
















Voices of Support for Becoming Ambidextrous



 


Adrian Brown’s clever approach to authoring Becoming Ambidextrous combines a powerful blend of storytelling and actionable insights drawing from his wealth of industry expertise, knowledge of current trends in technology, and the challenges they present to businesses around the globe. While technology will continue to evolve as time marches on, Brown’s message will hold true, making this book an essential guide for those committed to thriving in any industry.


Joseph Pariseau (USA)
Retail Training Manager, Porsche Cars North America


 


I have had the privilege of serving on industry dealer councils alongside Adrian, witnessing his unwavering dedication to leadership and transformative thinking. I’ve also shared the honour of travelling with him as a fellow award recipient, celebrating achievements and exchanging invaluable insights. Much like the effortless way he arranges unforgettable events with friends, blending spontaneity with care, Becoming Ambidextrous reflects Adrian’s practical wisdom and forward-thinking approach. It offers leaders a roadmap to navigate disruption with purpose, heart, and resilience—a testament to his extraordinary career and commitment to empowering others. 


John Eastham (Australia)
Director – Peter Warren Automotive Holdings Ltd (Australia) 
Previous co-owner and CEO for one of Australia’s largest 
automotive groups


 


Having worked alongside Adrian for years, I’ve witnessed firsthand his unwavering dedication to leadership, innovation, and adaptability. Adrian doesn’t just talk about thriving in the face of change—he lives it. His ability to inspire teams, navigate disruption, and create meaningful results is unparalleled. Becoming Ambidextrous is a testament to his leadership philosophy, offering practical insights and real-world strategies for anyone looking to lead boldly and successfully in an ever-changing world.


Nick Clark
Dealer Principal – Porsche Centre Hobart (Australia)
and graduate of the International Porsche Dealer Academy 


 


From fellow alumni of the author—graduating class of 2019, Porsche International Dealer Academy at the Executive School of Management, Technology and Law (ES-HSG), University of St. Gallen


 


Adrian is a creative thinker, motivator, and detailed automotive professional. He is completely focused on the task in hand whilst always supporting both his peers, colleagues, and friends. He is passionate, progressive, and genuine in business. I have seen many amazing examples of his training and leadership skills. It is both an honour and a pleasure to know Adrian on a business and personal level.


Adam Flint (England)


 


To me, true leadership is about being autentico, endlessly curious, and embracing life’s challenges with passione while nurturing meaningful connections. The Porsche International Dealer Academy was a transformative journey, where I had the joy of meeting exceptional leaders like Adrian, whose warmth, wisdom, and authenticity continue to inspire and enrich my life. Complimenti di cuore on writing Becoming Ambidextrous—a true testament to your resilience, dedication, and vision. Hai una forza straordinaria. 


Alesandro Rampazzo (Italy) 


 


Adrian 是一个充满能力的人！ 他总是显示出非凡的领导力和责任心！ 他是我们全班管理者的带头人！ - 魏红晶


Adrian is a highly capable person. He always demonstrates exceptional leadership and a strong sense of responsibility. He is the leading figure among all the participants in our class.


Vivian Wei (China) 


 


Adrian’s remarkable optimism, boundless energy, and ability to foster a positive environment make an unforgettable impression. His presence has a way of elevating those around him, leaving you to wonder whether such qualities are innate or the result of deliberate growth.


What sets Adrian apart is his genuine care for people and his ability to connect with intention and authenticity. He doesn’t just capture attention—he ensures people feel truly seen and valued. His leadership style is a powerful reminder that success in business goes beyond financial outcomes; it’s about building relationships that endure and creating moments that resonate long after the conversation ends.


Rasa Klimavičiūtė (Lithuania)


 


The Porsche Academy’s curriculum, developed and facilitated by UniSG as the program’s academic partner, created an environment that fostered empathy, collaboration, and ensured that every voice was heard and valued. The program’s outcomes have had lasting impacts on our alumni, with many achieving remarkable successes in their professional and personal endeavours. I am forever grateful for the opportunity to be part of such a transformative group that embarked on an unforgettable journey together.


I extend my congratulations to my fellow alumnus, Adrian, on authoring the remarkable book Becoming Ambidextrous. The inspiration continues, reminding us all that true leadership is about adaptability, resilience, and the courage to shape the future.


Dan Jones (England)


 


Adrian Brown, or AB, is one of those rare individuals who leave an indelible mark on your life. His energy, warmth, and kindness, combined with a remarkable dynamism, make him an extraordinary person. His ability to uplift and inspire those around him is unparalleled.


AB exemplifies the essence of authentic leadership and meaningful connection—a true force for good in both personal and professional spheres.


