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President’s Message

WWe’ve known for years that there’s something wrong in this 
industry: Shops that want to safely repair vehicles according to the OEM 
recommendations are not properly compensated, leaving consumers under-
indemnified by their insurers. In fact, that’s a big part of the reason we 
formed ABAT – we didn’t understand why carriers would or wouldn’t pay 
for specific items, so we stepped up to the plate in an effort to protect our 
customers!

Why play a game unless you’re playing to win? But you can’t win 
unless you know the rules. After spending the past seven years learning 
about the insurers’ game, we have a better grasp of their “rules.”

Rule #1: Insurers want to pay as little as possible for parts…even 
when that means repairing a customer’s vehicle with aftermarket parts 
instead of OEM parts, despite knowing that these parts are not crash tested. 
We know there’s a huge difference in the safety component and aspect of a 
vehicle based on the type of parts used; OEM parts are designed to absorb 
energy in a certain way to ensure the occupants’ safety. Vehicles that are 
repaired using structural aftermarket parts simply aren’t as safe. 

Rule #2: Insurance companies don’t care as much about proper 
procedures as they care about their bottom line. As a professional repair 
facility, our goal is to repair every vehicle to its pre-accident condition, and 
the only way to do that is by following the OEM recommended processes 
and procedures; however, insurers only want to indemnify the customer for 

the “prevailing processes,” regardless of whether 
that actually ensures a safe repair. Knowing how 
to fix a car doesn’t mean you know how to fix 
every car! You cannot properly repair today’s 
vehicles without following the manufacturer-
specific guidelines. This is how we ensure that a 
customer’s vehicle will perform as it was intended if 
there’s another accident. 

Rule #3: “Prevailing rate” is a hoax. No one can offer a definitive 
explanation regarding what it is. Yet insurers (that cannot legally establish 
repair prices) are permitted to include policy language that says they 
“determine prevailing rates based on our survey,” a survey they refuse to 
produce as proof that the rates used accurately reflect the cost of doing 
business in that particular market. Then, they use this concept of prevailing 
rates to strongarm shops into accepting lower rates…or charging the 
customer the difference. And customers shouldn’t have to pay more than 
their deductible; the consumer already paid their insurance premium, 
which is meant to pay for restoring their vehicle after an accident. A 
consumer not getting what they paid for is under-indemnification, plain 
and simple. 

When ABAT learned those three rules, we thought we had it pretty 
well figured out. After all, Texas has a whole department for that! The 
Texas Department of Insurance (TDI) is tasked with regulating insurance 
companies, and their number one job is ensuring Texas consumers are 
protected. But when we started engaging with TDI about the insurance 
industry’s egregious practices that harm our customers, we learned the 
fourth rule… 

Rule #4: TDI doesn’t hold insurers accountable. We’ve been 
sounding the alarm belI for years, and nothing has been done about it. 
We’re told that TDI doesn’t regulate Labor Rates or determine what’s fair 
and reasonable, yet the department continually allows insurance policies to 
include language that is a straight-up under-indemnification issue! When 
complaints are made, they may question the insurer about it, but they don’t 
properly investigate the allegations – a true investigation requires talking to 
all involved parties, which would include the consumer who was harmed as 
well as the shop. That doesn’t happen. 

Policy language needs to be changed, surveys need to be reviewed, and 
consumers need to be protected. It’s extremely frustrating when the TDI, 
a government agency that has been charged with regulating insurers and 
protecting consumers, seems more interested in protecting the insurance 
companies they’re beholden to. Honestly, it doesn’t seem like they’re 
merely turning a deaf ear to our problems; it seems like the TDI goes out of 
its way to protect insurers, and that’s very disappointing.

I’d love for the TDI to prove me wrong! It’d be wonderful if they 
started checking these surveys, preventing certain policy language and 
actually regulating the insurers – you know, if they started doing their job. 

In the meantime, ABAT needs more shops to get in the game! Now 
that we know the rules, here are some plays you can use to help “score:”

•  Provide supporting documentation on all repairs. Trust the OEM to 
    know their vehicle, and follow their guidelines. 
•  Educate your customers. Explain the difference between parts and 

Learning the Rules 
to the Game

Burl Richards
ABAT President

continued on pg. 20
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Auto Body Association of Texas 

Membership Application 

 

Company Name:______________________________________________________________________ 

Primary Contact: _____________________________________________________________________  

Position: ____________________________________________________________________________ 

Phone Number:________________________________ Direct Line/cell: ________________________ 

Email: _______________________________________________________________________________ 

Business address: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Years in Business: _____________ Website: _______________________________________________ 

 

Full 2022-2023 Dues $500 – MSO $250 per additional shop 

2022-2023 Affiliate (Vendor) Dues $500 

 

Credit card number________________________________________________________________  Exp _____________________ 

By signing below, you agree to pay the above amount and have your credit card put on file for auto renew each year in the amount 
of $500 to be charged 12 months after joining ABAT. You may cancel this auto renew at any time.  

Signature:__________________________________________________________Date: ____________ 

OR pay online at http://www.abat.us/join-abat/ or make checks payable to ABAT 

Credit cards are preferred but if you must send a check please submit membership dues to ABAT  1207 N. Frisco St. Henderson, TX 75652 

Questions? Please contact Jill Tuggle at 817-899-0554 / jill@abat.us 

Not Quite ready to join? See the back side for ways to keep in touch! 
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Last month, ABAT hosted yet another successful Zoom 
meeting to address the very important and extremely relevant topic 
of employment. The meeting, titled “How to Compete in a Tight 
Job Market,” showcased a host of ways to attract and retain great 
employees. We heard from four different speakers who each tackled 
a different aspect and provided us with both in and out-of-the-box 
solutions. 

