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ecause I get paid to talk about the 
automotive aftermarket, it stands to 
reason that the content in this magazine 
needs to focus on – you guessed it – the 
automotive aftermarket. (Well, duh!) At 
the very least, the subject matter needs 

to have some tangential connection to auto parts 
and/or the automotive industry. That’s how we 
justified the cover story of the April 2020 issue: Tom 
Dayton’s light-hearted look at some of his favorite 
car-centric movies. (Should we tackle automotive-
themed TV shows in a future issue?)

And that’s why it was so much fun to learn about 
the making of  “DieHard Is Back.” Advance Auto Parts 
acquired the DieHard battery brand in December 
2019, and decided to take advantage of the fact that 
“DieHard” also is the name of an action-adventure 
movie starring Bruce Willis (except “Die Hard,” the 
movie, is spelled with two words). During the 2021 
AASA Vision Conference in March, Advance Chief 
Marketing Officer Jason McDonell gave attendees 
a behind-the-scenes look at how “DieHard Is Back” 
came to fruition – giving me an excuse to talk about 
one of my favorite movies.

Just so we’re all on the same page, when I talk 
about “Die Hard,” I’m talking about the original 
“Die Hard” – not the numerous, forgettable sequels 
that followed. I saw the original “Die Hard” in the 
theater when it came out in 1988. I remember that 
I wasn’t sure what to expect from an action thriller 

starring the guy from “Moonlighting” (I know, 
I’m really dating myself here). And then as the 
story unfolded, and the action at Nakatomi Plaza 
intensified, I was completely flabbergasted. It was 
a cinematic tour de force. All these years later, I still 
feel that way.

“DieHard Is Back” is a two-minute “film” starring 
Willis and several other supporting characters 
from the original “Die Hard.” The ad aired this 
past October, but it can be viewed on Advance’s 
YouTube page. Just like “Die Hard” the movie, it’s 
replete with explosions, expletives (bleeped out) 
and fatalities, and McDonell insists there are two 
dozen references to “Die Hard” in the ad. Judging by 
the enthusiastic comments on YouTube, the two-
minute commercial hit a home run with “Die Hard” 
fans, several of whom joked that the Advance ad is 
better than some of the “Die Hard” movie sequels. 

Kudos to Advance for pulling this off. The only 
thing missing from the film was the late Alan 
Rickman, who played (to perfection) the terrorist 
ringleader Hans Gruber in the original “Die Hard.” 
Rickman passed away in 2016, and his talents are 
missed. 

For more on “DieHard” meets “Die Hard,” check 
out “Yippee-Ki-Yay!” on p. 50. CM
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GUESS THE CAR

CURRENT CONTEST

Answer: Jeep Wrangler

Guess the Car for a 
Chance to Win $100 
Take a good look at the 
picture at left. What vehicle 
model does it represent? 
If you think you know the 
answer, go to counterman.
com and click “Guess 
the Car” on the nav bar. 
Submit your answer and 
contact information. The 
Counterman staff will select 
a random winner from all 
correct answers, and we’ll 
publish a profile of the 
winner (maybe YOU) in the 
next edition of the magazine. 
Stay tuned!

#153

#152 Last Month’s Puzzle
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Current champion: 
Tim Canipe

Counterman’s “Guess the Car” contest challenges our 
readers to solve an automotive riddle, for a chance 
to win $100. And each month, we receive hundreds 
of responses from aftermarket professionals trying to 
guess the model of the vehicle depicted.

The correct answer for the February/March contest 
is the Jeep Wrangler. The winner is Tim Canipe, 
manager at Flowers Auto Parts in Conover, North 
Carolina. Now, let’s get to know the “Guess the Car” 
champion.

CM: How long have you been working in the auto 
parts business?

TC: Since 1987. 

CM: What do you like most about your job?

TC: Being able to help people. I really enjoy that. 

CM: What’s the strangest question a customer has 
asked you?

TC: When I first started – this was probably close 
to 30 years ago – an old fella came in, he was 
rolling himself in a wheelchair. He asked if we 
had any white port; he was looking for wine. 
I thought he was kidding. But the manager 
who had been there for years told me the man 
was one of the locals who came in from time 
to time because he got us confused with the 
liquor store.

Over the years, I’ve had all kinds of people 
asking me for weird parts. Lately, I guess 
people aren’t working but they’ve got money, 
so they’ve been pulling their old cars out of 
the barns and out of the woods and stuff, and 
they get upset because you don’t have a wheel 
cylinder for a 1960 F-350.  

CM: What’s the coolest car you’ve ever owned or 
worked on?

TC: I’ve always owned regular cars – pickup trucks 
and cars. I’ve never been into hot rods or 

anything like that. But back in the early ‘90s, I 
spent about four or five months helping a man 
with a late-model stock car that ran at Hickory 
Motor Speedway. That was the coolest thing. I 
think every young man needs a race car in his 
life at some point. 

CM: Do you have any interesting hobbies? What do 
you do for fun?

TC: My wife and I have dogs: two Boston terriers 
and a pit bull. Since we’re empty nesters now, 
the dogs are kind of like our kids. 

CM: What’s your dream car?

TC: I’m an ‘80s kid. I’d love to have a 1987 Buick 
Grand National. 

Tim Canipe
Meet The February/March Champ: 
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What seems like a problem with one could be an issue with the other.

BATTERY AND 
STARTER DIAGNOSTICS 

he best way to diagnose starter or battery problems is to separate them 
by issue. Does the starter click but won’t start? Will the engine turn over? 
Are there any new lights on the dashboard? Do you have any lights or 
power? 

The battery and starter are inextricably linked, and sometimes what seems 
like a problem with one is really an issue with the other. For example, if a starter 
“clicks” but doesn’t turn over, it may be that the battery doesn’t have enough power 
to crank the engine. Typically, the first thing you should instruct your customer to 
do in any non-start situation is to check the battery. 

Anyone with a simple voltmeter can test to see if there are more than 12 volts. You 
should have at least 12.4 volts (preferably 12.6 volts) if the battery is fully charged 
and in good condition. Any voltage readings below 12 volts, however, may indicate 
underlying issues. The best thing to do at that point is to charge the battery and run 
more tests. Cars that are mainly driven on short trips using all of the accessories 
such as cellphone chargers, radio, heat or A/C may not allow the battery to charge 
fully and will run the battery down over time. 

You should know the battery ratings when testing batteries and starters. The 
cranking-amp (CA) rating is the amperage that a battery will produce for 30 
seconds at 32 degrees F. The cold-cranking amperage (CCA) rating is the amperes 
the battery will make for 30 seconds at 0 degrees F. The CCA is about 80% of the 
CA, so the battery is 20% less efficient at 0 degrees F. The difference between CA 
and CCA is essential because modern electronic-conductance testing requires a 
CCA-rating input. 

