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I
n the changing landscape of the auto
motive repair center, the competition 
ranges from independent repair shops 
to Jiffy Lube to Sears. Unlike most of 

these businesses—which either sell auto 
parts or do repairs—Pep Boys does both. 
To keep and grow both categories, the 
Philadelphiabased retailer unveiled an 
ambitious plan to bring together the best 
of the dealer experience with the chain’s 
reputation for low prices, quality products, 
DIY friendliness, and service.

“The industry is changing,” says Tom 
Carey, Pep Boys’ senior vice president 

and chief customer officer. “There’s a gap, 
because no one is delivering a great experi
ence at a value price.” 

In an era of oilchange coupons and buy
threetiresgetonefree offers, Carey says 
Pep Boys’ customers are looking for the 
type of experience they typically receive 
at their car dealership—without being 
shaken for every dime. He says, “We want 
to use that information to take our cate
gory to a whole new level.” 

The result is a new prototype for the 
chain, which opened in Tampa, Fla., in 
March. The 21,400squarefoot facility, 

with 12,500 square feet of retail space, 
was developed in collaboration with 
Milwaukeebased EWI Worldwide in just 
six months from inception to opening.

GATHERING THE DATA
Pep Boys began the process by collecting 
and sifting through reams of customer 
data, hiring consultants to conduct focus 
groups, and using its 22millionstrong 
customer loyalty program to analyze reten
tion rates and buying patterns. This even 
extended to hiring experts in “heat map
ping”—assembling timelapse video of 

Pep Boys’ new look       
The auto parts and service chain sets out to bring the best  
of the dealership experience to its new prototype  by Gail Deibler Finke

The exterior of Pep Boys’ new prototype, which debuted in Tampa in March, is designed to have a warm, welcoming, approachable feel. 
Wood-look planks, Ledgestone, and oversized graphics reinforce the Pep Boys logo and give the store a natural, authentic feel.
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several stores to determine who shopped 
where, how long they stayed, and what 
they bought.

The retailer’s research resulted in a plan 
to develop different areas for three types 
of customers, each with distinct needs and 
shopping habits. Pep Boys worked with the 
design team at EWI Worldwide to reposi-
tion its brand and create a new store design 
that would create three overlapping prod-
uct and service areas: one for DIY custom-
ers who like to consider themselves experts 
regarding their vehicles, one for “Do it for 
Me” (DIFM) customers who want to sit in 
comfort while having their cars worked on 
but who also buy accessories, and one for 
car enthusiasts (think street racers or those 
who restore classic cars) who want their 
cars to go faster or perform better.

Pep Boys’ research also showed that 
clients want to deal with friendly, knowl-
edgeable associates, so Pep Boys handled 
internal training focused on customer ser-
vice and sales while EWI Worldwide, led by 
Janis Healy, vice president of retail strat-
egy, focused on translating the new corpo-
rate emphasis to the environmental design 

for the space, both interior and exterior. 
This included the exterior facade, exterior 
branding elements, and interior fixture and 
furniture layout, as well as detailed speci-
fications for all interior finishes, millwork 
fixtures, furniture, flooring, decor, and 
navigational signage.

AN EXPERIENCE  
TO RIVAL THE DEALERSHIP
To meet the needs of each customer type, 
the retail area is organized around three 
overlapping shopping areas: a quick-access 
DIY area, a “speed shop” for the car enthu-
siasts, and a lifestyle accessories shop for 
browsers and people waiting for their cars 
to be serviced. The focal point of the new 
store is the redesigned lounge, created to 
rival a dealership experience.  

“The customer lounge was one of the 
most important touchpoints in delivering 
on that goal with our target customer,” 
Carey explains. “We now have a customer 
lounge that exceeds most dealerships in 
comfort and usability.”

In the Tampa store, the customer lounge 
is separated from the rest of the facility 

visually, but without any opaque walls. 
Most of the demarcation is accomplished by 
the wood-look floor, wall, and soffit, which 
are made of commercial-grade planks from 
Centiva that emulate ash and Bolivian rose-
wood but will hold up to the high traffic 
typical of a car repair establishment.

Wood tones give the area a warm, com-
fortable ambiance complemented by uphol-
stered seating, metal tables, and stools 
where customers can sip coffee, watch 
television, and enjoy other amenities. But 
unlike a dealership, where the lounge is 
generally separate from the rest of the 
activity, the Pep Boys lounge is located on 
the sales floor. Customers can browse the 
products, shop for future purchases, and 
even look through windows into the service 
bays to watch the mechanics at work.

 “The main idea of the redesign was to 
create an approachable, engaging, rich 
environment unique to the Pep Boys 
brand,” says Healy.

MANNIE, MOE, AND JACK
The brand, embodied by three cartoon 
mechanics, remains central to the com-

Pep Boys  |  Tampa, Fla. 

Design: EWI Worldwide, Milwaukee, Wis. 

Contractor: Arrowpoint Facility Services, 
Weatherford, Texas

Fixtures: EWI Worldwide, Milwaukee,  
Wis. (custom millwork, proof-of-concept 
fixtures)  ; Lozier, Omaha, Neb. 
(gondolas) 

Flooring: Centiva, Florence, Ala. 