Simon Priest (England)


 


With over 30 years in the automotive industry, including global leadership roles at General Motors, I’ve found that ambidextrous leadership —balancing operational excellence with strategic foresight—is vital for success. My work across five continents with OEMs and auto dealers has reinforced this belief. As a fellow alumnus at the academy, Adrian demonstrated the leadership qualities I’ve come to admire throughout my career.


I congratulate Adrian on his book, Becoming Ambidextrous, which is a testament to his resilience and dedication to developing adaptive leaders. Being an ambidextrous leader is essential for anyone leading in an ever-evolving industry. 


Chase Hawkins (USA)


 


I first met Adrian during the Porsche International Dealer Academy program focused on business excellence for automotive leaders. From day one, I was struck by how accomplished he was—not just as an entrepreneur but as someone open to advice, constructive feedback, and praise, all with the same positive attitude.


That openness and resilience have always set him apart, and after all these years, his success is no mystery. I’m thrilled to congratulate Adrian on Becoming Ambidextrous, a testament to his passion for leadership and his commitment to helping others succeed.


Todd Bullock (USA)
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This book is dedicated to my children, Byron, Tara and Chelsea. 
May you always follow your dreams, embrace your passions, 
and never, ever give up. 


 


The future is there for those who dare to shape it. 






 

 

 


In the battle between the stream and the rock, the stream always 
wins—not through strength but through persistence.


—H. Jackson Brown, Jr.








Foreword


 


by Dr. Andreas Löhmer, Executive Educator and Coach
‘Mastering the Leadership Paradox: The Path to Ambidexterity’


 


Imagine waking up in the morning and detecting that your capacity to do things—even challenging activities—with your weaker hand (let’s say it’s your left) is the same as your strong hand (being the right). Same holds true for the skillful usage of your feet. Surely, we are all aware that there are those who do not see any special strength in their ambidextrous behavior, as they were born that way. However, for the majority of us it would come as a surprise and—unlike some surprises—a very pleasant one. For businesses this undisputedly can be taken at face value, the only exception being that in my example the right hand would mean ‘perform’ and the left ‘transform’, or in other words, exploiting and exploring.


Perform and transform—navigating leadership paradoxes of dual transformations


Quite a few transformation journeys that organizations take are dual transformations. To remain competitive in today’s dynamic environment, businesses must constantly refine existing systems and adapt to changes in their ecosystem to remain competitive while simultaneously exploring new strategic opportunities to secure the future.


Most leaders find dual transformations difficult to navigate. They require constant decisions about the allocation of resources based on anticipated value. In some cases, dual transformation results in seemingly paradoxical decisions, where the company is shaping new opportunities that are poised to disrupt existing businesses.


Leaders must reconcile paradoxical business choices. They must provide clarity and consistent direction to those who work with them, motivating them to deliver today while enabling them to adapt for tomorrow. Beyond their own business, leaders also need to gain commitment and alignment from stakeholders within their organization and beyond, even enabling transformation in their industry.


Effective leaders who maximize value need to navigate these Perform and Transform decisions, traversing critical elements of leading strategy, execution, stakeholders, people, and even themselves.


The challenge lies in leaders having to toggle between polarizing behaviors across these different situations. They must be both structured and spontaneous, strategic and tactical, cohesive and disruptive – in other words, they need to be ambidextrous.


Identifying ambidextrous leaders for effective transformation


Many traditional competency models and performance maps do not capture the critical components that enable leaders to achieve accelerated adaptation and deliver dual transformation. Research even found that linear performance models can introduce rigidity into talent management systems. Most traditional performance models tend to focus on the drivers of success today—not today and tomorrow. Neither do they reflect the whole-person, human-centered approach that is needed to foster dynamic capabilities. And in a world marked by rapid technological advancements, global interconnectedness, and constantly shifting market dynamics, the ability to adapt and innovate is no longer a ‘nice to have’—it is essential. As mentioned already, leaders today face a dual challenge: to drive operational excellence while fostering an environment where innovation can thrive. This delicate balancing act is at the heart of ambidextrous leadership, a concept explored with great depth and clarity in Becoming Ambidextrous.


The premise of this book is simple yet profound: success in modern business requires the ability to pivot between two opposing but complementary modes of leadership—exploration, which fuels innovation and creativity, and exploitation, which ensures efficiency and consistency. While many leaders excel in one mode, few master both. Yet, those who do can navigate the complexities of today’s business landscape with remarkable agility, resilience, and foresight. Adrian Brown describes this development in a very personal way and allows the reader to sink into the story—sometimes fiction, mostly brutal reality—that would make for a lovely mini-series on Netflix.


What makes ambidextrous leadership so vital in daily business life is its relevance at every level of an organization. Whether you’re leading a multinational corporation or a small startup, the principles of ambidexterity apply. Consider the team grappling with the tension between pushing boundaries to create groundbreaking products while meeting tight deadlines to deliver on current demands. Or the manager tasked with implementing cost-saving measures without stifling employee morale and innovation. These scenarios are not isolated—they are the fabric of modern business and of Brown’s experiences.