The meeting kicked off with Sean Turner of Buffer Insurance. 
Sean specializes in group insurance plans. He showed attendees that 
even a small benefits package like dental, vision and life insurance 
can be attractive and cost effective for both parties. He also shared 
ideas that his clients have used, such as rewarding employees with 
date night packages and house cleaning services, and he illustrated 
how perceived value can be much higher than actual value and is 
highly appreciated by staff. (Call Sean at 214-238-4252 or email 
sean@bufferinsurance.com.)

The Society of Collision Repair Specialists (SCRS) is a national 
organization that ABAT relies on for so many resources, including 
its members-only 401k plan. SCRS has been able to harness the 
buying power of a multi-state association to offer a plan that most 
small businesses would not have access to, and ABAT’s status as 
an affiliate opens this opportunity up to ABAT shops. The result is 
higher dividends, lower fees and more tax breaks for our businesses. 
Scott Broaddus with Virginia Asset Management shared with us the 
legislation that has been passed in other states which will require 
businesses to offer such a benefit to its employees. Legislation was 
introduced in Texas last year but didn’t pass…yet. Now is the time 
to start looking at 401k plans, and this one should definitely be on 
your list. (Scott is available at 804-327-0424 or via email  
scott.broaddus@irongate-capital.com.)

Keith Egan of Betag Innovation shared ways to reinvent the old 
idea of a body technician to meet modern-day demands. This new 
approach yields more effective production which is worth its weight 
in gold these days. Betag is in the process of tackling the technician 
shortage and is on the road to a specialized technician development 
program. Keith offered his expertise and technician training to 
members and followers of ABAT which could very quickly turn 
a tech into an outer panel repair expert – and this training can 
happen right there in your shop!

Brandon Eckenrode of the Collision 
Repair Education Foundation spoke about 
what CREF has on the horizon to attract 
new talent to our industry. In addition 
to speaking at a national conference for 
high school guidance counselors, they 
are finally able to host in-person job 
fairs for collision repair students. Be on the lookout for these job 
fairs in Texas, or get involved by emailing Brandon.Eckenrode@
collisioneducationfoundation.org.

In addition to traditional benefits, many shops have made 
it a point to make their employees feel valued, and it seems that 
this approach is just as good as offering insurance or retirement 
packages. In fact, a few shops have managed to stay fully staffed in 
the last 12 months by focusing on that very thing. The shops who 
have managed to keep great employees from jumping ship were 
not the ones who only work on high-end cars or the shops with the 
newest equipment on the marketplace. They don’t have the most 
square footage or several locations. It was DEFINITELY not the 
ones handing out sign-on bonuses like candy. Who was it then? The 
independently-owned shops who treat their employees like family! 

One of those shops is Big Spring Collision Center. Manager 
Todd Bryans told me his secrets: “My biggest asset as an employer is 
putting families first. My employees are not allowed to miss a play, 
recital, sports game or Thanksgiving meal. My shop is equipped 
with central heat and air, well-maintained equipment and access to 
any and all available repair data. When it comes to decisions about 
the shop, everyone is allowed to bring up suggestions. I always value 
their opinion on something that influences their day-to-day life.”

 Another shop is Grimes Paint & Body in Forney. Owner Gina 
Grimes shared her thoughts with me: “We do not currently offer 
traditional benefits, but we make up for that in other areas. We are 
not production-pressured; instead, we expect quality and hard work 
which replaces the urgency that many techs face to ‘get it done and 
out the door now!’ We offer paid vacations and several extra days off 
like Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Additionally, we close the week 
between Christmas and New Year’s – all paid time off.”

The main takeaway from the meeting and my talks with 
shops is that you need to offer something. Options are even better. 
Maybe someone doesn’t need insurance, but an extra five paid 
days off is attractive to them. Design a customized plan that makes 
the individual person feel valued. Learn their love language or 
enneagram number, and tailor a benefit to that. Reward a job well 
done every so often. Whether the benefits come 
in the form of insurance, retirement or time off, 
you must bring something to the table.

L

Executive Director’s Message

Jill Tuggle
ABAT Executive Director

jill@abat.com
TXA

Bring Something 
to the Table!

You need to offer something. 
Options are even better. Design a 
customized plan that makes the 

individual person feel valued.
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“We demoed four  
waterborne paint lines  

and found PPG had 
the best product, 

the best technology,  
and the most  

technical support.”

“The color chips are  
  an identical match,  
  so there’s little need  
  for sprayout cards.  
 This saves us money
 on paint and labor.”

“We increased our  
   throughput by 10% or 

around 30 to 40 more  
vehicles per month.”

PERFORMANCE YOU CAN COUNT ON

BUSINESS PROFILE

W H Y  Z A M O R A ’ S  A U T O  B O D Y  M A D E  T H E  S W I T C H

3
85
5
6
3
75

ZAMORA’S 
AUTO BODY
Frederick, Maryland

Andy & Eric Zamora ~ Owners

LOCATIONS
EMPLOYEES
PAINTERS
PAINT BOOTHS
PREP DECKS
VEHICLES PER WEEK

Andy Zamora

The PPG Logo, Envirobase and the Multiple Cubes Geometric Design are registered trademarks of PPG Industries, Ohio, Inc.   ©2021 PPG Industries, Inc.   All rights reserved.   www.envirobase.com
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It’s no secret that the collision repair industry has been 
experiencing a technician shortage that leaves many shops 
wondering, “Where did all the qualified help go?”

ABAT sought to address this dilemma during a virtual meeting, 
entitled “How to Compete in a Tight Job Market,” by hosting four 
industry professionals who provided insights and offered suggestions 
for attracting – and retaining – skilled technicians.

Exploring traditional and non-traditional benefits, Sean Turner 
(Buffer Insurance) suggested several strategies. Voluntary benefits 
usually revolve around dental, vision and life insurance. He also 
suggested offering multiple options.

“People like choices, and when an employer only offers one 
plan, employees don’t elect benefits because they don’t all have 
one-size-fits-all needs. And when they don’t see the value in your 
benefits offering, it won’t help you retain them.”

