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MIDWEST CARWASH ASSOCIATION FROM THE PRESIDENT

By Joe Chatel, Ride the Tide Carwash
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Happy New Year!

As President of MCA I am excited about the new year 
and where the association is headed for 2019. 

While we take a break from the trade show we have 
a bunch of events and member benefits lined up to 
grow the association’s membership. 

In addition to the golf outing, we have spring, summer 
and fall networking events lined up, plus we are 
finalizing plans for a Tigers’ outing at Comerica Park! 
All of these events offer opportunities for members 
to attend for free so if you’re not a member, or aren’t 
sure if your membership is current, we encourage 
you to get that updated for 2019. 

Our main goal in 2019 is to increase membership 
and with that we are introducing a member-referral 
program. Any current member who refers a new 
member company to MCA will receive a $50 cash 
referral bonus. 

As you know, our vendor members make up a valuable 
part of our association and we have invited them to 
offer “member-only” benefits to the membership.  
We will continue to update these benefits on the 
MCA website as they become available. 

Speaking of our website, if you have visited recently 
you may have noticed that it’s received a bit of a face 
lift. You can now pay your dues online, update your 
company profile, view a current member directory, 
plus register for events and more. 

We look forward to hearing from you about our 
plans in the new year. If you have any questions or 
feedback about any of them please feel free to reach 
us at 800.610.4512 or email info@midwestcarwash.com

~Joe
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2019 MCA Event Calendar
April 24
SPRING SOCIAL EVENT
BAY POINTE INN
SHELBYVILLE, MI

June 18
SUMMER SOCIAL EVENT
THE MORRIE
ROYAL OAK, MI

Date TBD
DETROIT TIGERS OUTING
COMERICA PARK
DETROIT, MI 

Don’t miss any of these great events! In 2019 the MCA Board has lined up a whole 
host of events that are free to MCA Operator Members. Take advantage of all your 
MCA membership has to offer and make sure your membership is current today!

The MCA is extending an invitation to you to have an active role in your association and industry as a member 
of the MCA Board of Directors. Each year the MCA looks to its members for individuals who are willing to be 
decision makers in advancing the direction of the association; provide input in developing our goals, policies 
and services; and to act as representative of the MCA to help the MCA membership expand always in all ways.

Eligibility for the MCA Board requires that you are a paid member in good standing of the MCA for 2019 and 
directly involved in operating or owning a car wash or provides services or products specific to the car wash 
industry. New Board Members are voted in by the current Board Members.

If you would like more information about joining the board visit our website www.MidwestCarwash.com or 
email info@MidwestCarwash.com.

Join the MCA Board for 2019

September 17
ANNUAL GOLF OUTING
EAGLE EYE GOLF COURSE
BATH, MI

October 24
FALL SOCIAL EVENT
FOUNDERS
GRAND RAPIDS, MI
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It’s probably happened to most of us. That momentary lapse of inattention, 
thinking about a personal problem or distracted by an activity that ends in 
a slip, trip or fall. A stumble down a stairway. A trip over an uneven surface. 
Slipping on the ice. It can lead to a variety of regrettable events ranging 
from a simple bruised shin to an extremely serious injury. It’s just one of 

a variety of conditions and situations that set the stage for slips, trips and 
falls in the workplace. 

Don’t Slip Up!							       Stay On Your Feet On the Job

You can do many things to prevent these injuries, 
including practicing good housekeeping:

33 Keep walkways, aisles, and stairs free of all items.

33 Promptly clean up any leaks or spills on floors, 
stairs, entranceways, and loading docks.

33 Repair or report floor problems.

33 Block off and mark floor areas that are being 
cleaned or repaired.

33 Keep cords, power cables, and air hoses out of 
walkways.

33 Promptly place trash in proper containers.

33 Keep drawers closed.

In Addition, Always Take These Precautions On 
Stairs And Dock Edges:

33 Report missing or broken stair rails and slippery 
or damaged treads.

33 Walk, don’t run, on stairs.

33 Hold onto stair rails while going up and down.

33 Don’t jump on or off platforms and loading docks, 
and stay away from edges.

33 Don’t carry a load you can’t see over, especially 
on stairs or around dock edges.

Pay Attention To Your Surroundings:

