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Profitable Solution
Athens Banner-Herald’s print/online program generates $142k in additional automotive revenue 

Maserati North America says it wants to add up to 20 more retailers 
in the U.S. by 2007, bringing total dealer count to 60 stores. The automaker 
says it needs to increase its dealer ranks in preparation for the launch of 
new models. Maserati’s new Quattroporte sedan goes on sale in the United 
States in September … In 2004, Suzuki plans to introduce a hatchback and 
increase its dealership network, with the goal of tripling sales by 2007 … 
Fuji Heavy Industries Ltd. plans to raise Subaru’s U.S. sales for 2004 by 
9% to about 203,000, led by a remodeled Legacy that goes on sale in June. 
The U.S. target is part of a push to boost global sales by 14.5% to 623,000 
… The small SUV that will introduce the Smart brand to the United 
States in 2006 will be called the ForMore … Cadillac has confirmed it 
will build an ultraluxury sedan, but the timetable is most likely to be late 
in the decade … Nissan’s Actic concept crossover vehicle, exhibited at the 
North American International Auto Show (NAIAS) in Detroit, will prob-
ably be in dealerships within two years … Ford Motor Co. expects pre-tax 
profits to plateau in 2004 after two years of sharp improvements … Nissan 
has dropped the name “Pathfinder” from its full-sized Pathfinder Armada 
SUV, and only the name “Armada” now appears in advertising and other 
marketing materials … Mercedes-Benz will introduce the next generation 
of its S-class sedan in summer 2005. It will be considerably longer than the 
current version … Honda has confirmed that it’s studying the possibility of 
adding a subcompact to its U.S. lineup in an effort to lure young customers 
into its showrooms. The new entry likely would be based on the Fit, the 
best-selling car in Japan in 2002. 

’Net news: Lexus has convinced seven automotive Web sites to 
include certified pre-owned vehicles as a separate click-through category 
on their home pages. Certified used-vehicle programs cover late-model 
vehicles that have been inspected and come with factory warranties. The 
Web sites involved are Edmunds.com, AutoTrader.com, Autobytel.com, 

CarsDirect.com, AutoWeb.com, YahooAutos.com and Cars.com 
…  During the North American International Auto Show in Detroit,                               
AutoNews.com, the Web site for Automotive News, recorded 109,617 
page views for the 2005 Ford Mustang, making it possibly the most 
popular car in cyberspace. In second place, with 71,471 page views, 
was the 2005 Chevrolet Corvette. In third place was the Jeep Rescue 
concept, with 60,795 page views … Manheim’s Simulcast — an on-
line system that allows dealers to remotely bid on and buy vehicles as 
they are moving through live auction lanes — continues to build on its 
popularity with dealers and consignors. In 2003, its first full year in 
operation, more than 21,000 unique dealers attended Manheim sales 
via Simulcast an average of 5-6 times and recorded more than 307,000 
online bids. Of the 1 million cars offered during Simulcast sales, more 
than 740,000 were sold, purchased by dealers online or in the lanes … 
MBA students at the Columbia School of Business announced findings 
of an independent study designed to analyze the quality of dealer leads                    
at NADAguides.com. According to their research, more than 52% of 
men and 33% of women who submitted vehicle purchase requests at 
NADAguides.com ended up buying a car. Additionally, closing ratios for 
NADAguides.com dealers averaged 18%, more than double the national 
average of 6% to 7% closing ratios. 

General: The World Car of the Year Awards program was of-
ficially launched recently and will recognize and reward automotive 
achievements and excellence on a global scale. The inaugural “World 
Car of the Year” will be announced in February 2005. The Canadian 
International Auto Show (CIAS), in Toronto has been chosen as the 
host site of the first awards ceremony. 

 
— Automotive News, PR Newswire, NADA Newswire

If at first you don’t succeed, 
try try again … and don’t stop until 
you’ve hit upon a profitable solution. 