Turner also indicated that it’s perfectly acceptable to offer 
benefits based on classifications:

“Not all employees are equal – some have more responsibilities 
or are simply more valuable. You absolutely CANNOT 
discriminate based on race, gender, religion or other protected areas, 
but you CAN incentivize them based on positions or tenure, such 
as covering 50 percent of their insurance premium for the first year 
and then increasing your contribution based on their enture.”

Unorthodox benefits carry a surprising amount of weight with 
many employees, according to Turner, who recommended “getting 
them excited by offering experiences or something that has a 
higher perceived value for the cost,” such as a date night or a mini-
vacation. 

“Most employees don’t necessarily need more money to stay 
there: They need a pat on the back saying, ‘Great job!’ They need to 
be seen and heard. If you’re providing a culture that reinforces your 
values and celebrates people who exhibit those values, that’s going 
to go way above and beyond a $10,000 signing bonus.”

Next, Scott Broaddus (Irongate Capital Advisors) reviewed 
information about the retirement savings plan ABAT members 
can access through the association’s affiliation with the Society of 
Collision Repair Specialists (SCRS). 

“Retirement savings is challenging for small business owners. 
Of the 57 million Americans who have no access to a retirement 
plan through their employers, over half work in a small business,” 
Broaddus observed before explaining the incentives the government 
offers businesses that establish retirement plans for their employees.

Each individual business can customize the plan to fit their 
needs, and options available include employer matching, eligibility 
period, vesting schedule, safe harbor, Roth deferrals, loans, profit 
sharing and more. 

“Texas is a very competitive market, and you’re competing 
against a lot of large entities in the collision industry as well as in 
other industries,” SCRS Executive Director Aaron Schulenburg 
added. “We want to bring you savings that add to your bottom line 
and enable you to compete against larger businesses in a way you 

couldn’t on your own.”
Keith Egan (Betag Innovation) explored new tactics for 

meeting worker demands, such as creating a category for Outer 
Panel Repair Specialists.

“Focusing on outer panel repair when developing young 
technicians helps to accelerate technician development and increase 
the ability to increase repair complexity.” 

Egan also believes it would be beneficial to develop a career 
path that helps new technicians see the ways they can advance 
within the industry so they can envision their future with your 
company. 

Noting that the average technician age is around 50 years old, 
Egan asked, “Where will we be in 10 years if we don’t find some 
solutions? We’ll be in trouble! We have to focus on ways to improve 
the value of technicians entering the business.”

Lastly, Brandon Eckenrode from the Collision Repair 
Education Foundation (CREF) announced that CREF’s Career 
Fairs are slated to return this spring. One such event, scheduled for 
April 22 during the Austin Auto Show, provides Texas repairers 
with an opportunity to “meet the students in your backyard who 
are either graduating in the next couple months or in the near 
future, and it’s a great opportunity to start networking with them.”

Also, as part of its ongoing efforts to improve how the industry 
is perceived by guidance counselors, parents and the general public, 
CREF will be connecting with the American School Counselors 
Association during their July conference to better educate guidance 
counselors  about the multitude of collision career opportunities. 

“We want to showcase that it’s not the industry they imagine…
it’s not that dark, dingy shop class where they just send the bad kids 
without college potential; there’s real earning potential in a collision 
career,” Eckenrode stressed. “The Foundation focuses on helping 
local high school and college technical school programs around the 
country, but we can’t do that without the industry support and 
connection at the local level.

“This is a national problem with a local solution. We have a 
database of over 70 schools in Texas alone, and I encourage you 
to reach out so we can help you connect with the schools in your 
area which hopefully help feed your entry-level employment needs. 
Industry involvement – whether it’s by sitting on an advisory board, 
sponsoring uniforms or simply visiting the classroom to talk about 
employer expectations – helps elevate the quality of graduates who 
could become your future employees.”    TXA

ABAT News

Industry Experts Offer Fresh Ideas 
to Attract and Retain Talent 
at ABAT Meeting

“Where will we be in 10 years if we don’t 
find some solutions? We’ll be in trouble! 

We have to focus on ways to improve  
the value of technicians entering 

the business.”
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“We only represent the consumer; we are consumer 
advocates,” Robert McDorman (Auto Claim Specialists) informed 
attendees at the most recent Collision Industry Conference (CIC) 
where he provided insights on titling issues related to total losses 
during the Industry Relations Committee’s presentation. 

Using a random sampling of 200 total loss claims, 
McDorman explained that while 66.5 percent were titled as 
salvage, one-third of those vehicles deemed a total loss were either 
sold with a blue title or still remain in the client’s name with a blue 
title. Since the blue title does not indicate the damage sustained 
by the vehicle, these cars are often unsafely rebuilt and sold to 
unsuspecting consumers.

“Insurers should be required to transfer the title on all total 
losses to a salvage title within 30 days which would prevent a lot 
of curbstoning and detour rebuilders from buying these cars to 
rebuild and remarket as clean title vehicles,” McDorman stressed. 
“It is a virus and a problem. It’s a safety problem, and we need 
relief.”

McDorman 
examined a claim on a 
2017 Chevrolet Traverse 
which State Farm valued 
at $18,880 and sold at 
auction for $4,800 with 
a reported estimated 
repair cost of $14,345. 
Although it was reported 
to CarFax as a total loss, 
the vehicle was sold with 
a clean title – showing 
no indication of damage 
history – since the 
damage ratio came in 
at 75 percent based on 

the insurer’s figures; however, the vehicle was deemed a total loss 
based on the actual repair value of $18,970.01, which would have 
prevented the car from being sold with a clean title if that value 
had been provided at auction.

“This vehicle is being driven today by a driver who has no 
idea how badly damaged his vehicle was,” McDorman lamented. 
“These are driving weapons that could fall into somebody’s hands. 
When the insurance company deems the vehicle a total loss, they 
should be required to issue a salvage affidavit and transfer the title 
as a salvage title.”

