
Bill’s Building Blocks 
The Epitome of Supply Chain Basics 
 
The first time the “Check Engine” light showed on my dashboard it was simply that the 
fuel cap was not properly seated.  But, the eye popping maintenance bill to fix the 
“Check Engine” light this last time got me thinking.  My car was twelve years old, and its 
Kelley Blue Book value had fallen below what I was spending each year just on 
maintenance costs. So I was a little behind the curve in car shopping.  A quick text 
exchange with my son-in-law, who buys lots of cars, led me on the Internet to 
Emunds.com, Autotrader.com, and specific car reviews on YouTube; then it was off to 
the dealership.  I just wasn’t ready to buy my next car from a vending machine!  You 
may not have thought about it, but buying a car is the epitome of supply chain basics.  
There is an information flow, a material flow, a cash flow, and a return. 
 
From information pulled off the Internet to social media with owners of the same brand, 
buyers shape their decisions about 1) make or break requirements, 2) brand preference 
and reputation, 3) expected pricing with options, and 4) the decision to lease or buy.  
You can also buy on-line from Carvana.com cutting out the middleman, the dealer. 
 
The material flow is fascinating.  Car manufacturers use big data analytics to forecast 
the rate and the mix of auto production.  This production is allocated and pushed to 
each dealership.  Product inventory sails on giant auto carrier ships across oceans to be 
parked by the thousands near port cities.  Third party auto-carriers truck the allocation 
to the dealer.  Now suppose you want to buy a different color or a different set of 
options.  Then the dealer has to have a close option match of a different color in its 
allocated stock that can be swapped for the car you want from an allocation at another 
dealer.  A small number of low impact options may also be postponed at the dealership. 
 
In negotiating the amount of cash flow for a down payment the dealer does not look at 
Kelley Blue Book, instead using the trade-in’s VIN number to go directly to Carfax with 
its database on maintenance and accidents. Dealers take certified checks and not 
personal checks; dealers take debit cards and not credit cards over a given amount.  
 
Finally, the dealer auctions off the trade-in into an aftermarket, perhaps in another 
country.  Or, the seven day trial from Carvana is returned. Transportation must be 
arranged to move the returned vehicle to its next destination.  Each supply chain 
transaction—information, material, cash, and return—is basic and necessary. 
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