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Ok, here's how car parts stores operate.

They buy parts from distributors or directly from parts makers, and sell them to the public, and to repair shops.

A typical store has under $3 million in annual sales, and fewer than 10 employees. Most are one-location operations. Annual sales per employee are about $130,000.

With limited space, stores have to decide which parts to stock. They may carry 40,000 items, called stock keeping units, SKUs, while big distributors carry 400,000. 

They keep repair shop customers more by good service than by low price. This means same-day service and few out-of-stock items.

Inventory management is done with sophisticated computer systems.

Here are some strategic things you should know.

They get more competition from distributors, who sell directly to repair shops.

NAPA is the largest national chain. Local shops compete by providing faster service to repair shops, and more expertise.

A lot of do-it-yourself customers buy on-line, where they can get the exact parts they want. But fewer people fix their own cars.

Sales are often better during recessions, when people keep cars longer.

New cars are better-built and require fewer routine repairs and replacement parts. But  collision repairs provide steady business.

Here are some good talking points.

How many locations do they operate?

How much of their business comes from repair shops?

How many items do they stock? What are the best sellers?

How large an inventory do they keep? 30 days sales? 45 days?

How often do they have stock-outs?

How much were they affected by the recession?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