By invoking Right to Appraisal (RTA), Auto Claim Specialists 
helps consumers settle total losses for higher values of $3,672 on 

average as well as repair procedure loss disputes. McDorman’s data 
demonstrated that final repair estimates regularly exceed carriers’ 
original estimates by an average of 77 percent up to 102 percent, 
depending on the insurer. 

“The delta between the amount that carriers offer and the 
average actual cash value reflects an under-indemnification issue. 
The public insurance departments need to hold these carriers 
accountable for the indemnification of the claim.”

Reviewing the difference between data provider repair 
estimates and final repair plan through RTA, McDorman revealed 
an average under-indemnification concern ranging from $2,800 
up to over $7,000. 

 “The problem is twofold: The data provided by the market 
valuation/data provider firms is incomplete and unsupported, and 
the carrier plays an instrumental role in evaluating the loss. It’s 
multi-faceted,” McDorman summarized. “It’s not right because 
the consumer is negatively affected, but this problem has a lot to 
do with money; everything hinges around cost [for the insurer,] 
yet the consumer is the one who ends up suffering.

“This isn’t going away anytime soon. We can’t keep doing 
what we’re doing because what we’re doing isn’t working! We 
need to try something new. We all need to get together to talk 
about how we can lobby and address these problems so we can fix 
them and take care of our consumer.”

If you missed McDorman’s exploration of this topic in last 
month’s “Ask the Expert,” be sure to check it out on page 20 of 
Texas Automotive: bit.ly/TXA0222.   TXA

Cover Story

A Case of Blue Titles: 
DefendING Consumer Safety

by Chasidy Rae Sisk 

Robert McDorman used an example of this Chevy Traverse to 
demonstrate the dangers of total loss vehicles being sold with blue titles.

Robert McDorman
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Buying a paint booth is a huge investment, and there are many factors
to carefully consider before selecting one. Will the booth work well in a
region where there’s a ton of humidity and with drastic changes in the
weather? How long do you think the booth will last and will it require a lot
of maintenance? Will your painters be comfortable using it every day and
finally, will the company making the booth provide solid training and
reliable customer service? 

To answer these questions before acquiring two Chronotech spray
booths and a prep deck from USI ITALIA back in 2004, Collision Center
Manager Kevin McIllveen at Russell & Smith Body Shop in Houston, TX
spent six months studying the market. He was looking for the best booths
that matched his needs to use in a brand-new 36,000 sq. ft. facility that the
company built from the ground up.  

Mcllveen, age 56, entered the industry more than three decades ago as
an estimator and has worked for Russell & Smith Body Shop since 1993.
His goal with his new spray booths was to improve the efficiencies in his
paint department and to accommodate his production, he said, while
simultaneously saving time and energy if possible. 

The vetting process was arduous but worth it in the end. "We did our
research so that we could make an educated decision," he said. "I went to
NACE two years in a row and talked to literally everyone and asked a lot of
questions. We knew that this was going to be a very significant investment,
so we took the time to perform our due diligence to cover all our bases. We
invested in their prep stations as well, which was another good decision,
because my guys can work so much faster and effectively with five different
places where we can spray. We put a curtain up in the prep booth that
provides us two additional spaces that are heated
and properly ventilated. So, when we are really
jammed, we can handle the workload and
maintain our cycle time without interrupting or
slowing down our production."

After using them for a very short time,
Mcllveen could clearly see that his Chronotechs
were more than capable as they quickly became a
centerpiece in his new, high-end, modern shop. 

"We have four paint teams here, consisting
of a painter and a painter’s helper and we
consistently log approximately 600-700 paint
hours weekly,” he said. “We switched to
waterborne paint when we opened this facility
because we want to provide a healthier climate for our employees and the
community as a whole.” 

Why was Mcllveen able to improve his numbers by simply adding two
USI booths? “In the end, it all comes down to their airflow because we never
need blowers or additional air to cure these vehicles. The fans in these
Chronotechs are exceptional because they feature variable speeds, so we
can switch depending on the parameters of each job. Our painters are
producing an impressive product day after day, so these booths are saving
us both time and money. We paint an average of 400 cars every month, so

we push these booths and they never let us down.” 
Any issues that Russell & Smith Body Shop have encountered with

their USI ITALIA booths have been rare and far between. But Mcllveen feels
good knowing that if called upon, the company will respond and find
solutions promptly. “If you do your scheduled maintenance and keep
everything clean, these booths will last you 30 years and maybe even
longer. The issues that we have encountered with the Chronotechs have
been minor and quickly solved, which is impressive when you think that we
have been using these booths daily for the last 16 years. I tell people that
these booths will be here long after I’ve retired!” 

After training provided by USI ITALIA,
Mcllveen’s painters were able to start spraying
after one day, he said. "The Chronotechs are
designed to work with waterborne paint, which
makes it easier for our painters to do their work.
After a very short time, all of our guys were
comfortable and the results were consistently
exceptional.”  

Mcllveen is also impressed by the
Chronotech's sturdy construction and durability.
"Some booths are just a box, but these are well-
built," he said. “I know, because I've seen them
all and there isn't anything like a USI ITALIA
booth."

His career in collision repair industry has been a great experience and
products like his USI ITALIA spray booths and prep station are a part of that,
he said. “We haven’t had to furlough anybody here and that’s because we
value our people and, in the end, our Chronotechs are part of the team.” 

Russell & Smith Logging Big Paint Hours with USI Booths & Prep Station
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Insurers constantly cite “prevailing price” as a reason for their failure 
to negotiate estimates, but this term doesn’t just allow them to dictate 
reimbursement rates; it also frequently provides an opportunity for them to 
exert their influence over the way the customer’s car is repaired. Last month, 
Texas Automotive spoke with Aaron Schulenburg (Society of Collision 
Repair Specialists), industry attorney Erica Eversman (Vehicle Information 
Services), Dave Luehr (Elite Body Shop Solutions), Mark Olson (VECO 
Experts) and Sam Valenzuela (National AutoBody Research) about what 
this term truly means. In Part 2, these industry leaders share their thoughts 
on how this issue impacts customers and how shops can combat it. 