Starters pull a lot of amps when cranking, so there may not be enough current 
available for the starter to overcome the engine compression if the battery is low. 
You can rule out a starter problem if the engine starts with a jumper battery. The 
battery should be thoroughly checked next.

Checking the voltage at the battery, most charging systems produce 13.5 to 14.5 
volts at idle, depending on the battery’s level of charge. If there’s less than 13.5 
volts, there may be a charging problem. If voltage is normal, the battery should be 
load-tested or checked with an electronic-conductance tester. Keep in mind that 
batteries typically only last about four to five years, or less in a hot climate.

If the battery fails these tests, the vehicle needs a new battery. Replacement 
batteries should have the same CCA rating as the original and be fully charged 
before installing. It’s good to test the new battery before installing it to be sure it’s 
charged. Use a backup power supply before disconnecting the old battery to keep 
all radio presets and PCM memory data.

If voltage reaches the starter solenoid, but it isn’t cranking or it turns over very 
slowly, the problem most likely is the starter. A good starter draws a current of 
about 60 to 150 amps, depending on the starter’s size or power rating. High-torque 
starters typically draw more amps, so check the manufacturer’s specifications first. 
A starter that draws too much current may not have enough power to fire the 
ignition system (weak spark). The starter should spin freely and not draw a high 
or low number of amps. If not, it should be replaced. Be sure to check all of the 
cable connections and look for corrosion around terminals, which can lead to weak 
voltage.

One more issue that may throw a wrench in the works is for vehicles with security 
systems. If the chip in the key isn’t working or the battery in the key is dead, it may 
cut the ignition. Some vehicles will turn over but won’t start, and others might not 
turn over. A new key may be necessary, or a code reset. CM
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Late-model vehicles have been using “active”  
mounts to manage noise, vibration and harshness.

ENGINE AND  
TRANSMISSION MOUNTS

efore World War II, most cars bolted the engine and transmission directly 
to the frame. Chrysler changed the paradigm in 1932 with its “Floating 
Power” system, which used rubber to isolate drivetrain noise and vibration 
for a smoother, quieter ride. 

Decades later, some automakers still use solid rubber motor mounts to 
support the engine. The rubber’s natural flexibility allows the mounts to 

absorb vibration. However, if the rubber is too soft, the engine may experience 
excessive movement under load that could stress and crack exhaust pipes and 
other critical connections. With today’s compact designs, excessive movement may 
allow parts to rub against something else and cause additional noise or problems. 
Therefore, motor mounts have to be relatively stiff, so the engine doesn’t rock 
excessively under load.

Most vehicles connect the engine and transmission to the chassis by using three 
or four rubber-encased mounts so that there’s no direct metal-to-metal contact 
between the engine and the body or frame. When a mount fails, the result is 
usually a noticeable vibration resulting from the movement between the body 
and drivetrain. The rubber can deteriorate enough that it will no longer dampen 
movement, creating shakes or shutters. 

Worn, damaged or broken mounts can cause clunking, shuddering and other 
unusual sounds due to the weight of the engine shifting and making contact. On 
high-mileage vehicles, it’s typical to find one or more broken or collapsed mounts 
because the rubber deteriorates with age. If one mount has failed, the others are 
about to fail, so it’s best to replace them all at the same time. 

The upper mounts prevent the engine from rocking back and forth as the vehicle 
accelerates and decelerates. They’re attached to the engine with a bushing on each 
end and to the radiator cross-member support.

Fluid-filled “hydromounts” are made of hollow rubber and filled with fluid to 
absorb more vibration without allowing excessive engine motion. These mounts 
began appearing on various vehicles in the 1980s and 1990s but are more expensive 
to manufacture (and replace) than solid mounts. Over time, they tend to crack 
and lose their fluid. A hydromount that loses its filling goes flat and can no longer 
provide the same degree of NVH (noise, vibration and harshness) dampening as it 
once did, and needs to be replaced.

More recently, late-model vehicles have employed “active” engine mounts to 

manage NVH. These can use vacuum or electronic actuation to adjust the mount’s 
stiffness at specific engine speeds. In a recent episode of “Eric the Car Guy” on 
YouTube, the host explains how active engine mounts work, using product samples 
from Cleveland-based mount manufacturer Anchor Industries. Founded in 1933, 
Anchor boasts more than 5,000 part numbers, according to its website, and added 
151 new part numbers in 2020 alone. 

Some Toyotas with V-6 
engines use a vacuum-
actuated “Active Control 
Engine Mount” (ACM) 
system to reduce NVH. 
There’s a hollow chamber 
inside the front mount 
that allows the stiffness to 
change when vacuum is 
applied. The PCM controls 
a duty-cycle vacuum 
switching valve (VSV) on 
the outside of the mount. 
This allows the mount to 
absorb vibration and shake 
at higher engine speeds. The PCM reduces the frequency of the pulse signal to the 
VSV to gradually increase the mount’s stiffness to match engine speed.

On the Toyota system, vacuum is routed to the active mount through a pair of 
hoses connected to the engine’s vacuum reservoir. On this system, a noticeable 
increase in NVH can occur if the active mount leaks vacuum pressure. Hose 
connections may leak vacuum (or be obstructed), or a problem with the control 
valve, wiring harness or PCM may cause a failure.

Delphi has applied a similar concept to its active motor mounts using 
magnetorheological (MR) fluids that contain tiny particles of iron suspended 
in fluid. With an electric current or magnetic field applied to the fluid, the iron 
particles line up to increase the fluid’s viscosity. The stiffness of the MR motor 
mounts can be adjusted in real time to match the engine’s dampening requirements 
as speed and load change, which is a far cry from the days of bolting the engine 
directly to the frame. CM
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“Eric the Car Guy” takes a look at the inside of an 
Anchor Industries active engine mount that uses 
electronic actuation. 



Since 1933, Anchor Industries has earned the reputation as 
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PLAYING THE BLUES

hen it comes to the most popular paint 
colors for passenger vehicles, it seems 
that the motoring public has the blues. 
According to PPG’s 2020 Automotive 
Color Popularity Report, blue hues are 
growing in popularity, and the company 

sees it as a multi-year trend. Sure, blue (which is 
considered an optimistic color) didn’t come close to 
white or black in terms of the “global color share” 
on model-year 2020 vehicles. But it’s climbing the 
charts on the color spectrum.

At 34% of the global color share, white remains 
the most popular automotive color, according to 
PPG, while black is second at 18% and gray and 
silver are tied for third at 12% each. But silver lost 
three percentage points in the 2020 model year. 
Meanwhile, blue stands at 9%, up 1% from the 
previous model year. Red isn’t far behind at 8%.

“COVID-19 has consumers focusing on their 
desires and priorities,” says Misty Yeomans, PPG 
color styling manager, Americas. “Blue is an 
optimistic, comforting color that conveys trust, 
dependability, confidence, healing and hope. It’s 
also associated with nature, cleanliness and future-
forward technology.” 