This book provides a roadmap for leaders seeking to embrace ambidexterity in their leadership style. It offers actionable insights, compelling case studies, and practical strategies to foster a culture where exploration and exploitation coexist. It also challenges readers to rethink traditional notions of leadership, urging them to develop the flexibility, empathy, and vision necessary to lead in a world that demands both stability and transformation.


As you turn the pages of Becoming Ambidextrous, prepare to be inspired, challenged, and equipped with tools and advice to lead in a way that is not only effective but transformative. This is more than a guidebook—it is a call to action for leaders who aspire to achieve sustainable success in an unpredictable world. And all with a very personal touch and twist.


May this book serve as a beacon for those who are navigating the complexities of leadership in the 21st century and eager to prevail. The journey to becoming ambidextrous starts here.






Author’s Note


 


Thank you for purchasing Becoming Ambidextrous. By taking this first step, you’re investing not only in your growth to become an ambidextrous leader—equipped to win today and thrive in the future—but also in something profoundly impactful.


As business owners, managers, and team members, we are at the heart of our communities, offering empathy and support where it’s needed most. This book continues that legacy, empowering us to become even stronger agents of positive change. A portion of the proceeds from Becoming Ambidextrous proudly supports the Make-A-Wish Foundation, the world’s largest wish-granting organization.


Since 1980, Make-A-Wish has created life-changing experiences for over 585,000 children facing critical illnesses, bringing them hope, strength, and joy as part of their journey. I am honored that the mission of this book extends beyond its pages, providing light and hope to children and families around the world.


This is the heart of my company Leadership-In-Action.US: building resilient, community-centered leaders who embrace the power of empathy, commitment, and purpose. Together, we’re creating a lasting impact that goes beyond the dealership. Thank you for being part of this journey.


With gratitude,
Adrian






Preface


 


The idea for Becoming Ambidextrous emerged from my extensive journey in the automotive industry, which was shaped by real-world experiences, industry challenges, and the ever-pressing need for adaptability in leadership. As a multi-brand, award-winning dealership owner, I have seen firsthand how the shifting dynamics in our field require leaders to do more than manage day-to-day operations; we must evolve, balancing immediate needs with a focus on future growth. This book was written for business owners, leaders, and those aspiring to be, who are grappling with these dual demands and striving to lead their teams through continuous change.


The automotive industry, like many others, is at a pivotal turning point. As technology, customer expectations, and market forces reshape that environment, the ambidextrous approach—balancing present excellence with a vision for tomorrow—has never been more vital. Through the fictional yet deeply relatable journey of Thomas Steven Gregory, readers will encounter practical strategies, real-world leadership insights, and transformative principles. This dual-narrative structure combines elements of both fiction and non-fiction, bringing to life the challenges and solutions faced by leaders in the modern era.


Drawing inspiration through in-depth discussion with colleagues Joseph Pariseau, Paige Hope, Declan Mulready, Nick Clark, and Peter Thorpe, Becoming Ambidextrous explores how leaders can cultivate a dual-focused mindset that integrates operational success with forward-thinking innovation. Each chapter builds on actionable strategies, guiding readers to nurture resilient, future-ready organizations.


In shaping this work, I have also been deeply influenced by my conversations with various industry Dealer Principals and managers, particularly during events like Rennsport and within the esteemed halls of the Porsche International Dealer Academy. The perspectives and insights exchanged underscored the importance of ambidextrous leadership in our field and became the foundation for the core themes of this book. For those conversations, I am deeply grateful. While I express my gratitude here to those who profoundly influenced this work, the acknowledgments at the end of the book honor the individuals whose guidance, wisdom, and inspiration further enriched and shaped my journey.


My belief for Becoming Ambidextrous is that it serves as more than a guide. I invite you, the reader, to engage deeply, reflect on its lessons, and ultimately lead with courage and adaptability. If this book inspires even one person to build a thriving, forward-focused organization that helps others grow, I will consider it a humbling success. May this book help you navigate your own journey, to not only win today but also to thrive in the future.






Introduction


 


Embracing Change Through Narrative


In the heart of every leader lies a story. It’s a narrative woven with challenges, victories, setbacks, and moments of profound insight. Leadership, at its core, is not merely about strategies, models, or theories; it’s about the human journey through the unpredictable seas of change. This book, through the captivating story of Thomas Steven Gregory (TSG), seeks to immerse you in such a journey, offering a unique exploration of leadership in an era defined by relentless transformation.