TXA: How do issues related to prevailing rate and practice impact 
consumers?

Aaron Schulenburg: Too often, the carrier influences what payment 
looks like, but a collision repair is needed because someone drove a car 
into someone else’s and owes them for the damage done to that vehicle. 
If that individual did not have insurance, they would be responsible 
for the cost of repairing that car, right? Well, that’s what the insurance 
company owes: the cost of the repairs. The claimant isn’t bound by the 
shortcomings of an insured’s policy; they are owed for the repairs that 
need to be performed on that vehicle, and we don’t look at it that way 
often enough as an industry. Insurers’ attempts to mitigate their claims 
costs influence far too many collision businesses’ repair decisions, so 
it’s not just a matter of under-indemnifying the consumer – it’s also 
about how that under-indemnification influences the properness or 
improperness of the repair. 

Erica Eversman: Insureds pay for vehicle coverage which presumes 
they will be indemnified for the vehicle to be repaired to its appropriate 
pre-loss condition, and when the vehicle returns to the road, customers 
expect that their vehicle is safe to operate. Since no government entity 
monitors the safety of the repair, the consumer must rely on their 
collision repair professional and theoretically their insurer who wants 
a safe repair but is more focused on price. If a consumer patronizes a 
shop that fights for the most appropriate repair, they should have no 
worries, but if the customer chooses a shop that accepts an insurer’s 
dictates, the result could be a terrifying situation for the vehicle owner 
and all other drivers who encounter that “repaired” vehicle on the road. 

Dave Luehr: When shops don’t believe they can perform a safe repair 
for the insurer’s reimbursement rate, yet they attempt it anyway, those 

unsafe repairs are no good for the shop or the consumer. Stop believing 
the insurer lets you do something. That belief causes many repairers to 
take wrong actions that put customers at risk.

Mark Olson: Prevailing rate and practice only impact consumers if 
the shop lets it happen, which is why keeping the customer informed 
is critical. Shops need to educate consumers about what is required 
to safely repair their vehicle, but repairers are deathly afraid of telling 
them, “The vehicle manufacturer requires these inspections and 
procedures to safely repair your car, but since the insurer doesn’t want 
to pay for it, we’ll have to charge you the difference.” The insurer will 
usually roll over if the consumer calls to complain, but the shop must 
engage the customer first. If shops never engage the customer and 
simply fail to perform proper procedures, someone could die.

Sam Valenzuela: If the customer’s insurance carrier doesn’t cover 
the full cost of a proper repair, something suffers, whether it’s the 
shop’s profitability, the customer’s wallet or the customer’s safety – 
all unacceptable options which cause either the shop or consumer to 
ultimately bear the burden. The industry did a great job of responding 
to the John Eagle case by emphasizing safe repairs, but shops also need 
to receive adequate compensation or there won’t be an industry left to 
fight for! Shops just can’t keep accepting low, unprofitable rates. Real 
adjustments are needed so they can continue performing correct, safe 
vehicle repairs. 

TXA: Texas isn’t the only state dealing with this issue; collision 
repair shops all around the country are fighting to ensure their 
customers are properly indemnified. Are you aware of any markets 
that have successfully overcome this problem?

AS: Every market is facing this downward pressure on Labor Rates, 
and it’s even more exacerbated today due to the excessive inflation 
of material costs, utilities, even commercial business insurance. All 
businesses, not just our industry, struggle with inflation, but in most 
industries, the business passes the cost along to the customer. Collision 
repair shops are in a strange position where the bill payers put pressure 
against normal adjustments for increased costs. Labor Rates shouldn’t 
be determined whimsically; shops need to work with their CPA to 
determine their true cost of doing business, post their rates based on 
that data and stand by their decision.
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EE: San Francisco is the only outlier to my knowledge. Because no 
shops enter into DRP agreements in that market, shops command a 
much higher Labor Rate because they operate on the fair market rate. 
Elsewhere, insurers attempt to impose wholesale rates across the entire 
geographic region while accepting no liability for the repair. 

DL: All markets believe they’re underpaid, and they probably are! 
Extremely low Labor Rates typically exist in super competitive markets, 
driven by greed and fear. To get more work, shops agree to DRP 
discounts, and that rate is used to suppress the market’s Labor Rate, 
causing shops to fear raising their rates, lest insurers direct work to 
another shop. Interestingly, regardless of Labor Rate, the average repair 
order (RO) is almost always the same; in markets with higher Labor 
Rates, insurers find another way to suppress overall severity. 

MO: This is a problem happening throughout the entire world! 
I’m unaware of specific markets overcoming this issue, but it’s been 
successfully combated on a shop-by-shop basis. For example, one shop 
owner informed an insurer that his business would meet or exceed 
all their KPIs, except severity; he also assured them the carrier would 
benefit because of how well they’d take care of the customer. Even 
though his average severity was double the market’s severity, the insurer 
loved that shop. Insurance companies aren’t the Antichrist; the problem 
is the guy who’s willing to fix cars improperly and charge less. 

SV: Overall, we don’t see entire markets overcoming Labor Rate 
challenges yet, but plenty of individual shops have more success 

than others in charging and collecting higher rates because they’ve 
intentionally committed to do it and they employ a never-give-up 
attitude rather than making excuses about what other shops are 
charging. They understand their own finances well enough to know 
what Labor Rate they need to charge to have a thriving, sustainable 
business, and they invest time, attention and effort to actively move 
their rates. When dealing with customers, they build value based on 
quality and customer service – and they deliver on those promises. 
When necessary, they bill the customer the balance when the insurer 
doesn’t cover the full cost to prevent their shop from eating the 
shortfall. Lastly, and very importantly, they actively use available tools 
to understand market rates, see where insurers are paying more and 
share their success with others.

TXA: How can shops protect their businesses and their customers?