So people like blue right now. But what about 
“Velocity Blue?” How about “Antimatter Blue,” 
for that matter? Or if blue isn’t your thing, maybe 
a “Cyber Orange Metallic Tri-Coat” would be 
more your speed.  

These are some of the color variations available 
for the 2021 Ford Bronco lineup. The “deep, rich 
Antimatter Blue” is available on the two- and 
four-door models, according to Ford, while “Alto 
Blue Metallic Tinted Clearcoat, a deep hue with 

hints of earthy green” is available on Bronco Sport.

“Several all-new hues are introduced across the 
Bronco lineup including Area 51, a smoky teal; 
Cactus Gray, inspired by weathered brush and 
tough cacti; plus an all-new Kodiak Brown, 
available on Bronco Sport,” the automaker 
explained this past October, as it unveiled the 
build-and-price configurator for the 2021 Bronco. 
“On the sporty side, Rapid Red Metallic Tinted 
Clearcoat, a color shared with Mustang, is available 
on both models, while Race Red is available on the 
Bronco two- and four-doors.”

Move over, ROY G BIV. If it seems like the 
automotive-paint category has grown incredibly 
nuanced in recent years, that’s because it has. And 
that creates more complexity for jobbers and parts 
stores that sell refinish products.

“It gets more complex every day,” says Josh Byers, 
general manager and owner of Automotive Color 
& Supply Corp., an Indiana-based paint and 
supply distributor. “A lot of the complexity is 
driven by the car manufacturers.” 

The Ford Bronco is just one example of how the 
automakers are introducing bold new colors every 
year. Along with new colors come new variants 
– slight differences between the OEM “prime” 
formula and the vehicle’s actual color. And since 
the early 1980s, the automakers have been shifting 
away from single-stage paint to a two-stage 
(basecoat/clearcoat) system. Byers notes that tri-
coats – a basecoat, pearl coat and clearcoat – and 
even quad-coats have become more popular in 
recent years. 

“The color formulations from the manufacturers 
have gotten more complicated,” Byers adds. “It’s 
all about the presentation of the vehicle and the 
shine and the luster and the sparkle, so to speak. 
The solid whites, the solid blacks are still out 
there, but there are fewer of them and more of the 
metallics, pearls and multi-layered finishes.”

Byers also is president of the board of directors 
for the Refinish Distributors Alliance (RDA), a 
trade association of independent PBE (paint, body 
and equipment) distributors. Like most RDA 
members, Automotive Color & Supply does the 
bulk of its refinish business with collision repair 
shops rather than retail customers. 

While the proliferation of OEM color formulations 
and paint  brands has made this a more complicated 
category overall, there’s an array of color-matching 
tools – from chromatic variant decks to software-
driven spectrophotometers – available to help body 
shops and paint distributors choose the right paint 
formula for the vehicle. 

For a counter person to excel at one of Automotive 
Color & Supply’s 10 jobber stores, “it’s not so much 
the technical knowhow of how to spray a vehicle 
that’s important today,” Byers says, “although 
that’s certainly helpful.   

“It’s really about the knowledge of what the 
differences in the products are, and being able to 
navigate through the tools that we have available 
to find the right color for the customer,” he adds. 
“In that sense, it’s really become more of an 
information job than a technical, hands-on job.” CM
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In the world of automotive paint, blue is hot right now.  
But the category isn’t as simple as black and white.
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THE DEALERSHIP: FRIEND OR FOE?
he aftermarket is a competitive arena, with traditional 
jobbers, chain stores, big-box stores and internet retailers 
all vying for the DIY dollar. Many of these vendors also 
are aggressively marketing to the wholesale buyer and 
installer – a market that for years was dominated by the 
independent stores. As aftermarket stores fight among 

themselves for their share of the repair, another competitor has been 
quietly selling competitively priced, OEM-quality parts right in your 
market.

OEM dealerships (and the global automotive companies they represent) 
are actively marketing their own OEM parts to professional and DIY 
customers, and many OEMs also offer their own line of “all-makes” 
maintenance parts through their dealer networks. For years, “OEM 
vs. Aftermarket” has been an ongoing debate, weighing the balance 
between cost and quality, service and selection. No matter your position 
on which is “better,” the general attitude seems to be an “Us vs. Them” 
situation.

We’ve all uttered the dreaded phrase, “I’m sorry, but that’s a dealer-only 
part, so I can’t get it for you.” Sometimes it’s a “captive” part, protected 
by an agreement between the component manufacturer and the OEM. 
It may be a part with limited demand that no aftermarket vendor 
deems profitable enough to include in their catalog. Or, it may be a 
component subject to licensing or patent laws preventing aftermarket 
sellers from producing their own version. Whatever the reason, we send 
our customer (and their money) off to the local dealership, because we 
have no other option. 

But do we?

No dealership is an island unto itself, and even with access to exclusive 
OEM parts, they continue to rely on the aftermarket to fill in the gaps. 
For a dealership parts department, it’s all about supplying every need 

that arises in their shop. Used vehicles need to be refurbished for resale; 
off-brand vehicles come into the dealer shop for service; and a wide 
variety of other supplies are necessary to keep the technicians productive 
in their bays. If we have a good relationship with the dealers in our 
market, our stores benefit from being first-call for these sorts of needs.

If you have an established relationship with the dealership parts 
departments in your area, you’re already a step ahead in terms of 
having a valuable resource to help you serve your customers better. In 
addition to all of those exclusive parts, the dealer has the most complete 
reference collection of parts and service information for their vehicles. 
VIN filtering and decoding, option codes and fluid specifications are 
all valuable bits of information that can sometimes be lacking in our 
own catalogs. When the dealer trusts and relies on your store for the 
parts and supplies that you do so well, they’re more likely to share the 
occasional code, part number or service advice with you. (Don’t abuse 
the privilege, though. They have their own jobs to do, without doing 
yours too!)

Depending on your company’s outside-purchase policy, the dealership 
also can serve as a vendor to your store. A request for a hard-to-locate 
part may be fulfilled by purchasing it from the dealer, and resold at 
a markup. You already give the dealership a wholesale discount, and 
they’re likely to do the same for you – so everyone gets a piece of the 
sale. Many OEMs also have online catalogs offering your local dealer’s 
real-time inventory and pricing, with convenient ordering capabilities ... 
just like our stores offer to them!

I’ve always been an advocate of parts professionals “going the extra 
mile” for their customers, and using alternative sources to find parts that 
others can’t (or won’t). It’s one of the things that sets you and your store 
apart from all the others selling a part that many see as a commodity. 
When it comes to dealing with dealerships, it doesn’t have to be “Us vs. 
Them.” Sometimes, it’s “We!” CM
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When it comes to dealing with dealerships, it doesn’t have to be “Us vs. Them.”
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2021
Counter PRO
of the year

NOW 
Accepting 

Nominations

Passionate. Professional. Knowledgeable. Dedicated. 
Personable. Customer-focused. Unflappable.