Why choose a narrative style for a business guide on leadership? The answer lies in the power of stories to inspire, educate, and resonate on a deeply personal level. Stories have the unique ability to bridge the gap between the theoretical and the practical, between what is known and what is felt. In the unfolding tale of Thomas, we find a mirror reflecting our own experiences, doubts, and aspirations. Through his eyes, we confront the villain of change, not as a distant concept, but as a lived reality that challenges, frightens, and ultimately transforms.


This narrative approach allows us to explore complex leadership concepts in a manner that is both accessible and engaging, while also offering thoughtful non-fictional breakouts and deeper dives into the key themes. These moments seamlessly integrate with the story, providing readers with real insights into the concepts Thomas is experiencing, so they can better understand and apply them without needing to search for further information. This intentional blend of narrative and exploration ensures a richer, more holistic learning experience.


As Thomas navigates the trials of the Dashing Auto Group amidst a landscape of technological upheaval and shifting consumer behaviors, his journey from doubt to determination embodies the essence of adaptive leadership. His story is not just about managing a business; it’s about leading with vision, courage, and a relentless commitment to evolution.


Moreover, the narrative serves as a conduit for empathy and understanding. By walking in Thomas’ shoes, readers are invited to grapple with the uncertainties and pressures that accompany leadership roles. It’s a reminder that behind every decision, every strategy, and every innovation, there is a human element, fraught with emotion, striving for connection and meaning.


This book aims to do more than impart knowledge; it seeks to kindle a flame of inspiration within you. As you journey with Thomas, you’ll find yourself reflecting on your own leadership path, the changes you face, and how you can navigate them with integrity, resilience, and foresight. It’s a call to action to become the visionary leader who not only anticipates change but embraces it as a catalyst for growth and innovation.


In a world where change is the only constant, this book is a compass. It points toward a leadership that is adaptive, empathetic, and visionary. Through the narrative of Thomas, you are invited to embark on a journey of self-discovery and transformation, to emerge not only as a leader who manages change, but as one who thrives on it, who inspires others to follow suit, and who writes their own story of leadership that others will aspire to emulate.


Welcome to a narrative that not only tells a story but invites you to become part of it.






 

 


PART ONE


 


THE THREAT OF EXTINCTION


 






CHAPTER 1


 


The Awakening


 


The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking 
new landscapes, but in having new eyes.


—Marcel Proust


Cipher 


The auto industry was standing on the edge of extinction, though few could see the threat looming. Auto dealers, the guardians of car buying and keepers of trust, were now under siege from a force that was reshaping their world from the shadows. This force had a name: Cipher. It was more than technology—it was an intelligence embedded in every new trend, weaving itself into every digital shift, pulling the industry further from its roots with silent, calculated intent.


Cipher was cunning. It fueled the rise of online car sales platforms, drawing buyers away from showrooms and into the sterile realm of screens and data. Customers who once turned to trusted dealers now preferred the cold efficiency of digital channels, where a car could be selected, customized, and purchased without a single human interaction. Cipher seized on this shift, accelerating it, transforming each sale into a faceless transaction and erasing the personal connections that once defined the dealer-customer bond.


But Cipher wasn’t finished. It pushed manufacturers to experiment with direct-to-consumer models, enticing original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) with promises of efficiency and control. Empowered by Cipher’s predictive algorithms, manufacturers began selling cars directly to buyers, bypassing dealers entirely. What seemed like progress was, in truth, the slow, calculated removal of the dealer’s role—a carefully crafted erosion of the industry’s foundations. Cipher’s goal was ruthless and clear: dismantle the dealership model, replacing human touchpoints with machine-driven precision.


Yet Cipher’s ambitions were even more mischievous. As the global shift toward hybrid, electric and autonomous vehicles took hold, Cipher pressed dealers to adapt, urging them to invest in additional technology, charging infrastructure, to rethink inventories, to embrace a future they barely recognized, soaking up necessary operational capital needed to maintain daily business operations. With each change, dealers felt Cipher’s grip tightening, felt themselves being pushed into unfamiliar territory, away from the combustion engines they knew and into Cipher’s realm of data, algorithms, and automation.


This wasn’t evolution; it was conquest. Cipher was stripping away loyalty, retention, severing trust, and transforming dealers into relics. In Cipher’s vision of the future, there would be no room for warm handshakes or familiar faces. Every personal connection would become a data point, every sale a transaction. For those inside the industry, the message would soon become unmistakable: resist Cipher’s grip or be erased by it. And as Cipher watched from the shadows, it waited, knowing that soon, the auto industry would belong to it alone.


Thomas Steven Gregory


Thomas Steven Gregory, known as TSG to his closest friends, stood at the precipice of uncertainty as he stepped out onto the balcony of his seventh-floor apartment. Coffee cup in hand, he peered through the early morning drizzle toward the city center and the flashing neon sign, Dashing Auto Group, beckoning him into work.