AS: Far too many businesses are limited by what they believe they 
can’t accomplish. They think that they have to accept what the carrier 
proposes because they fail to realize that others don’t, but in reality, 
other shops operate under a business model whereby they insist on 
completing the repair properly and reject work that doesn’t fit into that 
model. These shops have invested the time and energy into developing 
consumer education initiatives, and they are armed with the knowledge 
to help their customers receive adequate reimbursement. It isn’t easy, 
but shops that have done this successfully prove it’s possible. Stop 
believing you’re the “only one.”

continued from pg. 14
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EE: Shops should make their issues known to the Texas Department 
of Insurance (TDI) by filing complaints and encouraging customers 
to file complaints. Although TDI typically directs shops to court for 
dispute resolution, TDI is responsible for collecting those complaints 
and determining whether to investigate a particular insurer’s activities, 
based on the aggregated complaints. It may seem like they’ve done 
nothing, but your complaint has value. Right to Appraisal is a great 
way to gather substantiated evidence that demonstrates the insurer’s 
deliberate attempt to underpay the claim and treat consumers unfairly. 

DL: Begin by understanding your true costs and determining what 
your Labor Rate should be in order to correctly conduct your business. 
Next, look at your shop efficiencies and remove wasteful activities 
from your system. Providing accurate documentation helps shops 
obtain adequate payment, so improve your repair planning process by 
incorporating OEM repair procedures and utilizing estimate-scrubbing 
software for often forgotten items. Shops often complain about Labor 
Rate as they’re leaving $200-$400 on the table per RO. Stop getting so 
distracted by the problems that you neglect to see the opportunities.

MO: Include customers in conversations about their vehicle. 
The professional shop is liable for a safe repair, so it’s the shop’s 
responsibility to explain if repairs are needed beyond the insurer’s 
compensation to ensure that vehicle isn’t a death trap. If neither the 
insurer nor the customer is willing to pay for the necessary repairs, 
decline the job. Certification and specialization are also key; if you’re 
spending money for training, tools and equipment, you deserve to sell 

your heightened expertise. You can’t expect to make more money if 
you’re doing the same thing as everyone else, but if you’re doing things 
that most shops aren’t doing, you can charge more for the higher level 
of service you’re providing.

SV: The best protection is to do the job right and get paid for it. To 
do the job right, take training to improve your repair planning and 
estimating. To help get paid, that’s where NABR comes in to help win 
this battle against insufficient Labor Rates and the “you’re the only 
one” word track with tools like BillableGenie and LaborRateHero.
com which provide shops with information they need to help get paid 
for more billable hours at better rates. Filling out Labor Rate surveys 
alone won’t directly solve the underpayment issues, but it provides a 
clear indication of market rates which shops can use to demonstrate 
that their rate is fair and reasonable. It’s not the shop’s job to do the 
insurer’s job of paying for the repair. Shops need to stop paying for 
repairs out of their own pocket and start demanding to be paid what’s 
necessary to fix the car, even if the customer needs to pay the balance. If 
the insurer won’t pay and the customer won’t pay, then the shop is the 
only one left to pay, and that’s just not sustainable nor is it protecting 
anybody. 

Hopefully, these insights from industry leaders have provided a 
clearer understanding of this prevailing problem along with some useful 
tips to implement for your shop’s benefit.   TXA
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Women make up around 51 percent of the population, yet 
less than two percent of auto body repair technicians are women, 
according to a 2021 report by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics. At 
the same time, nearly 60 percent of women participate in the labor 
force, which begs the question: Why aren’t more women working 
in collision repair shops where we so desperately need help?

A large reason for the lack of female technicians is simply…the 
lack of female technicians. Young women don’t pursue careers in 
the collision industry because they don’t see other women in those 
roles, limiting their belief that there’s a place for them. That belief, 
of course, is completely inaccurate; although women are different 
from men, those differences are a strength when leveraged properly! 

One such strength is women’s ability to think differently. Their 
focus on efficiency and accuracy tend to be huge assets for shops, 
not to mention the fact that female consumers are typically more 
comfortable visiting shops that employ women. But defying the 
odds and being the only woman in the room comes with its own 
unique set of challenges and fears. 

Overcoming the fear of being different is never easy – just ask 
any repairer whose negotiations with insurers have been quelled 
by the claim that they’re “the only one!” – but not everyone allows 
their aspirations to be subdued by the fear of being unique. Texas 
Automotive talked to a few of the amazing women who’ve found a 
home in the Lone Star State’s collision repair industry about their 
experiences working in a male-dominated industry, the benefits of 
diversity and how shops can attract more female employees.

After spending several years as an office assistant to a shop’s 
estimating staff in 1999, Cherie Smith spent several years working 
as a field adjuster for GEICO until 2011 when she and her husband 
purchased McDaniel’s Quality Body Works (Longview). Her 
current role as vice president allows her to remain mostly behind 
the scenes, handling the shop’s accounting and human resources 
needs; however, being female in a male-dominated environment 
posed some challenges before she returned to the shop.

“In my prior role with GEICO a few years ago, I can honestly 
say there were times that it was difficult being a female adjuster. 
Luckily, after a few visits to the shops, most of them figured out 
that I know how to do my job, and they began treating me with 
respect.”

While working in the car rental industry immediately following 
her college graduation, Sherri Higson (Coach Specialists of Texas 
RV & Specialty Repair; Dallas-Fort Worth) was promoted to a 
role where she supported and managed the collision and dealership 
partnerships for over a decade. 

“I quickly realized I enjoyed spending my day in a body shop 
much more than days spent in a boardroom. When the pandemic 
hit in 2020 and I found myself unemployed from the only company 
I ever knew, I was so thankful for the industry friendships I had 
developed; one of those friends introduced me to Dusty Norris, 
the owner of Coach Specialists, and I was so impressed with the 
business that I started working here soon after. It was the perfect fit 
for me, and I felt immediately at home.”

As a minority in this industry, being a woman means that 
others don’t always accept that this is her perfect fit, unfortunately.