These are some of the characteristics of a 
Counter Professional of the Year.

Does it sound like someone you know? 
(Maybe you?)

Every year since 1986, we’ve been saluting a stand-
out counter professional for going the extra mile 
when customers need a quality replacement part or 
trusted advice – day in and day out. Through their 
dedication, hard work and expertise, these parts 
specialists have elevated their businesses and the 
profession as a whole.

WIX Filters and AMN/Counterman invite you to 
nominate your favorite local parts pro – or yourself 
– to be recognized as the 2021 Counter Professional 
of the Year. 

Nominate yourself or a colleague by going to: www.counterman.com/cpoty

For the 2021 honoree, we’ll roll out the red carpet with:
• An all-expenses-paid trip to Las Vegas for AAPEX and SEMA
• A VIP experience at the WIX Filters and Babcox Media Night of Excellence
• The cover story in the December 2021 issue of AMN/Counterman

Sponsored by:
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The diesel particulate filter stores 
soot and ash to later burn it off 
during a regeneration cycle.

DIESEL 
PARTICULATE 
FILTERS

iesel exhaust contains known carcinogens 
such as benzene, in addition to gases that are 
probable carcinogens (e.g., formaldehyde, 
1,3-butadiene). Exposure to diesel exhaust 
also may cause problems with the respiratory 
system if there’s chronic exposure. 

Smog can form at the ground-level ozone layer due to 
reactions between nitrogen oxides (NOx) and volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs). This is not to be confused 
with the stratospheric ozone layer, which protects Earth 
from objects and gases in space from entering our 
atmosphere. Vehicles contribute about half of the NOx 
that’s emitted, according to the EPA. 

A diesel particulate filter (DPF) has been standard 
on diesel engines for more than a decade, and helps 
in reducing the harmful emissions that these types of 
engines create. Like a catalytic converter, the DPF is 
part of the exhaust system and contains some sort of a 
substrate material.

However, that is where the similarities end. Rather 
than burning off excess hydrocarbons – as the catalytic 
converter does with the exhaust stream of a gasoline 
engine – the DPF is set up to store the soot and 
ash created by a diesel-fueled engine. The DPF will 
store this soot and ash to later burn it off during a 
regeneration cycle. 

Regeneration Cycles

There are three different types of regeneration cycles 
that are commonly used to clean out most DPF systems: 
active, passive and forced. Each type of regeneration 
cycle needs its own specific set of conditions to occur. 
How they occur and the convenience of their occurrence 
correlate inversely with how well they clean out the 
DPF. 

You could compare these regeneration cycles to how 
your teenage son or daughter cleans their room. A 
passive clean means it’ll look OK with minimal effort. 
An active clean happens when they know you’re going 
to inspect it. It takes more effort on your part, but there’s 
a chance that it’s fairly clean instead of just having 
everything stuffed under the bed. Forced? That’s how 
you clean your teenager’s room. It’s going to sparkle and 
shine, but there will be some time and possibly some 
tears involved. 

Passive regeneration typically is accomplished during 
normal drive cycles where higher loads – and therefore 
higher heat conditions – are present. Long hills, 
towing or driving at higher freeway speeds are all great 
opportunities for enough heat to be created to help burn 
off and remove ash and soot from a DPF. This happens 
under conditions in which the driver may never notice 
the DPF regeneration even happening. Ideally, this is 
how a DPF regeneration should happen.

DUnlike your  
teenager’s room,  
it’s more difficult to 
tell when things need 
cleaned up in a diesel 
particulate filter.



Of course, there are times where conditions are not met for a passive regeneration. 
When this happens, the engine-management system will work to create a situation 
where it can perform an active regeneration cycle. During an active regeneration, the 
engine-management system steps up to help increase temperatures in the exhaust 
to help burn out any soot in the DPF. In some cases, this is done simply by putting 
a small amount of fuel into the exhaust where it can be burned, thus increasing the 
heat in the DPF to burn off any soot or ash deposits. This is the second level of 
regeneration, as it drastically raises the temperature of the exhaust to clean out the 
DPF. 

Like your teenager’s room, however, a forced cleaning is sometimes necessary as 
well. A forced regeneration is more effective, as the conditions are more controlled. 
Out on the road, vehicles adapt to many changing scenarios, which is why – when 
running a forced regeneration – the vehicle needs to remain parked. This allows the 
engine-management system to go to work without interruption to manage cleaning 
out the DPF. Because a forced regeneration is a more advanced procedure requiring 
the vehicle to be parked and monitored, today’s diagnostic scan tools can monitor 
the process and ensure the cycle is completed effectively.   

Unlike your teenager’s room, it’s more difficult to tell when things need cleaned 
up in a diesel particulate filter. Thankfully, the engine-management system – and 
particularly its DPF sensor – compares the pressure on the inlet side of the DPF 
with the pressure on the outlet side. If the sensor sees too much of a difference, it 
knows that the filter is beginning to become restricted by the amount of soot and 
ash that’s been trapped. It’s at this point that the engine-management system starts 
to look for opportunities to start a cleaning cycle.  

The DPF sensor helps to tell the engine-management system what’s going on inside 
the DPF, but there could be other things to look out for also. If a customer says 
engine performance and/or fuel economy are poor, if there are higher-than-normal 
engine and/or transmission temperatures or if there’s an increase in black smoke 
emitting from the vehicle, chances are it’s time to “look under the bed” and make 
sure the DPF is in good working order. CM
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when recommending loaded struts, pay attention to the quality of the coil spring.

RIDE-CONTROL OPTIONS
he main components in a suspension system wear because they have 
an extremely hard life. Inside a strut, there’s a piston that travels up 
and down a tube, and in the piston, gaskets that seal the fluid in the 
piston and tube. Under normal conditions on a smooth road, shocks 
and struts stroke 1,750 times for every mile traveled, on average. 

Struts effectively replace the upper control arm and ball joint and perform 
two main jobs. First, struts perform a shock-damping function like shock 
absorbers. Internally, a strut is similar to a shock absorber. A piston is attached 
to the end of the piston rod and works against hydraulic fluid to control spring 
and suspension movement. Compared to a shock, the rod of a strut can be 
more than three times the diameter.

And like shock absorbers, a strut is velocity-sensitive, meaning that it’s valved 
so that the amount of resistance can increase or decrease, depending on how 
fast the suspension moves.

Struts also perform a second job. Unlike shock absorbers, struts provide 
structural support for the vehicle’s suspension. As a result, struts affect riding 
comfort and handling, as well as vehicle control, braking, steering, wheel 
alignment and wear on other suspension components, including the tires.

