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the Technician i Mind-

By Gary Goms

Another Return?! Whe’s at Fault Here?

Returns are a fact of running a parts distribution busi-

ness. But shouldn’t technicians be somewhat responsible
for the product they return? As it turns out, the answer
depends on the situation.

Let’s consider a hypothetical, but also
very modern, parts return scenario: A
technician retrieves a diagnostic trou-
ble code (DTC) from a 1994 Ford
Ranger that indicates the distributor
pickup coil is transmitting an erratic
signal to the powertrain control mod-
ule (PCM). For the technician, the diag-
nostic logic is clear because an erratic
distributor pickup might cause the
surging complaint. Since it’s late in the
day and his jobber doesn’t have the
part in stock, the technician orders the
part for the next day’s delivery.

But the plot thickens.

In the meantime, the technician dis-
covers that an oxygen sensor heater
circuit shorting into the PCM is creat-
ing false trouble codes in the PCM's
diagnostic memory. Only after replac-
ing the oxygen sensor, he discovers
that the customer’s surging complaint
is really being caused by clogged fuel
injectors. The next morning, the pickup
coil arrives just as the technician is fin-
ished with flushing the fuel injectors.

Return Dilemmas
To continue with our story, the now-
unneeded distributor pickup coil will
need to be returned to the jobber for a
restock.

Let’s say its wholesale cost to the
repair shop is about $35. If the repair

shop keeps the part, it will eventually be
discarded because it's a very slow-mov-
ing number. If the jobber keeps the part
in stock, it'll eventually be returned to
his distributor warehouse or manufac-
turer as obsolete stock. Who's to blame
here? Is the technician to blame in this
scenario? Whose responsibility is it to
control returns, anyway?

Let’s begin by saying that the pickup
coil’s box appears shelf-worn because
several previous technicians have
made the same assumptions and, like a
ping-pong ball, the part keeps bounc-
ing from the store to the shop and back
again. Clearly, the technician based his
ordering decision on the best informa-
tion he had at that particular moment
and, if the diagnosis had begun that
morning, he may not have ordered the
part in the first place.

On the other hand, if his late-after-
noon diagnosis had been correct and
he had spent another hour confirming
the diagnosis, then he would have
worked past the ordering deadline and
would be waiting another 24 hours for
the part to be delivered.

At the Jobber

At the jobber level, the pickup coil is
just another part added to the return
pile. The jobber returns parts on a
monthly basis, so he has about $25 of
his operating capital invested in this

returned part for the remainder of that
month. If the jobber has a liberal return
policy (and many do), he may tie up
thousands of dollars in operating capi-
tal trying to accommodate his cus-
tomers. If the pickup coil is returned to
the warehouse to gather dust until it is
liquidated or discarded, then the coil
becomes another grain in that huge
pile of sand we call parts distribution
operating overhead.

Inventory Trends

Clearly, the wait time on parts will
increase unless jobbers respond by
increasing the breadth and depth of
their current inventories. The longer
the wait times, the more often a techni-
cian or service writer will cover him-
self by ordering a replacement for a
suspect part or by over-ordering parts
for brake and other services. Parts pro-
liferation is indirectly creating more
returns because jobbers must often
choose between investing their money
in slow-moving parts, like distributor
pickup coils, or in faster moving parts,
like spark plugs and filters.

The subsequent lag time between
order and delivery on slow-moving
parts increases the probability that the
part will no longer be needed, because
either the original need has disappeared
or the part has been sourced elsewhere.
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