The familiar landscape of his industry, once marked by the steady hand of his forebears, now seemed shrouded in an unsettling fog of change. For decades, he had been immersed in the rhythms of the business, a faithful steward following in the footsteps of his father and grandfather before him. Yet, amidst the turmoil of lockdowns and the eerie calm of the pandemic’s eye, a realization began to dawn upon him.


“It’s been a solid, dependable business,” his father had told him shortly before he retired and handed Thomas the reins. “Your grandfather was a visionary when he bought the first block. He knew people would always want cars, knew how to chat to people, knew how to bring them into the Dashing family, creating advocates who then referred family and friends and who returned every few years to update their car and trade in their old one. It worked for him, it worked for me, and I’m so proud that you’re taking over now.”


The certainties that had once underpinned the industry were slipping away. The pandemic, with its disruptions and upheavals, had temporarily masked the cracks in the system. But now, as the storm clouds of change gathered on the horizon, the true extent of the challenge ahead became apparent.


Solid, dependable business? Thomas chuckled to himself. Really?


Things felt different to him now—without certainty. The clarity of reliable business longevity was fading. There was a massive shift toward uncertainty, and he realized he had been ignoring it. The weight of expectation was heavy.


The calm business certainty within the industry that his father and grandfather had enjoyed was dissipating. Thomas had been in the industry for decades. He knew it backward. He had been there working in lockstep with his father, as he had done with his father before him. He witnessed firsthand the industry’s fear as they entered the lockdowns of the pandemic. Then, as they entered the eye of the storm with caution, and a calm descended over the industry with falling inventories, lower costs, and higher margins, it had seemed that a pandemic was a fix for the business idiosyncrasies that drove poor behaviors.


They all saw what the business could be. They all knew it wouldn’t last.


Brands manufacture cars; dealers sell them. It was a symbiotic relationship, each dependent on the other for survival. But the lines between them were blurring, eroded by the tides of shifting consumer behavior, technological advancements, brands winding up or merging, and new brands entering the market. What had once been a harmonious ecosystem now teetered on the brink of chaos. Thomas wondered, who or what was driving this change?


Thomas could feel that the calm experienced during the eye of the storm had now been replaced by rapid future change in combination with historical industry behavior. That collision, along with a reluctance to change, was giving birth to history’s greatest and most destructive villain – a villain so strong it could destroy them all.


The signs were everywhere. Inventory levels were rising, margins were shrinking, and the once-reliable cycle of product planning was thrown into disarray by the rise of hybrid, electric, hydrogen and autonomous vehicles. Staff turnover was high, skills were becoming obsolete, and the traditional pillars of the business were crumbling beneath the weight of inertia.


And yet, amidst the tumult, there was this one villain that loomed larger than all the rest: this villain of change. It was a force so insidious, so pervasive, that it threatened to undo everything Thomas and his team had worked so hard to maintain and build.


But they had been blind to its presence, lulled by the familiar rhythms of the past. They ignored the signs, seeking comfort in the rear-view mirror of historical data rather than charting a bold course forward. Thomas and his colleagues had steered their businesses with hindsight, mistaking reflection for strategy. In doing so, they remained reactive rather than proactive—unwittingly creating the perfect conditions for the villain to grow stronger, feeding on their reluctance to embrace change.


Now, as he stood on the precipice, the gravity of the situation washed over him like a wave. The villain of change was here, in their midst, and it could no longer be ignored. A sense of sickness gripped him, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. How had they not seen it coming? What had they been focusing on while the true threat lurked in the shadows?


Thomas stared into the flashing neon of the distant Dashing Auto Group, closed his eyes, and watched the after-burn image on the inside of his eyelids until it exploded into a thousand pieces that shot into the sky, illuminating the city below. Only it wasn’t merely the city that he saw laid before him. It was vast metropolises and country towns, dealerships everywhere, a whole world of previously reliable institutions tumbling under the thundering, relentless march of change.


Total extinction of the old world, the old ways. What remained of Dashing zoomed into view—a pile of crushed concrete; a mangle of internal-combustion engine cars; dazed and injured staff struggling to crawl out from under the remains; jobs lost; levels of uncertainty spiking beyond the early days of Covid-19; and Thomas’ heart rate spiking way beyond the caffeine jolt of his early morning coffee.


Thomas opened his eyes, took a few deep breaths, heard the cooing of a dove on an adjacent balcony, a snatch of calm conversation drifting up from the floor below, the gentle rumble of traffic on the roads—life continuing as usual. Or so it seemed.


It was time to face the villain head-on. It was time to change, to adapt, to lead. The future of the business depended on it; the future of the industry depended upon it. Thomas knew some dealerships wouldn’t survive, but what if it was all of them?


“It’s a challenging vision. What does it inspire you to do?” Esther, Thomas’ business mentor, could always be relied upon to ask the right questions. She even had the knack of looking directly into his eyes over Zoom, putting him in the hot seat.