Because struts are part of the suspension, in some situations they wear 
differently than shocks. If the upper strut mount is binding, the force is 
transferred through the rod to the strut body. Inside the strut’s body, the rod 
is supported by the piston and at the top of the strut housing by a bushing 
or bearing. Wear can be dramatic because the strut has to do the work of the 
bearing. Instead of the strut bearing turning and pivoting, the piston turns in 
the strut housing, thereby creating wear. As wear occurs over a period of time, 
the oil will pass between the piston and tube.

Struts are filled mostly with oil. This oil can have different weights. When the 
oil heats up, it can affect the rate of flow through the valving as it either thins 
out or becomes more viscous. Some shock manufacturers also use multi-
weight oils that work like motor oils. When the oil is cold, it may flow like 
15-weight oil. But, as the oil heats up, it could flow like a 20-weight.

The oil can become contaminated with debris either from the outside or from 
internal components. Dirt can enter the shock through the gasket that seals 
around the rod. This is why it’s critical to replace all dust boots when installing 
new shocks.

If the suspension bottoms out, contact between the piston and the bottom of 
the tube could occur. This can damage the piston and valving.

All struts and shocks should be replaced in sets of four. Replacing one or two 
at a time can create a balance problem that could make the vehicle unstable 
when braking and accelerating.

Struts and springs set the ride height of the vehicle, and they provide a 
comfortable, stable ride. When a wheel reacts to a bump or body motion, 
the spring is compressed and then releases the energy. The spring rate is the 
amount of weight that’s needed to compress a spring one inch. You might 
think of it as the stiffness of the spring.  A new vehicle has a specific spring 
rate that helps provide the ride characteristics for that particular model. The 
rest of the suspension components and the electronic stability-control system 
are tuned to function properly in conjunction with that specific spring rate.

So what happens if your customer installs a replacement strut assembly with 
springs made of poor-quality steel, or springs that don’t match the spring rate 
of the OE springs? Well, this could have an adverse impact on ride height, 
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which affects wheel alignment, tire wear and handling. Weak springs can affect both 
camber and caster, which could result in a steering pull, a change in steering effort or 
return or uneven tire wear. Poor-quality, uncoated steel springs are also at increased 
risk of breakage and spring failure.

Here are some of the most common vehicles that require suspension service these 
days. The range of vehicle types and typical usage shows that a large cross-section of 
your customers may be due for service.

According to some industry experts, the Town and Country, Ram, F-150, Silverado, 
Traverse and Acadia offer some of the most significant opportunities with regard to 
loaded-assembly replacements. 

Suppliers report that indications point to loaded assemblies becoming more 
common, with fewer customers opting for bare struts. Industry suppliers say much 
of this is due to OE manufacturers making changes to their lines. For example, Ford 
has gone away from compact vehicles in the United States and is primarily focusing 
on SUVs, CUVs and trucks. 

When talking about loaded struts, attention is usually focused on the convenience 
factor. Loaded struts are, basically, pre-assembled parts that include the coil spring, 
strut mount and all of the associated hardware needed to do the job. However, by 
themselves they may not be entirely what the customer needs.

When recommending a loaded strut, check the quality of the coil spring. A 
weak spring can cause problems with the vehicle’s steering and handling, and the 
electronic stability control. Always be sure the spring rate of the replacement coil 
spring matches the spring rate of the original. You can compare the number of 
coils, you could look at the wire diameter, and check to see if the original coil had a 
progressive spring-rate design. 

Also, it’s important to keep in mind that just as weak springs in an inferior strut 
assembly can cause problems such as poor ride control and uneven tire wear, 
neglecting the spring when replacing other suspension components can lead to 
similar issues. CM
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They’re “misunderstood” – and largely unnecessary.

THE TRUTH ABOUT  
MULTIPLE-ELECTRODE SPARK PLUGS

ant the “4-1-1” on multiple-ground-
electrode spark plugs? The fact is, more 
isn’t necessarily better when it comes to 
spark plug electrodes. But sometimes 
they’re still required. 

Multiple-electrode plugs emerged as an OE technology 
on Mazda rotary engines in the early 1970s, according 
to an Autolite technical bulletin. Over the years, other 
Japanese and European automakers adopted this 
technology.  

Multiple-electrode spark plugs were all the rage in the 
1990s, but then the automotive industry swiftly decided 
to change course at the beginning of the new century. 
Why? Well, many applications didn’t experience any 
benefit from using multiple-electrode tips, and some 
even experienced misfires and other problems. Some of 
the manufacturers on the forefront of this technology 
suddenly abandoned it or relegated it to the “Only 
When Required by the OEM” pile. There still are a few 
applications that require multiple electrodes, but very 
few. 

Autolite calls the multi-electrode plug “one of the most 
misunderstood spark plugs in the industry.” Initially, 
some manufacturers believed that having more than one 
ground electrode would mitigate fouling, “but this effect 
is short-lived.”

“These are now considered obsolete designs,” Autolite 
adds.   

While some manufacturers swear by the multiple-
electrode plug, it’s mainly seen as a marketing gimmick 
now. The vast majority have moved on to precious 
metals and single, thin-wire electrodes because it helps 
start the flame front sooner and therefore creates a 
better, more complete fuel burn in the combustion 
chamber. 

One Spark at a Time 
One of the myths surrounding multiple-ground-
electrode spark plugs is that they fire more than one 
spark at a time. However, as Autolite points out, this 
defies the basic principles of “electricity physics.” Even 
on spark plugs with multiple tips, there’s only one path 
to igniting the flame, because the coil only fires once per 
cycle. Supporters may say that the multi-tip plug has a 
stronger spark, but electricity only follows the path of 
least resistance. So, the only real benefit that a multi-tip 
plug can boast is that it may reduce plug-tip wear and 
be a little more durable. However, with the trend toward 
noble metals such as platinum and iridium, spark plugs 
with thinner wire can last as long, in many cases, and 
have the advantage of more surface area to ignite the 
flame kernel for combustion.

WThe fact is, more isn’t 

necessarily better when 

it comes to spark plug 

electrodes.



Some OEMs suggest or even require multi-electrode spark plugs, such as those 
found on a small number of Toyotas and Porsches, for example. The reason is likely 
longevity-related. The critical thing to remember is to point your customer to the 
manufacturer’s original-design plug within the correct heat range. If the OEM uses 
a multiple-electrode plug, they have researched it and determined that it’s the most 
efficient way to optimize their engine. The problem comes from some customers 
who have the “more is better” mentality and think that if it has more tips and fits the 
application that it will be better. This is false. 

An article in the June 2013 Ain Shams Engineering Journal, “Impact of Spark Plug 
Number of Ground Electrodes on Engine Stability,” asserts that there’s no benefit to 
more electrodes. Researchers found that the best-performing spark plug didn’t even 
have a ground strap at all. They also determined that less material near the gap was a 
major contributing factor to the rapid growth of the flame kernels. This means that 
larger electrodes increase the heat loss from the initial flame kernel while the rate of 
initial flame-kernel development is adversely affected.

