Automotive Group adapting to
those trends? 

We are finding that as people become
more comfortable with online car shop-
ping and we, as an industry, continue
making more robust tools available to
online shoppers, they are starting their
research earlier and conducting more of it
online. For us, that means providing
quality answers while building trust and

Dealership partners in profit:
Dealership name:
Tom Wood Automotive
Group

Web site URLs:
www.tomwood.com

Web site provider/hosting: 
Dealer.com  

Web site vehicle photos:  
Done in-house

Vehicle marketing:
Liquid Motors

DMS provider: 
Reynolds & Reynolds 

CRM program: 
Reynolds & Reynolds 

Vehicle video vendors: 
Liquid Motors

Vehicle valuation tools: 
Black Book

Online lead generators
not including the OEM
sources:
AOL Autos
AutoUSA
Cars.com
CarsDirect
Costco
Dealix
Edmunds.com
Kelley Blue Book
MSN Autos
Yahoo!Autos

Vehicle history reports: 
Carfax 

Third-party sites where
inventory is posted: 
AutoTrader.com
AutoMart  
Craig’s List
Cars.com
CarSoup
eBay Motors
Kelley Blue Book
Vehix 

continued on P-DD38
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nation. It’s scary to me how many still use
generic, auto-responders, either from the
manufacturer or their CRM tool. I always
ask a question in the comments, say,
about their CPO program, and the auto-
responders never answer my question.
Even if it takes a little longer to get back
to a person, I find that getting back to
them with a real quality response that
answers their question is much better
received than an auto-responder.

The technology trends are always fast
and furious: blogging, video SEO,
texting, social networking, etc. We are
working up to all of them but would
rather make sure the technology is up to
speed before we jump in. Because we have
so many rooftops we are able to try differ-
ent technologies at different locations to
see what works before we all jump
onboard with “the next big thing.” It’s a
great incentive in negotiating with
vendors. They will usually let us try out
their product at one of our stores at a
reduced price. If it’s successful, we can get
the other stores to sign up.

As a sales professional, what do you
like most about the Internet? 

The Internet is the way business is done
now—and will be done in the future. It is
convenient, reliable and secure. We live in
a fast-paced world where information is
so readily available at a keystroke. For our
industry it’s a matter of learning a new
way to communicate and taking advan-
tage of new technology to provide
answers to, and build relationships with,
our customers. Most of our Internet sales
staff started on the sales floor. I love the
challenge of teaching them how to com-
municate with customers via the web. 

Understanding people’s fears of our
industry is a big obstacle to overcome
when communicating over the Internet.
Let’s face it; if you weren’t in the car busi-
ness, would you want to wander onto a
car lot unarmed without information to
protect your financial best interest?
Approaching our customers with this
understanding helps us build trust right
from the beginning. 

The ever-changing technology available
to us is fun to keep up with, but at the end
of the day it’s about treating people with
honesty and integrity. That’s what creates a
loyal customer base and that’s where you
get the best return. Using the Internet to
harness the power of your human
resources and, therefore, generate truly sat-
isfied customers becomes the real reward.
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rapport over a period of time. 
So often customers are bombarded with

contact within the first few days and then
quickly forgotten. We have carefully
devised our follow-up schedules with
timely and consistent follow-up but have
also written in enough room for personal-
ized flexibility. Customers don’t want stale,
irrelevant templates; they want to feel as if
we are truly working for their business.
They know they have choices and they
don’t have to be at the mercy of a car
dealer anymore. This is why we have gone
away from standard e-mail templates and
replaced them with personalized commu-
nications. Since doing this, we have seen a
very positive response from our customers.

I do many “secret shops” around the

If you could enhance the Internet, how
would you improve it?  

As soon as technologies catch up with
one another and providers allow more inte-
gration across the board it will help. For
example, the capability to send video to all
mobile devices has arrived. Right now we
are a bit stymied with certain technologies
because of the tremendous fluctuation in
our customers’ ability to integrate. 

The same could be said about our many
choices in vendors; what they offer, what
it does for us and its ability to integrate
with our DMS and CRM. We’re waiting
for someone to put real time mobile
display units in the hands of our cus-
tomers. If someone could streamline all of
that, I would be truly grateful!

What sets your dealership apart from
others in the market? 

Tom Wood started this company in
1967 and has grown it successfully into
what and who we are today. Mr. Wood’s
philosophy is, “Success is not measured
by the number of franchises or locations
an organization has; it is measured by
the people associated with it.” It’s a very
powerful and honorable thing to be
involved with this group. We are very
fortunate that by hiring and retaining
the right people throughout the years,
that we have achieved this type in
intrinsic success. 

In the new age of the Internet, we are
continuing to observe this philosophy.
Our management teams are absolutely
committed to excellence in the online
arena. And this is a commitment that
trickles down from Mr. Wood to our
management company to our GMs,
sales managers and sales staff. I tell our
Internet sales teams every day that no
tools, no technology, and no increase in
lead volume are ever going to make a
difference if we don’t have the right
people in place, working the right
process and working hard for our cus-
tomers. Anyone in the Indianapolis area
can tell you our old tag line from Mr.
Wood, “If it’s got my name on it, you’ve
got my word on it.” 

That still holds true today because
every one of us in the Tom Wood family
work hard every day to maintain that rep-
utation in our market. Online or off, Tom
Wood customers come first. Always have,
always will.

dweaver@DigitalDealer-
magazine.com
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