That’s exactly the type of mind-
set that led the Athens (Ga.) Ban-
ner-Herald to create a print/online 
opportunity for its auto dealership 
clientele that has proven quite profit-
able for all involved since its January 
launch.

After failing in its first attempt 
at maximizing the impact of a print 
and online combination, the news-
paper set out to develop a program 
that would allow local auto dealers 
to increase their advertising commit-
ment in both print and online without 
interfering with their regular advertis-
ing schedules.

 Working with The Blinder 
Group, a company with offices in 
Tampa, Sacramento, Chicago and 
New York that specializes in help-
ing media outlets maximize their 
multimedia assets (see page A8), the 
Athens Banner-Herald developed 
a product called “Pick of the Lot” 
that seeks to build print readership, 
increase online traffic and generate 

significant new revenue.
The newspaper began by es-

tablishing AthensAutoFinder.com, 
an online auto product designed 
to let users view featured autos as 
well as search each participating 
dealership’s inventory by make and 
model of car.

 “Our participating dealerships, 
almost every one in our market, are 
now able to put their entire invento-
ries online at AthensAutoFinder.com, 
where we also maintain links to each 
of them,” explained Angela Smith, 
the newspaper’s classified advertising 
manager. “As part of the package, each 
dealership is entitled to one block in 
our ‘Pick of the Lot’ print section that 
runs every Wednesday and consists of 
two full-color pages that usually wrap 
the classified section.”

Each page in the “Pick of the 
Lot” section contains 24 ad blocks, 
each representing a different vehicle. 
All print advertisers appear online 
with their weekly print ad linked 
directly to the auto dealer’s entire 

See SOLUTION, E2
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Advertising: 
A big gamble?
Maybe not 
anymore!

I just returned from a trip 
to Las Vegas where I celebrated 
my 30th birthday. While there, 
I pushed lots of currency into 
slot machines only to f ind 
that it did not always come 
out. I also converted paper 

money into plastic chips, only to see it all disappear right before                     
my very eyes.

As my gambling losses mounted (don’t worry, nothing too 
serious!), I found myself justifying the expense as entertainment, a 
rationale used by many of the hardcore gamblers I’ve encountered 
over the years.  

Gambling, by definition, involves an element of risk. While 
I walked away crestfallen at my losses a majority of the time, I also 
saw enough people whooping up their jackpots to convince me that 
big money was just around the corner, and after all you can’t win 
if you don’t play …

Once I had played and lost, I had plenty of time to contemplate 
the ways in which advertising is somewhat similar to gambling, at 
least for those writing the checks. 

Please don’t misunderstand me.
I am a big proponent of advertising and always will be. With-

out advertising, we would have no way of knowing what choices 
are available to us.

But I have been to enough National Automobile Dealers As-
sociation (NADA) conventions to understand what advertising looks 
like from the perspective of the local dealership up the street. Dealers 
don’t want to advertise. They have to advertise. 

And every time they do it’s a roll of the dice, a spin of the slot 
machine, a high-stakes game of blackjack. 

But maybe not anymore.
Technology made available by the alliance between Power 

Information Network (PIN) and CallSource enables auto dealer-
ships to track and monitor advertising expenditures while provid-
ing customer closing and lost sales analysis (see “No More Mystery 
Money” on this page).

This new development may throw a scare into some in the 
newspaper industry, but it shouldn’t if you’re operating correctly 
and making customer-centric decisions.

If you are, then you pride yourself on your ability to work 
closely with local dealerships in the development of quality adver-
tising solutions. You work diligently to ensure that these solutions 
provide the best approach for your particular marketplace. You view 
your advertisers as teammates and a failed ad concept hurts you just 
as much as it does them.

If you are not, then you probably see your newspaper as the 
only advertising option for dealerships in your marketplace and 
you have set your rates accordingly, gouging them at every available 
opportunity. You don’t really care what their ads look like because 
you feel they need you more than you need them. Where else are 
they going to go?