When you think about the basic design of the spark plug, this shouldn’t come as a 
surprise.

“The electrodes are in the way and interfere with the flame kernel by absorbing the 
heat energy,” Autolite explains in its 2017 technical bulletin. “The ground electrode 
technically is extinguishing the flame. This also happens in other more recent spark 
plug designs that have a massive ground-electrode design that absorb the kernel 
energy.”

While there may be some upside to using spark plugs with multiple electrodes, 
most of the automotive engineering world has come to the conclusion that they’re a 

hindrance to the most important job of the spark plug: igniting the fuel. In the quest 
for better ignitability, manufacturers have learned that the type of metal used in the 
tip is the key – not adding more electrodes.

If your customer’s vehicle is a 2012 or newer, chances are the vehicle was equipped 
with an iridium-tip spark plug when it came off the assembly line. Iridium is part 
of the platinum family, but it has a much higher melting point. Iridium is a very 
durable metal that can be machined into a fine-wire application, enabling a smaller-
diameter electrode. A smaller-diameter electrode delivers better ignitability, resulting 
in a more complete fuel burn.CM
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A DIYer shares the ups and downs 
of diagnosing and replacing a 
trailing-arm assembly.

ARMED AND 
DANGEROUS
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The lesson learned from 
my perspective is that you 
don’t want to block your 
third car in the driveway 
when you attempt to  
resuscitate your wife’s car.

here are several reasons why a motorist might 
change their front or rear control arms or 
trailing arms. Worn-out bushings, rust or 
integrated ball joints are a few. But sometimes, 
circumstances dictate replacing whole units 
rather than individual parts. 

In a recent situation that required a new trailing arm, 
I initially had an ABS/traction-control code pop up 
on my wife’s BMW. She said that the dash looked like 
a Christmas tree, which is always a bad sign. I test-
drove the car and tried to cycle the key a few times 
to no effect. The issue was going to require further 
investigation. 

A month or so before this, I had replaced the rear brake 
pads and resurfaced the rotors. When I popped the rear 
wheel off, I noticed a significant amount of rust around 
the axle nut that the BMW logo cap usually covers 
when the wheel is on the vehicle. The axle nut appeared 
to be flaking off on the sides with rust. At the time, I 
didn’t think this was a big deal because I didn’t plan to 
remove the axle. I cleaned it out the best I could and 
moved on.

But, no good deed goes unpunished. Now the ABS and 
EPS lights were on. I suspected it was coming from the 
left rear, but I needed to confirm which wheel was the 
problem. I borrowed a scanner that could read the ABS 
wheel-speed sensors as I drove down the road, and sure 
enough, the left rear sensor was dropping out of range.

At this point, 
my diagnosis 
pinpointed 
the wheel-
speed sensor, 
which was an 
easy enough 
replacement. 
I removed the 
sensor but 
suspected that 
the reluctor ring 
at the end of 
the axle encased 
inside the rear 
trailing-arm housing might have some rust jacking, 
causing an erratic reading. 

No problem. I decided that the axle was in good shape 
and would only need a new reluctor ring. With a new 
ring on order, I went about removing the rear CV axle. I 
was concerned about the rust on the rear axle nut at this 
point but had enough heat, hammers and die grinders 
to remove it. Eventually, I was able to cut it off with a 
carbide bit. I thought I was home-free. 

After removing the bolts on the 
inner CV joint and making sure 
there was enough clearance to 
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When I popped the rear wheel off, I 
noticed a lot of rust around the axle nut.



pull it out, I tried to use a punch and hammer to knock out the axle from the wheel 
hub. That didn’t work. I went to my local parts store and rented a puller attached to 
the hub to drive out the axle with a large center bolt. That didn’t work either. I tried 
several impact guns and breaker bars with heat, and still, nothing.

Last Resort 
I was beginning to lose hope. 
I used an induction heater, 
thinking that I could get it 
glowing red hot and break 
the rust lock. But that wasn’t 
working either. Every tech 
finds his or her self in this 
situation at some point, 
where everything you’ve tried 
isn’t making a difference. So 
I decided to get a new axle with a new reluctor ring and just do my best to hammer 
out the old one. I couldn’t get it to budge no matter what I tried.

There was a sinking feeling when I realized the only way to remove this thing and 
fix the problem was to remove the whole trailing-arm assembly. It was my last resort. 
Fortunately, I was able to locate a salvaged unit from a local salvage yard for $80. It 
was a massive arm that included the hub and a wheel-speed sensor.

I knew that I had to mark the lower control-arm cam bolt’s locations and do my 
best to mark the upper mounting bracket as well, so the alignment wouldn’t be too 
far off. After rolling around on a creeper in my driveway in the middle of winter 
and fighting through snow, I finally got the new axle and trailing arm installed. The 

Christmas-tree lights went off, and traction control was back to normal. 

It felt like I had finally won the fight. The lesson learned from my perspective 
is that you don’t want to block your third car in the driveway when you attempt 
to resuscitate your wife’s car. I had to give up my vehicle for a few weeks while I 
grappled with what to do and when the weather would cooperate enough to make 
the repairs. But victory is sweet after you win battles like these. CM

These tools didn’t help. 

I tracked down a trailing-arm assembly from a local salvage yard.
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Larger rim diameters and wider consumer expectations  
have combined to complicate tire selection.

THE SUV AND CV TIRE 
MEGATREND 

here are market trends, and then there are megatrends. The shift from 
passenger cars to sport-utility vehicles (SUV) and crossover-utility 
vehicles (CUV) falls into the latter category.

A shift to larger rim diameters in recent years, combined with a wide 
variety of consumer expectations for these versatile vehicles, results in a 
tire segment that’s grown a bit more complicated.

When it comes to SUVs, larger rim diameters – 17-, 19-, 21- and 22-inch sizes – 
all have had double-digit growth since 2015 at the expense of 16-inch diameters, 
which lost almost 60% [market share] in that time, according to Bob Abram, 
Yokohama Tire senior manager of product planning, who adds that the 17- and 22-
inch rim diameters provided the bulk of the volume for that growth. 

“This is unsurprising, as SUV models have more recently tried to set themselves 
apart in the market with two different strategies,” he says. “The first is with 
aggressive off-road packages that will feature 17-inch rims and taller tires, like the 
new Ford Bronco and Jeep Wrangler. The second is going upscale and stylized, 
which will often feature 21- or 22-inch rims like the Chevrolet Tahoe Premier or 
Lincoln Navigator.”  

Steve Bourassa, director of products for Nokian Tyres North America, adds that the 
large-luxury-SUV segment has seen strong growth over the past several years. 