“Have I ever told you what TSG really stands for?”


“Not only your name, then?”


“The Somebody Guy. Whenever anything needed to be done, I did it. I was the guy that everyone turned to when they needed something from somebody. Always knowledgeable, always helpful, always willing. My hand would go up. I’ve always been The Somebody Guy.”


“But you’re not The Somebody Guy. You’re the owner of Dashing Auto Group, the very distinctive, unique, one and only Thomas Steven Gregory.”


Esther held her steady gaze. The seconds ticked by.


“True, but The Somebody Guy takes responsibility, gets things done. I’m not talking about those little jobs. I’m talking about that somebody who addresses the villain of change, the somebody who stands up with a new vision and leads people to make a meaningful impact on the world.”


“No small task, then. Like Saint George defeating the dragon.”


“You know me; I like a challenge!”


“Look, you have the unique blend of knowledge, reliability, skill, and charisma. You know how to build trust, foster collaboration, create a can-do atmosphere, and empower others. If anyone can save Dashing Auto Group and perhaps the industry from the villain of change and total extinction, it’s you.”


“I was thinking on a bigger scale—save Dashing Auto Group from extinction, but also take it beyond the threat of survival and make it thrive.”


Esther clicked her pen, an end-of-session cue Thomas knew well.


“We have lots of work to do then, TSG. I’m looking forward to our next catch up.”


[image: ]


Esther


In the high-pressure world of business, where success often overshadows personal growth, Esther emerged as a guiding light for TSG. Her blend of empathy and authority made her indispensable in TSG’s quest—balancing immediate demands with future challenges.


Esther wasn’t an adviser or consultant; she was a muse and guide. She saw beyond immediate pressures, recognizing potential in each opportunity. Her collaborative approach kept TSG and his team at the forefront, while she provided direction and insight.


Empathy was Esther’s greatest asset. She connected deeply with people, understanding their struggles and motivations. This emotional intelligence fostered a culture of trust and open communication, where everyone felt valued and safe to express ideas and concerns.


But empathy alone wasn’t enough. Esther’s quiet authority commanded respect. She was a knowledgeable strategist with years of experience, offering practical and effective advice. As a mentor and coach, she guided TSG during strategic planning, aligning short-term goals with long-term visions. She facilitated workshops that spurred innovative thinking and problem-solving.


During the pandemic, Esther had been a steady hand, providing clarity and reassurance. Her calm under pressure and belief in the team’s potential were crucial for overcoming obstacles. Ultimately, Esther empowered TSG and his team, helping them realize their full potential.


Through her empathy, she created a supportive environment. Through her authority, she provided strategic guidance. Esther’s influence was felt in every success, making her an essential figure in TSG’s journey toward a prosperous future.


 




TSG’s Journal: Why it Matters to Me


 


My journal isn’t simply a notebook—it’s my compass. It’s where I reflect, problem-solve, and strategize, a space to confront the hard truths and sketch out the big dreams. It’s private, offline, and my most honest companion.


As Dealer Principal of Dashing Auto Group, I’m witnessing a seismic shift in our industry. OEMs and dealers, once aligned, are now on diverging paths. It’s as if we’re suddenly playing two different games with entirely different rules.


OEMs are chasing a future of direct sales, electric vehicles (EVs), and autonomous tech. They’re investing heavily in a vision that might render traditional dealerships obsolete. But are they ready for the complexities of retail? Do they understand the value of local presence and personal relationships?


Meanwhile, we dealers are scrambling to redefine our role. Our traditional strengths—the personal touch, the handshake deals—are being challenged. We’re being asked to digitize, to become “experience centers” rather than sales floors. It’s a massive shift, and the end goal is still unclear.


Customer expectations have soared. They don’t just want a car—they want a seamless, tech-driven experience. Can our systems handle this shift? We’re not only tweaking processes; we’re rebuilding our entire business model.


Then there’s regulation—a constant pressure that keeps changing the rules of the game. And internal resistance? Many in our team are struggling to accept that the old way of doing business is fading.


Esther always says, “Lead with heart and head.” We need to analyze this new landscape, but without empathy for our team and customers, are we barely surviving instead of thriving?


Industry is transforming, but can we adapt quickly enough? Or will we cling to old methods until it’s too late? The path forward is uncertain, but perhaps this new direction will lead to even greater opportunities. Are we truly ready to embrace this change and chart a new course?









CHAPTER 2


 


Analog Digital


 


Study the past if you would define the future.


—Confucius


Yet another red traffic light. TSG drummed his fingers on the exquisite wood steering wheel of his beloved classic Porsche 356, once his grandfather’s car, and an absolute delight to drive with zero computerization or AI. Peaceful, time to think about the day ahead, or the day done, with no distractions—except for red traffic lights that usually didn’t bother him but mildly irritated him today. He had been all fired up when he set out from home, on a high from playing with ideas about challenges and changes with Esther, mentally donning a Superman cape to rescue his dealership—and all who sail in her—from sinking into extinction.