33 Focus on where you’re going, what you’re doing, 
and what lies ahead. 

33 Expect the unexpected.

33 Wear sturdy shoes with nonskid soles and flat 
heels.

33 Wipe your feet when you come in from rain or 
snow.

33 Report or replace burned out lights or inadequate 
lighting.

33 Watch out for floors that are uneven, have holes, 
etc.

33 Keep your hands at your sides, not in your 
pockets, for balance.

33 Walk slowly and slide your feet on slippery 
surfaces.

33 Sit in chairs with all four chair legs, wheels, or 
casters on the floor.

By taking the time to correct known hazards and 
training everyone to be aware of walking conditions, 
you can reduce slip-and-fall injuries significantly in 
all areas of a facility.  

Article Courtesy of MI Cleaning Fund & York Risk Services 
Group
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2018 Annual Golf Outing
We enjoyed seeing you at our outing in 

September at Eagle Eye!
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A big thanks to our Sponsors!
CUL-MAC INDUSTRIES, INC. 



Page 8Finish Line Fourth Quarter 2018

Full service, flex service and detailing. What’s the 
difference? On some level, they all involve a more 
thorough cleaning than pushing a car through a 
tunnel — and therein lies the value of these services.

Full service carwashes provide hand-finished services 
at the tunnel’s exit, such as vacuuming, window 
cleaning, drying, applying tire shine and so on. 
Detailing pays greater attention to cleaning a car and 
making it shine, with services like high-speed buffing 
and wet sanding and compounding. It also usually 
takes the longest time to complete. Some full-serves 
may offer full detailing, or they may opt for “express” 
detailing, which offers similar, though less intensive, 
services done in around 15 minutes.

So, what does a flex-serve do? Actually, it depends 
on who you ask, because the definition varies from 
carwash to carwash. According to Bud Abraham, 
president emeritus of Detail Plus Car Appearance 
Systems, the original flex-serve model, as introduced 
by Steve Okun, took the full-serve and detailing 
concepts and put them together. In this model, there 
were two exit cells at a carwash. The first cell offered 
traditional full-serve services. The second cell was, in 
a sense, similar to today’s express detailing, which 
included express carpet and seat shampoos, express 
wax and any other service that could be completed, 
ideally, in 30 minutes or less, Abraham explains.

Today, however, the definition of a flex-serve has 
generally morphed into being an express exterior site 
that adds one or both of the above options, with a 
limited array of services, to its exit end. Regardless of 
which services you choose to offer, adding on these 
flex services to your existing carwash can generate 
significant profit, if done correctly.

Is there a need for flex service?
In recent years, the new build trend in carwashes has 
most definitely swung in favor of express carwashes.

Robert Andre, vice president of customer success for 

By Meagan Kusek

Retrofitting for Flex Service
Adding hand-finished services requires labor, but it can generate great profits. 

SONNY’S The CarWash Factory, notes that in 2009, 
75 percent of the carwashes the company built 
were express exteriors, 20 percent were flex and 
five percent were full-serves. In 2017, however, the 
number for express washes jumped up to 93 percent, 
while only five percent were flex and two percent 
were full service.

“Now, what this says to me is not necessarily that 
consumer demand is not there for the service, but 
on the operator side, I think people prefer to do the 
express model,” Andre explains.

What has driven operators so far away from flex-
serves in favor of express models? Simple: the cost of 
labor. While flex-serves do not have nearly the labor 
footprint that full service models do, they do require 
substantially more labor than the express model, 
which can be run with an average of three to seven 
employees.

“As minimum wage increases, healthcare costs 
skyrocket and reliable labor remains unavailable, 
costs will increase and prices will rise, which can 
negatively impact demand,” says Kevin Detrick, 
owner and president of Innovative Control Systems 
and Sparkle Car Wash.

But, while the cost of labor may be rising, this is no 
reason to completely dismiss the idea of opening a 
flex-serve model. The experts we interviewed agree 
that there is always a market for hand-finished 
services. In fact, Andre argues, since more and more 
operators have been building express washes, these 
services have become less available, and therefore, 
he sees demand for them rising in the future.