“Recently, vehicle manufacturers have focused their efforts on renewing vehicles in 
this tier to attract customers who seek luxury and comfort,” he says. “This provides 
tiremakers with an opportunity to tailor replacement products to the premium-tire 
consumer, who is driven by values like performance, safety and sustainability more 
than price.”

On the CUV side, growth has come courtesy of midsize mainstream models such 
as the Toyota RAV4, Honda CR-V and Chevrolet Equinox, according to Abrams, 
who adds that the new outcrop of compact CUVs – Toyota C-HR, Honda HR-V, 
Mazda CX-3 and Buick Encore – also contributed.

“CUVs with 19-, 20- and 21-inch rim diameters all had double-digit growth since 
2015, with 21-inch achieving growth of over 40%,” he says. “Additionally, CUVs 
with H-, V-, W- and Y-speed ratings all grew dramatically from 2015 to 2019 with 
V, W and Y even growing significantly in 2020.” 

The first year that new-crossover sales surpassed new-car sales in North America 
was in 2017 – 7.6 million CUVs versus 7.1 million cars, notes Jay Lee, product 
planning director for Nexen Tire America.

“According to IHS Markit, automotive light-vehicle sales in 2019 were 
approximately 8.6 million new CUVs sold versus 5.7 million new cars sold,” he says. 
“Five years from now, in 2024, over 9 million new CUVs are projected to be sold, 
while only 5 million new cars will be sold. Based on this, we expect demand for OE 
tires and replacement equipment to grow.”

According to Todd Bergeson, senior product manager of light-truck tires for Toyo 
Tire U.S.A., “Within this buying trend, it has also become trendy to replace the 
OE tires with a more capable off-road tire to make better use of the excellent 4WD 
and AWD drivetrains these modern vehicles offer. We all know 2020 has thrown 
many curveballs at us, but the outdoor industry is booming as a result. Any products 
that aid consumers in getting out and enjoying the outdoors while ‘social distancing’ 
are flying off the shelves.” 

Tire Performance and Features
As SUVs and CUVs have displaced passenger cars, it makes sense that the 
most important aspects of vehicle and tire performance are the same as those of 
passenger cars.

“Key traits are safety in the form of dry and wet grip, a quiet and comfortable ride, 
and excellent value by providing long tread life and good fuel economy,” says Barry 
Terzaken, Continental Tire product manager of light-truck and SUV tires for the 
Americas.

T



He explains that in order to complement the vehicles, modern SUV tires require 
higher levels of grip, improved comfort and driving sophistication than their 
predecessors. 

“Increased popularity of SUVs has not only driven tire volume and performance, 
but complexity has also increased,” Terzaken adds. “This is due to both a steadily 
increasing variety of OE fitments, plus the additional sizes, styles and tire 
segmentation driven by aftermarket customization.”

Tires for CUVs are expected to not only handle the loads of added utility, but also 
to do so with high expectations of comfort, sophistication and safety, he says, adding, 
“CUV tires typically do not have aftermarket customization complexity, but the 
large model and trim availability drive many size and speed combinations.”

According to Yokohama Tire’s Abram, the growing specialization of CUVs 
to include off-road packages and high-performance variants mean that some 
consumers might require more durability or higher levels of grip and handling that 
match their vehicle’s potential. 

“A 2018 Land Rover Discovery, Kia Sorrento and Mercedes-Benz GLC all use 
the size 235/60R18, but it’s not a stretch to believe that they all might look for 
different performance from their tires,” he says. “SUV tires aren’t all that different 
for consumers who use the vehicles for commuting, but for those who use SUVs for 
varied roads and terrains, compound and carcass durability might also be important.”

It’s not easy to make an SUV or CUV handle and behave like a car, according to 
Aaron Neumann, Nexen Tire product development manager. 

“The center of gravity is higher and they are heavier, so the tires have more work 
to do to control the vehicle, especially from a stability point of view. Safe handling, 
especially in an emergency maneuver, is a very important aspect of performance,” he 
says. “We design SUV/CUV tires the same way we design any tire – with a lot of 
attention to detail to assure that we achieve a good balance of grip, treadwear, ride 
comfort, low noise, steering and handling, stopping distance and fuel economy.”

A desire for safety in all conditions demands a versatile tire that functions well in 
heat, rain and snow alike, notes Nokian’s Bourassa. 

“All-weather tires – year-round products certified with the three-peak mountain 
snowflake emblem – are growing in popularity as drivers in areas with unpredictable 
winter weather learn that a true four-season option exists,” he says. “In the name of 
versatility, our tailored all-weather tread compound is responsive to ice, snow and 
slush, as well as rain. Those all-weather products have asymmetrical tread patterns 
– the inner shoulder carves through snow and slush, while the outer half of the tire 
more closely resembles an all-season product.”

According to Will Robbins, senior product manager for Bridgestone Americas Tire 
Operations, from a pattern standpoint, one of the biggest challenges is balancing 
siping/slots that provide biting edges for winter traction and water evacuation with 
overall pattern stiffness to resist irregular-wear tendencies. 

“Building products with advanced tire technologies, such as 3-D interlocking sipes, 
is how tire manufacturers attempt to minimize performance trade-offs,” he says. 
“With tread compounds, it is imperative that they provide the same balance of wet 
and winter, while also maintaining long, even wear. New-generation high-silica 
compounds help provide this balance.” CM

www.berrymanproducts.com


50 APRIL 2021 | AMN/COUNTERMAN

Advance resurrected 
the original “Die Hard” 
movie to create a Super 
Bowl-worthy ad. 

YIPPEE-KI-YAY!

hen Advance Auto Parts was contemplating how to make 
the biggest possible splash with its newly acquired DieHard 
battery brand, Chief Marketing Officer Jason McDonell 
wasn’t convinced that a marketing campaign connected to 
the “Die Hard” movie franchise was a slam dunk. 

At least not at first. 

“On paper, it’s sort of logical: You take the “Die Hard” movies and 
you take the DieHard battery, and there might be something that 
works,” McDonell said during a virtual presentation at the AASA 
Vision Conference in March. “But honestly, I wanted to steer away 
from that, because that was almost too easy … until we saw the idea.”

At first glance, the idea was simple: Create a “Die Hard” mini-movie 
“featuring the Die Hard batteries as a co-star, uniting the two classic 
brands for the first time ever,” McDonell explained. But in art, just 
as in life, the devil is in the details. And doing it right would be a tall 
order – taller, perhaps, than Nakatomi Plaza itself. 

So how could an auto parts retailer, of all things, pull this off 
without disappointing the beloved film’s legions of fans? The logical 
move would be to enlist the film’s most identifiable character. In 
this case, we’re talking about “the fly in the ointment, the monkey 
in the wrench, the pain in the a**” (as he describes himself in one 
scene): John McClane, the off-duty NYPD cop who singlehandedly 
takes down a group of German terrorists after they seize control of 
Nakatomi Plaza in downtown Los Angeles on Christmas Eve. 