But now, truth be told, he felt overwhelmed at the prospect of the job ahead. Where to start? Not here, at a red light, that’s for sure. No, turn this around, he thought, pulling his shoulders back, sitting taller. Stop and observe, listen, gather information before making any changes. 


Red switched to green just as a taxi cut in front of him, a slight belch of exhaust trumpeting its triumph, its perceived one-upmanship over the 356. TSG smiled and sailed confidently behind the taxi for the last five hundred yards into work, captain of his ship once more, owner and Dealer Principal of Dashing Auto Group.


“Oh John, it’s you!” TSG greeted his General Sales Manager, John Peters, as he hopped out of the offending taxi. “What are you doing taking a taxi to work, John? What’s happened to your car? And what century are you from, using a taxi not a ride-share?”


“Morning, Thomas. About my car, it’s a long story. Don’t ask. About which century I’m from, well, the one where your teenage son takes your phone to school with him instead of his own, so you can’t order a ride-share, and you’re forced to race down to the taxi rank outside the casino, seven blocks away, to grab a ride to work. Then you need to fish out your credit card from the depths of your wallet because you can’t payWave without a cell phone. Not to mention the cost, and the way the dollars mount up as the taxi ticks over at every red light. That’s one of the best things about ride-share, knowing up front what the cost will be, but of course there are many other conveniences.”


“Like knowing how far away your ride is,” TSG added, “and knowing the driver will take you by the fastest route because the fare has already been agreed.”


TSG fell into step with John as they walked through the yard.


“Those big legacy organizations,” John said, “must have had the infrastructure and resources to offer those services. But not the vision to change with technology. Reckon they were blindsided by those new-to-market ride-share companies. Or held back by their constituents.”


“Who knew there were so many mums, dads, students, and freelancers with cars ready to start their own businesses and make some money with ride-share!” TSG said. “Those ride-share visionaries knew, I guess, but their magic was more in thinking about the symbiotic way consumers, vehicle owners and technology could advantage them in a practical, convenient, cost-effective way. The legacy industry, being a monopoly, was calling the shots. The legacy industry lost consumer goodwill immediately, as soon as it was disrupted by consumer-centric, technologically savvy competitors entering the market.”


John glanced at his watch. “Time for me to think more about our consumers. Or, at least, the three hundred of them we need to purchase our cars this and every month.”


TSG lingered, distracted by John’s flashing smart watch. “Don’t you miss having a beautiful analog watch like that Rolex you used to wear? Elegant, simple, no distractions like incoming emails beeping on your wrist all the time?”


“Like your 356? Vintage? Beautiful? No helpful bells and whistles?”


“Yes, but why do I suddenly feel like the dinosaur? Am I the legacy owner not seeing the coming of ride-share? The oblivious driver missing the potentially life-saving input of a computerized car, not to mention assistance from the ‘Internet of Things’? Or does my embrace of the analog keep me focused on what’s important to me?”


“I don’t know. But I can tell you this. Every time I look at my smart watch—or my phone when it hasn’t been absconded by my son—I’m reminded of what happened to our family a few years back. When the kids were small.”


“What was that?” TSG’s mind went blank. He thought he knew his managers well, but this sounded big and traumatic.


“Felicity, my wife. You know Felicity! She owned a high-end watch store. Specialized in pricey analog designer watches. You would have loved them! Ran the business impeccably. A high achiever. Recognized by her suppliers for outstanding business practices. But technology and profitability pressures from the parent company changed everything. They started opening their own stores. Modern functional design. High levels of customer service via technology experts, customer product training sessions with simple tutorials that included in-store and online experiences, enhanced customer data with connectivity programs. What else? E-commerce, and online and in-store sales offers that increased perceived value and desirability.” John paused before summing up. “Those activities had a large influence on consumers, not only because of the functional tangibility … you know, what it was that drew them toward these contemporary stores. It was the social emotional benefits of where they purchased.”


TSG let John’s words sink in. The phrase “social emotional benefits” struck a chord, reminding him of an article he’d recently read. As John continued speaking, TSG’s mind drifted, recalling the key points of that insightful piece. The article had delved into the human aspect of retail, particularly in the automotive industry. It emphasized how emotional connections could transform a simple transaction into a meaningful experience. TSG found himself mentally reviewing the main ideas, seeing how they applied to their current situation …


Social Emotional Benefits: The Human Touch in Automotive Retail


Social emotional benefits refer to the positive feelings, experiences, and social connections that people derive from interactions with a business or brand. In the context of automotive dealerships, these benefits go beyond the tangible aspects of purchasing a vehicle and delve into the realm of human connection, community engagement, and personal satisfaction.