Keith Duplessie, president of Detail Plus Car 
Appearance Systems, agrees, noting that there has 
been pushback in the last couple years from customer 
bases to have more of these services. Furthermore, 
he adds, “The automotive detailing industry has 
never been stronger than it is today. This tells me that 
there is a need, a desire, on the part of the consumer 
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$26.9 Million since 1981
•  Workers’ Compensation Insurance 
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to have an increased level of automotive care done 
to the appearance of his or her vehicle.”

“Express detailing is big because customers see that 
as a valuable service, worth more than the carwash, 
and they get it done less expensively than at a detail 
shop, quickly, without surrendering the car,” Abraham 
notes. “For the operator, it requires the management 
of labor, even though the prices more than justify the 
labor costs.”

In fact, Andre says, studies show that those who 
frequent express carwashes still want their cars 
thoroughly cleaned once or even twice a year. 
However, if the express wash they frequent does not 
offer those services, they are forced to seek out an 
alternative carwash. For that reason, the flex model, 
which still relies on its express-only customers to 
bring in 70 to 80 percent of its business, allows some 
flexibility for those times when customers do want to 
spend the extra dollars.

“The flex-serve business model offers more choice 
and convenience to the customer, which creates 
customer loyalty and repeat business, as customers 
don’t have to go elsewhere for the labor-based 
services that aren’t typically offered at express or self-
serve sites,” notes Detrick.

Now that we’ve established that there is a desire 
for hand-finished services on the customers’ part, 
let’s look at the business case for turning an express 
wash, for instance, into a flex-serve. You don’t even 
need a huge percentage of customers to make it 
worthwhile.

For instance, if your wash ticket average is $10 and 
you can add one additional $35 hand-finished 
service for every 25 cars washed, you’ll increase your 
ticket average by $1.40 per car, which results in a 
statistically significant 14 percent revenue increase. 
Andre adds that, if post-conversion wash volume 
remains equal, you could even see up to a 20 or 30 
percent increase in your bottom line.

Look before you leap
There are two primary considerations owners should 
take into account when considering whether or not 
to add flex or detailing services to their carwashes: 
demographics and land.

Established carwashes have a leg up on their startup 
competitors — they already understand who their 
customers are. For an express carwash, your first point 
of research should be to see what your customers are 
purchasing. For instance, Andre notes, if a majority of 
your customers are only purchasing the entry-level 
wash, that’s a good indication that there’s not much 
disposable income available. However, if you have a 
much higher percentage of customers buying your 
top-level wash, your customer base may be more 
willing to pay for extra services.

That said, Andre also suggests polling your customers 
to see if the interest is there. In short, he says, “I 
wouldn’t recommend adding a flex to a struggling 
express.”

A self-serve, on the other hand, may need to check 
on the wash volume in its bays. If volume is flagging, 
chances are you can afford to close a bay and convert 
it either into an in-bay automatic or a detailing bay to 
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pull in more revenue. When going with the detailing 
option, Duplessie notes, self-serve operators often 
will either turn these into self-serve detailing bays 
or rent out the spaces to a third party, such as a 
previously mobile detailer.

Of course, if a self-serve is looking for an additional 
profit center without taking away a bay, there could 
be an opportunity to erect a separate detailing shop 
— as long as it has the land to do it.

Speaking of land, according to Andre, when 
building a carwash from scratch, his company often 
recommends having 0.8 to 1 acre of land for an 
express and 1.2 to 1.5 acres of land for a flex-serve. 
“I always recommend that when you’re building an 
express, even if you think you don’t ever want to do 
flex, if you’ve got the room and you can lay it out right, 
you leave some space on the property where you can 
go back and add flex in the future,” he explains.

Flex-serves demand extra space because they need 
both a waiting area for guests and at least a 45-by-
50-foot area for final servicing.

Detrick notes, “Flex service requires more room on-
site, including room for multiple stacking lanes to 
stack vehicles as they queue up for hand-finished 
services. Without adequate room for stacking, 
vehicles will back up into the tunnel on busy days, 
shutting down the entire operation, and you don’t 
want the lower-profit hand-finished services shutting 
down your more profitable tunnel services.”