Personally, I am unaware of any newspapers currently sit-
ting on the throne of an evil empire of advertising such as the one 
described in that scenario, but that doesn’t mean your dealership 
clientele necessarily feel that way. Armed with this new technology, 
savvy dealers have been empowered with the ability to bet on a sure 
thing and win every time, so they probably won’t be in the mood 
to gamble anymore.

See that they don’t have to — the payoff promises to be huge.   

Make May your month!

David M. Williams
Managing Editor
MacDonald Advertising Services
302 Ferry Street
Lafayette, IN 47901-1164
Phone: 800-237-9075, ext. 307
Fax: 765-742-2843
E-mail: david@macdonaldadvertisingservices.com

Editor’s Note
Sales of new cars and light 

trucks will continue to gain momen-
tum in 2004, on the strength of a 
recovering economy, favorable interest 
rates, attractive new designs from auto 
manufacturers and ongoing generous 
consumer incentives, according to an 
economic forecast from the National 
Automobile Dealers Association 
(NADA).

Speaking at NADA’s 87th An-
nual Convention & Exposition in 
Las Vegas, NADA Chief Economist 
Paul Taylor projected that new car 
and light truck sales will reach 16.8 
million in 2004, up from 16.6 million 
in 2003.

“The key to sales over 16.8 
million will be the level of customer 
incentives, particularly on the most 

Forecast: Modest Gains
Outlook continues to improve as new products arrive

intriguing new products,” Taylor said. 
“Interest rates will start to increase in 
late 2004, and that will offset some of 
the strength in consumer spending on 
new light vehicles.

“NADA expects incentives to 
average about $3,000 per vehicle for 
the year,” he added. “If manufacturers 
increase incentives, sales approaching 
17 million units are clearly possible. 
At this point, NADA estimates incen-
tives will be very modest on the most 
popular new vehicle designs, and 
remain high on older designs, yielding 
average incentives in 2004 that fall 
between 2003 and 2002 levels.”

Taylor said used car sales will 
receive increased attention from 
franchised new car dealers this year, 
regardless of how new car sales fare. 

Steady but modest gains in employ-
ment will put many typical used car 
buyers back in the market. He added 
that certified cars, one-to-three years 
old with extended warranties, will be a 
key segment of the market. Zero-per-
cent financing incentives prompted a 
continuing surge in trade-ins over the 
last three years.

In 2003, light trucks made 
up a record 54.3% of total light ve-
hicle sales. Crossover utility vehicles 
(CUVs) that provide an SUV look 
and all-wheel drive, but are based 
on car platforms, are the source of 
continued growth in the light truck 
segment, up 34.7% last year. Taylor 
added that CUV sales are likely to 
increase at rates near 40% this year, as 
new “crossovers” are introduced.

Vehicle scrappage rates declined 
9.1% in 2003, according to R. L. 
Polk & Co.  The number of passen-
ger cars scrapped in 2003 was down 
6.1% while light trucks experienced a 
12.7% decrease.  Both numbers were 
factors in driving the scrappage rate 
down for all vehicles.

“Cars and light trucks are 
becoming more durable,” said Mike 
Gingell, vice president of Polk’s af-
termarket team. “Although the scrap-
page rate for all trucks increased, 
the scrappage rate for light trucks 
stands at 6.0 percent, which is the 
lowest scrappage rate since Polk’s 

Built to Last
Fewer U.S. vehicles being scrapped shows durability

light truck report was introduced 
in 2000. While we saw a significant 
increase in scrappage rates for the 
heavier trucks, the overall percent-
age was driven down by cars and 
light trucks.”

The median age of U.S. ve-
hicles increased slightly in 2003. 
The median car age of 8.6 years 
in 2003 is 2.4% above the previ-
ous record high in 2002.  For all 
trucks, the median age in 2003 
was 6.7 years and for light trucks, 
6.5 years. Both light trucks and 
all trucks observed a median age 
decrease of 1.5% in 2003.