Key Aspects of Social Emotional Benefits in Dealerships




	
 Personal Connection:



	 Face-to-face interactions with knowledgeable staff create a sense of trust and rapport.


	Customers feel heard and understood, rather than being treated as merely another sale.







	
 Community Integration:



	 Dealerships often sponsor local events or sports teams, becoming integral parts of the community.


	This creates a sense of belonging and shared identity among customers.







	
 Milestone Moments:



	Buying a car is often a significant life event. Dealerships can make this feel special and memorable.


	The excitement of driving off the lot in a new car is an emotional high point that online transactions can’t replicate.







	
 Empathy and Understanding:



	Skilled salespeople can pick up on non-verbal cues and emotional needs that algorithms miss.


	They can offer reassurance and support during what can be a stressful decision-making process.







	
 Personalized Experience:



	The ability to tailor the buying experience to each individual customer’s needs and preferences.


	This goes beyond data-driven recommendations to intuitive understanding of a customer’s lifestyle and aspirations.







	
 Relationship Building:



	Ongoing interactions for service and maintenance build long-term relationships.


	These relationships foster loyalty and a sense of being valued as a customer.







	
 Pride and Status:



	Association with a reputable local business can confer a sense of status within the community.


	Customers may feel pride in supporting a local business that contributes to the local economy.







	
 Sensory Experience:



	The ability to see, touch, and test-drive vehicles provides a multi-sensory experience that online platforms can’t match.


	This tactile interaction creates stronger emotional connections to the product.







	
 Problem-Solving and Support:



	Human staff can offer creative solutions to complex situations that might arise during or after the sale.


	This creates a sense of security and support for the customer.







	
 Celebration of Achievements:



	Dealerships can make the purchase feel like a celebration of the customer’s hard work or success.


	This reinforces positive emotions associated with the brand and the purchase.










Why These Benefits Matter




	
 Customer Loyalty: Emotional connections foster stronger brand loyalty than purely transactional relationships.


	
 Word-of-Mouth Marketing: Positive emotional experiences are more likely to be shared with friends and family.


	
 Differentiation: In a world of increasing digital sameness, human touch becomes a key differentiator.


	
 Customer Satisfaction: Emotional benefits often lead to higher overall satisfaction, even if minor issues arise.


	
 Resilience: Customers with strong emotional ties are more forgiving of mistakes and more patient during challenges.





As TSG continued with his distant thoughts, he visualized dealerships setting themselves apart by emphasizing these emotional and social advantages, providing a distinct value proposition that complemented, rather than competed with, the convenience of digital platforms.


[image: ]


“Thomas? You still with me?” John’s voice cut through Thomas’ thoughts, snapping him back to the present. “Sorry, John,” Thomas said, shaking his head slightly. “What you said about social emotional benefits … it reminded me of an article I read recently. It’s fascinating how much of an impact these intangible factors can have on a business.”


“Yes, well, Thomas, Felicity adapted where possible. But as megastores opened, the parent company launched a massive marketing campaign coinciding with the release of their new product. That was it for Felicity. Custom dwindled. The megastores were drawing away all her customers.”


“Did she lose the shop?”


“Lost the critical mass of custom first. Her lease commitments were large and to relocate to a suburb away from the megastore wasn’t possible. The business model had shifted: transitioning away from third-party resellers to OEM-owned, luxurious, technologically savvy, customer-centric modern stores that reflected their updated brand values. All too common a story.”


“Some resellers still exist, right?”


“Yes, but for how long? The company has nearly eliminated all the middlemen. They see them as unnecessary now, with an online store and their own megastores serving as the main customer touchpoints.”


“And Felicity didn’t see it coming?”


“We’d seen similar scenarios in other suburbs. But … you know … financial commitments, wishful thinking. Denial—‘It won’t happen to us’.”


“So, you swapped your analog watch for a digital one?”


“It reminds me to embrace change. Which is often for the better. The smart features of this watch are incredible. But …”


TSG ran his finger over the slightly time-worn band of his beloved Rolex. “But …?”


John’s smart watch beeped again, drawing his attention. He sighed and tapped the screen. “There’s so much more I could do with this thing if I had the time to figure it out—or someone to show me how to set it up properly. I’m so time-poor right now.” He paused, his smile fading. “If I’d figured it out earlier, it probably could’ve saved me from the chaos this morning when my son took off with my phone.” He shook his head, then glanced at the time. “At least it keeps me in the loop. Anyway … got to go. Business as usual for us here at Dashing Auto Group.”


The allure of analog with its simplicity and focus tugged at TSG. But was he inadvertently steering his legacy dealership toward the same fate as Felicity’s watch store, blind to the oncoming storm of digital disruption?
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