Now, whether the final servicing space requires a 
canopy or an enclosed building depends on the 
environment, Duplessie adds. In the Northeast, for 
instance, it would be better to have an enclosed 
facility, since weather is inclement for at least a 
quarter of the year. In the South, this area will need at 
least a hard- or soft-top canopy to mitigate the harsh 
sunlight, which hinders services like waxing.

First and foremost, Duplessie says, “With flex service, 
you’ve got to find a way to accommodate [vehicles] 
on the property without interrupting the flow of 
the primary business. But, it can’t just be in the back 
corner, stuffed away where nobody can see it. Again, 
customers will purchase what they see and what 
they can experience.”

New managers needed
In addition to the demographics and land 
requirements, you’ll also need to consider the labor 
beyond its extra costs. There is, in fact, another key 
component that differentiates the labor at an express 
wash and the labor at even a flex- or full-serve wash: 
the managers.

Abraham states, “Labor is always a [concern] in terms 
of recruiting good employees, training them and 
keeping them. For operators willing to pay attention 
to the operation of an express detail operation, they 
can make a lot of money, but it requires a lot more 
management than an exterior-only carwash.”

Duplessie adds that whenever you have staff receiving 
entry-level wages, there’s always going to be high 
turnover. As such, maintaining both consistent, 
high-quality staff and results becomes a challenge. 
However, by offering only a limited number of “flex 
services,” you reduce that risk.

According to these experts, someone who makes a 
good manager at an express wash may not make an 
equally good manager at a flex-serve. At an express 
wash, the manager and employees are on-site 
primarily to keep the business running. They make 
sure the equipment is functioning properly and that 
vehicles load onto the conveyor correctly. In this 
instance, a manager may have great technical skills, 
but he or she may not have the skills needed for 
running a flex-serve. For instance, by throwing more 
employees into the mix, scheduling and training 
employees becomes a larger priority.

Furthermore, Duplessie says, “You have to have 
somebody who now has the ability to be part 
salesperson, part worker and technician working 
on the customer car, [is a] conflict resolution person 
… and somebody who has to be able to manage 
personnel as well as [be] the [person] who still is 
technically adept enough to make sure the wash 
doesn’t break down and continues to work.”

Andre advises that if you own an individual site but 
are not going to be hands-on or on-site at least 30 
percent of the time (or you won’t have someone on-
site with an ownership stake in the business), the 
flex-serve option would not be right for you, since 

Flex Service
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there is a lot of training and execution that has to go 
into delivering consistent, quality results.

“Managing the labor required for hand-finished 
services is time-intensive,” Detrick notes. “Unless 
additional resources are deployed, tunnel 
maintenance, calibrating equipment and wash 
quality will all decline negatively, impacting the 
profit center that is creating the most income.”

Taking all these factors into account — the 
demographics, the land and the labor — you can 
decide if going flex is right for you. But, there’s one 
more bit of motivation that could tip the scales in 
favor of the flex-serve model.

Car Choice®.  
“If your car could choose.”

New DRY X-40 
Premium 
Drying Agent!

Warsaw Chemical
P.O. Box 858, Warsaw, IN 46581
Phone: 800-548-3396
Fax: 574-267-3884

warsaw-chem.com

Car Choice® DRY X-40 is a 
high-solids concentrate for 
economical yet ultra-premium 
drying. Beads water on contact for 
much improved drying efficiency. 
And specially formulated for use in 
hot or cold water rinse arches.

• Improve drying efficiency
• Does not smear on glass or paint
• Breaks water on contact

• Reduces dust/bug adhesion
• Concentrated for economical use
• Pleasing Dream Sickle scent

DRY X-40 is ready to up your 
drying game. It’s the latest addition 
to Warsaw Chemical’s 200-plus 
Car Choice brand products. 
Get the whole story at 
warsaw-chem.com today!

Our best drying agent ever.

“If you’re in an area that has a lot of competition [and] 
you’re looking to make yourself stand out from the 
competition, I would look at adding the flex,” Andre 
concludes. “You’ve definitely got to commit the time, 
labor and training to it, but it can be a good thing to 
make you stand out in the marketplace and help you 
gain more customers.”

This article is reprinted with permission from 
Professional Carwashing & Detailing®. 
Visit www.carwash.com for more information.
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