When Advance started bouncing around the idea of having Bruce 
Willis reprise his role as John McClane, “it started to make more and 
more sense,” McDonell said, “especially when I started to think about 
John McClane himself.”

“He’s a great fighter,” McDonell said. “He is brutally honest. He 
doesn’t give up. He’s a leader who doesn’t take no for an answer, and 
he’s an everyday hero. Sound familiar?

“Well, our DieHard battery is an everyday battery. It’s powerful. 
It’s durable. It pushes the boundaries, and for sure it has unrivaled 
performance. So the two of them together made a ton of sense  
for us.”

Advance reached out to Willis, and “he got back to us quickly,” 
according to McDonell. The company got the director it wanted too: 
John Suits, who worked with Willis on “Breach,” an action/sci-fi film 
released in 2020. But even with those pieces in place, other challenges 
remained – such as shooting in the midst of a global pandemic.

“We needed to make sure that we took the same quality of care that 
we have for our employees and our customers at each of our stores 
across the country,” McDonell recalled. “And when we set that as the 
standard, we knew we could accomplish it.”

The two-minute film begins with McClane (Willis) and a dead car 
battery. Before he can make it to Advance Auto Parts, McClane 
crosses paths with old foe Theo (Clarence Gilyard Jr.) and his crew. 
After a narrow escape and a chance meeting with limo driver Argyle 
(De’voreaux White), the action accelerates. 
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For “Die Hard” aficionados, there are 24 different references to the film in the 
commercial, according to McDonell. The most obvious ones are the Advance 
counter person humming Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy;” McClane crawling through an 
HVAC duct (although he doesn’t say, “Come out to the coast, we’ll get together, 
have a few laughs”); and, of course, McClane’s signature line, “Yippee-ki-yay” 
bleep-bleep.  

The mini-move – entitled “DieHard Is Back” – aired Oct. 18 during the FOX 
“America’s Game of the Week,” featuring Green Bay vs. Tampa Bay. (October is 
designated as a National Car Care Month.) The game was a rout, with the eventual 
Super Bowl champion Buccaneers cruising to a 38-10 victory. What Advance did to 
drum up excitement for the ad prior to kickoff was much more compelling than the 
game itself.

For starters, Advance enlisted the help of Willis’s daughters – Rumer, Scout and 
Tallulah – “to leak the story that DieHard is back,” as McDonell put it. The day 
before the game, the sisters posted a 15-second video teaser on their respective 
Twitter pages, showing McClane whistling “Ode to Joy” while walking through a 
dystopian landscape. There’s no dialogue in the teaser – just some text that says, “As 
one story ends, a new one begins. 10-18-20, #DieHardIsBack.” 

Former “Saturday Night Live” cast member Andy Samberg (“who is infatuated 
with John McClane,” according to McDonell) teased the film on Twitter too. On 
gameday, the anticipation hit a fever pitch, as Troy Aikman, Joe Buck, Erin Andrews 
and Emmitt Smith tweeted the 15-second teaser before kickoff. (They also tweeted 
the full two-minute ad after it aired.) 

So did “DieHard Is Back” measure up to the pre-game hype? You can decide for 
yourself by watching the video on Advance’s YouTube page, at https://youtu.be/
W7kFGGFI9Xo. 

If the YouTube feedback is any gauge, 
the ad was a rousing success. As of 
March 29, the film had amassed 
2.3 million views, 17,000 likes and 
hundreds of positive comments. And 
there’s nothing wishy-washy about 
the feedback. One commenter called 
it “genius marketing,” while another 
called it “Super Bowl worthy.” Several 
commenters quipped that they  
liked the ad better than some of  
the “Die Hard” sequels. 

When McDonell watches “DieHard Is Back,” he has a different take.

“I see teamwork. I see a passionate team. I see clarity of an idea,” McDonell said. 
“And then I remember the moment afterward when feedback start popping up on 
Twitter. And we started getting feedback that it was a Super Bowl ad, that it was 
another ‘Die Hard’ movie, or, ‘Now I know what happened to the end of the story of 
John McClane and Theo.’ And the fan of the movie ‘Die Hard’ now became a fan of 
the movie and the DieHard battery brand. What was [such an exciting concept] has 
exceeded all our expectations, and I’m just so thankful that we had such a  
great team.” CM
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BY THE NUMBERS
Everybody loves a bargain. If you’re an investor on the hunt for deep value in 
the stock market, should you turn to the “WallStreetBets” Reddit chat room for 
the next screaming buy, or look elsewhere? Seth Basham, managing director, 
hardlines retail equity research analyst with Wedbush Securities, asserts that 
the auto parts sector could be the perfect place for investors to park some of 
their cash.

As part of the popular “Three Dragons” session during the 2021 AASA Vision 
Conference in March, Basham recapped the wild ride that was 2020 for the 
publicly traded parts retailers. Fueled by stimulus checks, the retailers rode a 
wave of DIY spending that peaked in the second quarter but “persisted, for 
the most part, throughout 2020, with some modest deceleration.” Wedbush’s 
composite index of the “Big Four” retailers – Advance, AutoZone, O’Reilly and 
NAPA (Genuine Parts Co.) – shows that overall comparable-store sales for the 
sector jumped 7% in 2020. Wedbush projects that comparable-store sales for 
the auto parts retailers will increase by 3% in 2021.

Still, the parts retailers underperformed the broader stock market last year, even 
though several of them reported record quarterly financial results. While the 
S&P 500 index finished 2020 with a 16% gain for the year – closing at a record 
high on Dec. 31 – three of the four publicly traded auto parts retailers finished 
lower for the year (O’Reilly was the lone exception). 

“What does that mean? It means that investors do not think that what 
has happened in the past year, year and a half has really been a trend that’s 
sustainable into the future, and they’re expecting the earnings power of these 
companies to revert back to lower levels as this pandemic fades,” Basham said. 
“From our perspective, that’s probably misguided.”

Basham sees plenty of tailwinds that could keep the momentum going for the 
sector, not the least of which is miles driven. After a 13% nationwide drop in 
miles driven in 2020, Wedbush is forecasting a 7% increase this year, as more 
Americans return to work and their pre-pandemic lifestyles. Not only is this 
good for the auto parts sector overall, but it also should fuel a sharp rebound in 
DIFM sales after a down year in 2020.

From Basham’s point of view as a Wall Street analyst, last year’s stock 
underperformance has the auto parts retailers positioned at “valuations that are 
low relative to historical levels when compared to the S&P 500.” 

He concluded: “ … The sector looks like it’s on sale right now.”

+16% Advance Auto Parts 

+18% AutoZone 

+15% Genuine Parts Company 

+12% O’Reilly Automotive 

Auto Parts Stocks ‘On Sale Right Now’
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Here’s how the publicly traded auto parts retailers have fared so far this year, through March 31.
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