According to Dave Goebel, an 
analytic consultant with Polk, the 
explanation behind the older median 
car age is twofold.  

“For two years in a row we have 
had the lowest scrappage rate in cars 
since 1948,” he noted. “Additionally, 
passenger cars are now less than half 
of new light vehicle sales and new car 
registrations are down notably from 
their peak in 2000. 

“The slight decrease in median 
age for trucks is being driven by sus-
tained high levels of new light truck 
registrations, on average 8.6 million 
over the last four years,” he added.

Power Information Network 
(PIN), LLC, an affiliate of J.D. Power 
and Associates, and CallSource, a tele-
communications tracking corporation, 
recently announced an alliance that 
enables auto dealerships to track and 
monitor advertising expenditures while 
providing customer closing and lost 
sales analysis.

Under the alliance, CallSource 
seamlessly tracks and analyzes the ef-
fectiveness of dealership advertising 
campaigns while integration with PIN 
automotive retail transaction data allows 

No More Mystery Money
Technology lets dealers tie ad dollars to actual sales 

dealers to gain a unique insight into the 
return on advertising investments. 

“It is difficult for dealerships to 
determine how far their advertising 
dollar is going in terms of return on 
investment and which ads are working 
and which are not,” said Tim Long-
necker, chief executive officer of PIN. 
“PIN provides the additional retail 
transaction information needed to help 
CallSource deliver actual sales results 
linked to the original advertising source 
for the dealer.”

The use of PIN data is strictly lim-

online inventory, which is uploaded 
and sorted by Cincinnati-based Cele-
bro, a provider of Web-publishing 
solutions.

Sales strategy 
Frank Dorf, senior associate for 

The Blinder Group, traveled to Athens 
in December to assist the newspaper’s 
sales team in selling the new product 
to advertisers. The Blinder Group 
created a one-page sales sheet with 
the goal of making it easier for sales 
representatives to explain “Pick of the 
Lot” and its multimedia benefits to 
advertisers.  

“Frank went out with our two 
outside automotive sales reps and was 
a tremendous help in introducing the 
product,” Smith said.

All pricing is bundled to in-
clude the print and online products. 

Prices are based on the total number 
of vehicles the auto dealer places in 
the online inventory. Advertisers can 
also purchase additional ad boxes at 
a flat rate which are also linked to 
the online inventory. Every adver-
tiser that purchases a box receives 
the same position every week in the 
print product.  

The results … 
The Banner-Herald team, with 

the help of The Blinder Group, was 
able to generate more than $142,000 
in new business in just three days of 
selling. The Web site was promoted 
through links on the various pages 
of the newspaper’s regular Web site 
(OnlineAthens.com) as well as in 
print. 

The newspaper increased traf-
fic to its Web site without taking 

readers and dollars away from its 
print product.  

“It has been a great program,” 
Smith said. “The revenue we are 
generating really is additional dollars. 
So far, anyway, dealers have not been 
pulling money out of their display 
advertising in order to pay for this 
service. We obviously hope that con-
tinues to be the case.

“We have also been able to at-
tract some dealerships that previously 
had not been regular advertisers in our 
newspaper,” she added. 

 
For more information on 

“Pick of the Lot,” contact Angela 
Smith at 706-208-2288 or angela.
smith@onlineathens.com.

For more information on the 
services offered by The Blinder Group, 
contact Frank Dorf at 916-761-0456 
or frank@blindergroup.com.

SOLUTION, continued from E1

ited to each individual dealership and is 
not shared on an industry basis.

“Dealerships invest a significant 
amount of money on newspaper, radio, 
television and billboard advertising to 
get their message across to targeted 
audiences, so it’s critical to determine 
if they’re receiving a positive return on 
their investment,” said Ray Drysdale, 
vice president of CallSource. “The ad-
dition of PIN retail transaction data 
provides an important layer of informa-
tion to link sales and profits to specific 
advertising campaigns.”