“I’ve had an occasional first meeting where someone questions 
whether I know what I’m talking about because I’m female,” 
Higson admits. “Sometimes, they’ll ask to speak to ‘the guy in 
charge.’ But I like to think that people realize I know what I’m 
talking about once the conversation gets started. As long as you 
are comfortable looking someone in the eye and speaking with 
confidence, I believe it helps eliminate any gender bias. And when 
that doesn’t work, I start talking about fishing, cars, hunting or 
dogs.” 

During Raven Hartkopf’s senior year of high school, a job 
exploration event piqued her interest in auto body work because 
“It was a different path than the traditional four-year college route, 
and I thought it would be a fun challenge.” After graduation, she 
transitioned to working in a shop before taking a position as an 
instructor at Collin College (Allen). 

Hartkopf has overcome her share of hurdles:
“Being a woman in this industry can be challenging at times, 

but other times, you forget that you’re in a male-dominated 
industry. Sometimes, there’s a notion that you can’t or don’t work 
as hard as everyone else – we need to prove them wrong. If you 
work as hard as everyone else, there tends to be less fuss over being a 
woman. When I first meet people, they’re always curious about how 
I got here in my career, both in the shop environment and in higher 
education.”

As an educator, Hartkopf has the unique opportunity to “build 
a new perception of women in the industry. Since my students are 
used to working with me, it helps create a mindset that women can 
excel and be successful in this industry.”

Crystal Griffin (Griffin’s Paint & Body; Winnsboro) married 
into the auto body world in 2001 and began working in the shop in 
2010 when her children were old enough for her to return to work. 

“I saw how hard my husband worked to deal with the 
challenges that repair shops and consumers face with the insurance 
industry, and I chose to dive in and help all I could. Just in the last 
10 years, there has been a drastic change in insurers’ behavior and 
it’s not been for the benefit of anyone other than the insurer!

“I’ve found that I can make a positive impact on the industry 
by advocating for consumers who are constantly being under-
indemnified by their insurers,” Griffin states. “We have to educate 
them about their rights and how they can protect themselves.”

Although she was raised in her dad’s shop, Jannifer Stimmel-
Watkins (Texas State Technical College; Waco) wasn’t “allowed to 
touch anything. He was into classic cars, so I grew up following him 
to car shows and reading car magazines, but he didn’t really want 
me around the industry; he wouldn’t even let me touch a power 
tool!”

Stimmel-Watkins went to college and earned her bachelor’s 
degree, but after her second stint as a stay-at-home mom, she 
couldn’t find employment. She and her husband, a master 
technician, decided to start flipping cars.

“I am particularly obsessed with VW buses, so I bought one, 
and when I Googled how to paint it, I found the painting program 
at Waco. I planned to take classes just long enough to learn how to 
paint my VW, but I really connected with my classmates that first 

It’s a (Wo)man’s World: 
Women in Collision
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semester. When they wanted to study collision the next semester 
and circle back to paint, I went with them – falling in love with 
bodywork and losing all interest in painting in the process!”

Having been a student, then working in a shop and now settled 
into her role as a collision instructor, Stimmel-Watkins’ various 
experiences have given perspective on the fact that a woman’s 
experience in this industry really depends on where she’s at. 

“While interviewing to work in body shops during my last 
semester as a student, I had my heart set on being a body helper. 
One shop owner told me, ‘Honestly, our techs don’t want a female 
body helper.’ It worked out because that’s when I started getting 
acquainted with collision diagnostics…I really like the precision of 
such intricate work. I worked hard to prove myself and my skills. 
But by the time I finally became a full-blown technician, a position 
at TSTC came open, and though that was always my goal, I 
struggled with the decision to leave the shop but ultimately opted to 
return to the place where I began my love affair with collision.”

As the first female champion in estimating for Texas SkillsUSA, 
Stimmel-Watkins serves as a shining example of what women in 
this industry can achieve when they’re passionate about what they 
do. Her role as a post-secondary instructor also gives her a chance to 
recruit more women to the industry.

“I always try to pull girls to the table, and I’m excited that our 
program’s female student population has increased.”

Liz Soto’s (Coach Specialists of Texas; Plano) journey into the 
automotive industry began in high school where she enrolled in 
the automotive program because “no other career path piqued my 
interest as much as the idea of working on cars and motorcycles.” 
Discovering a growing passion for small engines, she worked as a 
technician in an independent motorcycle shop before interning at a 
local luxury dealership where she learned several positions to gain a 
better understanding of how a collision center operates. 

Working as a service advisor now, Soto acknowledges that 
there are some obstacles to face as a woman in this industry. 

“One of the many challenges I’ve faced – and perhaps other 
women have too – is the assumption that we don’t know as much 
as our male co-workers. Being one of few females in the room can 
make you feel different, like an outsider, but since I was introduced 
to the automotive industry at a young age, I feel very comfortable. 
Working in this male-dominated industry has taught me to be 
straightforward and assertive, and it’s also helped me build my 
confidence.” 

Since women influence up to 85 percent of automobile 
purchases, it stands to reason that they also determine where to take 

a vehicle in need of repairs. Female customers often find comfort 
in dealing with women working at shops due to insecurities about 
their own lack of automotive knowledge as well as misperceptions 
related to the propensity of repairers taking advantage of that 
deficiency. 

“In our shop, many female consumers have told us how they 
have been treated at other shops,” Griffin says. “They appreciate the 
level of respect we show to all our customers.”

“For many female customers, dealing with a collision repair 
is a very intimidating process; however, being able to speak with 
someone they can relate to really goes a long way toward easing 
their concerns and making them feel comfortable,” agrees Higson 
whose role as director of business development gives her unique 
insights into business growth strategies, best practices, recruiting 
and retention. 

“Having a diverse workforce is key to the success of any 
business,” she adds. “As females in this industry, it’s so important 
that we work hard to visibly promote our collision roles and provide 
mentorship to the next generation. Take every opportunity to 
represent the business at career fairs for high school and college 
students. There are so many talented young women who are 
interested in technical career paths – sometimes they just need to be 
able to see someone like themselves being successful.”

