
 

 
© 2011 Great Place to Work® Institute. All Rights Reserved. 

 

How to Drive a Customer Service Culture 

What does it take to trust a used car salesman? CarMax has the 

answer, and it’s led to legions of happy shoppers and a big post-

recession rebound.  
By Marcus Erb, Great Place to Work® Institute 

 

Creating a base of avid customers is the dream of many executives. Loyal buyers offer 

the promise of steady repeat business, free word-of-mouth advertising, greater revenue, 

and ultimately happy investors. Yet, shoppers are fickle in whom they trust, particularly if 

your business is selling used cars, an occupation rated as one of the lowest in 

trustworthiness by national studies. CarMax, the nation’s largest retailer of used cars, 

provides a rare example of success, achieved through a focus on their workplace 

culture. 

Founded in 1993, CarMax began with the purpose of meeting customers’ needs for trust 

and transparency in the used car buying experience. Since that time, it has grown to 106 

U.S. sites and employs more than 15,000 associates, who pride themselves on 

delivering this experience for customers.  

And shopper feedback shows they have mastered the challenge. Responses from 

thousands of CarMax shoppers to surveys about their experience consistently 

outperform traditional dealers. Nine out of 10 CarMax shoppers would recommend the 

company to a friend, whether they bought a car or not. Of those who purchased a 

vehicle, over 96% said CarMax sales people are superior to their competitors and that 

they would likely return to CarMax for a used vehicle in the future. 

How does CarMax inspire its associates to create these eye-popping results? The 

foundation has been the company’s focus on its people and the family-oriented, caring 

culture it fosters. As CarMax CEO Tom Folliard says, "When we take good care of our 

Associates, they take good care of our customers, and the rest takes care of itself." 

Central to this tenet is treating associates with the same integrity, respect, and honesty 

embedded in its approach to selling cars. CarMax infuses this commitment into its 

people programs, and three stand out as core to driving a customer focus: 

Hire for culture fit and excellence 

Receiving nearly a quarter million applications annually, the company works 

diligently to find individuals who demonstrate integrity and a passion for service. 

Candidates are screened through an extensive process involving multiple 

interviews, aptitude tests, and background checks. In addition, all applicants are 

required to take a behavior test to ensure they’re the best match for the position. 

Extensive and creative reward programs 

Great service gets noticed at CarMax. Associates receive recognition through 

more than a dozen national programs and many more unique local ones. 

These include: awards for customer feedback, membership clubs rewarding 

high performance, and “Tom’s Top Ten” – a monthly email from the CEO 

announcing the top performing stores with winners receiving a “big sandwich” 

party. One of the most beloved programs by associates is CarMax’s steak 

cookouts, events for high-performing stores where executives do the grilling. 
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Senior leaders connect with the field 

CarMax purposely strives to keep the reporting structure down to just two 

people between field managers and its CEO.  Senior leaders are as likely to be 

found visiting a store as they are in their office headquarters, an intentional 

strategy fueled by the belief senior managers’ regular presence helps 

communicate that everyone, regardless of position, is a valued part of the 

CarMax team.  

Beyond infusing its people with a passion for customer service, these practices and its 

associates’ enthusiasm for them has led to national recognition for CarMax, including 

appearing for seven straight years on the FORTUNE 100 Best Companies to Work For® 

list. More importantly though, it created the customer and employee loyalty needed to 

weather the recession and rebound strongly. 

Although the automotive industry was particularly hard hit, CarMax has regained its 

stride. By the end of 2010, the company began growing, adding locations and new 

associates. It achieved stronger sales execution, higher margins on vehicles, and an 

approximate 7% increase in its market share. As an ultimate testament to its associates’ 

hard work and commitment, CarMax closed its most recent fiscal year with record 

revenues of approximately $9.0 billion, a 20% increase from the previous year.  

"What I've learned through this experience, but should not have been surprised by, is 

that our Associates are unbelievably resilient and dedicated,” says Folliard.  “Everyone 

has worked harder than ever, and now I know that we can handle anything. It has always 

been deeply embedded in our culture. Our Associates have always had these qualities, 

and when the times got tough the true character of our Associates came out." 

Through a focused strategy, CarMax leaders have created a workplace culture that 

accomplished what many thought impossible – they’ve made the used car salesman 

trustworthy. Their efforts to demonstrate caring and integrity to associates and 

customers have reshaped the used car buying experience, and resulted in legions of 

happy employees, customers, and investors. 

 

 

 

About Great Place to Work® Institute 

Great Place to Work® Institute has been listening to employees and evaluating employers since 

1980 in order to understand what makes a workplace great. 

We know that the foundation of every great workplace is trust between employees and 

management. Our Best Companies to Work For lists, employee surveys, culture assessment tools, 

advisory services, and educational events have made us leaders in helping organizations build 

high-trust workplaces. 

The Great Place to Work® Institute combines our expertise and proprietary tools to help you turn 

your workplace culture into a powerful source of competitive strength and business success. To 

learn more, visit our website, email or feel free to give us a call at 415.503.1234, ext. 380. 