Signage/graphics: Loren Electric Sign 
Corp, Whittier, Calif. (exterior signage); 
InnoMark Communications, Fairfield, Ohio 
(decor graphics)

The lounge area is key to the entire Pep Boys redesign. Sophisticated wood-look flooring, 
seating, and other amenities are designed to provide an experience similar to that of a car 
dealership, but the lounge opens directly into the retail area. Whether customers want to do  
car work themselves, have it done for them, or some combination of the two, the prototype 
store creates a seamless environment.
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pany. A heritage wall mural at the front 
of the Tampa store shows a 1920s-era 
store, emphasizing the company’s history. 
Graphics are featured prominently in the 
store design, with identifiers over each 
product area and nearly every display. 
The Pep Boys logo reinforces brand image 
throughout the store, stained into the con-
crete floor by the store entrance, repeated 
on the signs, even continued into the 
employee-only areas. 

“Our design incorporates a rich blend of 
Americana red, white, and blue with mod-
ern touches, using a combination of wood 
and stone and other unexpected materials 
to spark interest and give the store a more 
natural and authentic appearance,” Healy 
explains. Instead of vinyl composite tile 
flooring, the redesigned store features pol-
ished concrete—an attractive and contem-
porary look that transforms the utilitarian 
flooring used in service areas into a decora-

tive one customers read as “the real thing.”
The store exterior, with wood-look vinyl 

planking, does a similar visual job: recalling 
industrial wood pallets but with the polish 
and finish of a high-end establishment. 
Inside the store, the wood accents appear 
on soffits, displays, counters, and through-
out the shop’s new lounge.

FIXTURES FOR DURABILITY AND STYLE
The fixtures were created from the ground 
up to meet all the new Pep Boy goals, Healy 
says. The color scheme, wood-look vinyl, 
company logo, and helpful graphics are all 
integral to their design, but many other 
practical considerations dictated changes 
as well. 

Stainless steel tops and integrated edge 
protection protect against the real wear and 
tear of automotive parts. “This type of retail 
environment is exposed to shopping carts 
and stocking carts, which can damage mill-
work fixtures, and many heavy, metal auto-
mobile parts are placed on the counter tops, 
requiring a durable surface,” Healy notes.

In addition to creating fixtures that 
could withstand rough use, EWI Worldwide 
designed all displays and shelves for their 
specific use. Lower, browser-friendly gon-

Left: Windows into the service bay invite customers to take a peek, another way Pep Boys encourages customers to see employees as friendly 
partners and reliable technicians. Right: Americana colors (red, white, and blue) and extensive use of both explanatory and directional signage 
communicates Pep Boys’ new emphasis on service. Polished concrete floors are durable and an aesthetic choice—they reinforce the idea that  
car care is done on-site.

The auto repair retail segment
INDEPENDENT AUTO REPAIR SHOPS still dominate the scene, making up 60 percent of the 
total repair and maintenance market in the U.S. But as automotive technology becomes ever 
more complex, buying the necessary equipment and training staff to fix a wide range of vehicles 
is making it harder and more costly to start up a repair shop. 

At 30 percent of the total, dealerships have the next largest share of the market. Customers 
like to go to dealers because they’re clean, they boast attractive waiting rooms, and their work-
ers are presumed to be experts and to have access to the best parts and most up-to-date tools. 
But many people avoid dealerships for the same reasons, expecting to pay a premium for extras 
they don’t want or need.

Who’s in the remaining 10 percent? Everyone else—including Pep Boys, with more than 750 
locations in 35 states and Puerto Rico. 

Expect that 10 percent to grow. When Ann Natunewicz of Collier International spoke at A.R.E.’s 
Industry Summit last November, she cited auto parts stores as a growth area in retail—precisely 
because with more older cars on the road, more repairs are necessary—and many are DIY.
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dolas, provided by Lozier, are stocked 
with impulse products and accessories to 
invite casual shopping, while taller, more 
 industrial-strength fixtures along the 
parts wall are built for storage and a large 
inventory.

Increased customer interaction is 
another goal of the redesign. Instead of 
keeping parts behind one long but forbid-
ding counter, they’re now placed in neat 
rows behind several smaller counters— 
or “pods”—that encourage customers to 
think of the staff as consultants who will 
work with them one-on-one.

EWI Worldwide built the millwork fix-
tures, including checkout, service consul-
tant pods, parts pods, internet station, and 
coffee bar.

MEASURING RESULTS
Carey says the Tampa store is a hit both 
with customers and with the company. Pep 
Boys is evaluating sales figures and cus-
tomer feedback, “nine ways to Sunday,” he 
says. This includes measuring how many 
people come in against how many of them 
buy, finding out how many are new versus 
repeat customers, and measuring retail 
sales against service tickets—to determine 
whether further changes to the new con-
cept are needed. The retailer is also begin-
ning to conduct surveys and plans to start 
heat-mapping traffic in the new store.

“Research gets you 80 percent of the 
way,” Carey says. “It tells you what peo-

Clearly marked service desks keep employees 
in the center of the action, inviting customers  
to interact with the staff. Pep Boys customer 
research showed that trustworthy, friendly 
employees are a top priority with customers,  
so the company also initiated new customer ser - 
vice and sales training—and intends to redesign 
marketing and social media strategies as well.

ple say they want, what other places they 
shop, what their family life is like. You have 
to take the leap to fill in the rest. It’s great 
that the store is doing well—now we have 
to see if it does everything we thought it 
would do.” So far, he says, the indications 
are good.

Carey says the results of this research 
will provide Pep Boys with a roadmap 

to relaunch advertising and marketing 
strategies, and to redesign the company’s 
 hundreds of existing stores.  

Gail Deibler Finke is a 
Cincinnati-based writer 
 specializing in design topics. 
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