Employing women in the shop – as technicians, estimators, 
detailers, painters, mechanics, managers or any other role – benefits 
the business in many ways. Women typically have a high level 
of emotional intelligence (EQ), are good listeners and pay close 
attention to detail.

“It’s been proven all over the country that more women are 
becoming estimators, adjusters, parts people and even technicians,” 
Smith points out. “We currently have a female painter and a couple 
more women working in the parts department. With the low pool 
of available people, I believe we should be advertising to encourage 
women with the interest and the technical skills to try those roles…
and shops should be open to let them!”

“Shops and other industry businesses should exert the effort to 
attract more female candidates in order to create a more dynamic 
work environment that truly presents equal opportunities for 
everyone,” Hartkopf believes, suggesting, “Auto body businesses can 
attract more female employees by actively recruiting for them at job 
fairs, just as you would for men.”

According to Stimmel-Watkins, shops don’t have a problem 

continued on pg. 20
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attracting female employees; some industry businesses merely refuse 
to hire them!

“I’ve had excellent female students who run circles around 
everyone, and I’ll send them to interview with shop owners and 
managers who I know personally. Last semester, I was told, ‘No, I 
don’t want a girl; we don’t need any distractions.’ Because I look 
more traditionally feminine, I’ve been told that I’m too pretty to 
work in a shop, but hey! We don’t have to be all or nothing. I can 
wear makeup and still want to get my hands dirty. 

“When female students’ hearts are in it, they frequently 
outshine their male peers. Guys only want to do the hands-on 
portion of training, but the ladies typically process information 
better. Understand: This isn’t a man’s world! Women are just as 
capable. We’re strong enough and intelligent enough to do any job 
we set our minds to.”

On the flip side, women in the industry always appreciate the 
support they receive from their male counterparts.

“One student’s grandmother went above my head to ask 
my boss, ‘Does the welding instructor have a problem with my 
grandson?’” Stimmel-Watkins recalls. “My boss responded, ‘She 
kept records of all his problems,’ and when the grandmother asked 
why the welding instructor was a woman, my boss informed her, 
‘Because she’s qualified.’”

With all the challenges thrown at collision repairers, being 
confronted with additional hurdles related to gender can be 
daunting. What advice would these ladies offer other women 
interested in pursuing a career in the collision industry?

“The collision industry is going to be a thriving business for 
years to come, and there are a lot of jobs in our industry for women 
– even outside of working in the shop,” Smith notes. “As they 
come in and learn the business, there are opportunities to grow into 
roles that can have a major impact on the day-to-day business of 
repairing vehicles.”

“Come into this field with a thick skin because you’ll need it 
at times, and don’t do it for attention…you’ll see a lot of that both 
positive AND negative,” Hartkopf warns. “But if it’s something 
you’d like to do, go for it!”

“Don’t be afraid,” Soto urges. “It’s a bit intimidating to know 
that you’re in a male-dominated industry, but finding the courage 
to enter that type of environment doesn’t just help you grow – it 
will inspire other women to see that they can do it too!”

“Absolutely go for it, but don’t be afraid to show your feminine 
side,” Griffin offers. “This industry needs it, and we’ll all be better 
for it.” 

“Find something you love to do, and don’t allow gender to 
hold you back,” Higson encourages. “The collision repair industry 
has many amazing career paths and opportunities to grow. Seek out 
other women in the industry, and support each other – the future is 
bright!”

“Collision work incorporates art, and this is a great way to 
apply artistic talent – and make a great living at the same time,” 
Stimmel-Watkins contributes. “We are important; we’re the 
surgeons of the automotive world. Our job is to use the blueprint 
and OEM standards to keep families safe. Women entering this 
industry will have to work harder and prove themselves. Hopefully, 
it won’t always be like this, but for now, it is, so get out there, 
demonstrate that you’re willing to learn and grow, and you’ll make 
it!”

She sure will – just like these brave, inspirational women have 
made it in the industry. Thank you for being courageous enough to 
pursue your passions, and happy Women’s History Month!   TXA
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    processes, and when their insurer under-indemnifies them, help them 
    file a complaint. (ABAT’s consumer complaint forms are available for 
    download at bit.ly/ABATvTDI.) 
•  Utilize the Right to Appraisal when negotiation attempts aren’t working. 
    This may be the most effective way to ensure your customer gets properly 
    compensated for their vehicle’s repairs. 
•  Spread the word. Our industry needs to educate the general public about 
    these issues which impact THEM as much as they affect us – if not more! 
    I recently appeared on a segment of In Conversation with Ware Wendell 
    (of Texas Watch) to talk about these issues and many more. You can 
    watch the full interview at bit.ly/BurlTalks.

This isn’t just a Texas issue; this problem is happening all across the 
country. Our entire industry is sick of playing by 
the insurers’ rules. Isn’t it time that we rewrote 
some of those rules by sticking together and 
doing what’s right for our customers? burl@burlscollision.com

TXA
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repair solution.  Finally, technicians use 
Touch to check structural repairs and 
ensure proper OEM specifications are 
achieved.

Touch Electronic Measuring System:
Comparative Measurements
Complete Documentation
Mechanical Parts Measurements
Suspension Parts Measurements
User Added Points with Photos
Vehicle Frame and Structural Items
Wheel and Tire Alignment Checks

Multibench Structural Repair Workstation:
Loading Capacity             3,175kg (7,000lbs)
Lifting Height             1.45m (4’ 9”)
Lift Time (Ascension) 45 seconds
Pulling Force              10 Tons

MULTIBENCH
Structural Repair Workstation

TOUCH
Electronic Measuring System

Learn More Now
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ValsparRefinish.comA brand by

Achieve it all with Valspar Refinish 
 
Valspar Refinish combines best performance with best value, from primer 
to clear. With this solvent system, you will achieve color consistency, great 
coverage and hiding, and an overall quality finish—every time.

  

VIBRANCY, VALUE  
AND VERSATILITY


