
How Avis Budget Group revamped its 
vehicle-return process and saved a carload 
of cash

Returning a rental car seems like a fairly 
straightforward process to the casual observer—
but there’s a lot more to it than you’d think—and 
not doing it right can be costly.

Some customers walk away with car keys in their 
pockets, purses or briefcases. Some leave personal 
items in the trunk or glove box, or a passport gets 
lost between the seat and console. Other times, 
damage to the vehicle goes unnoticed by the 
return agent.

Even fuel charges can be a problem when 
customers bring back cars that don’t have a full 
tank of gas. Occasionally these cars get refueled 
but the customer never gets charged, a mistake 
that results in lost revenue for the company.

Serious commitment to excellence 
All rental-car companies face similar issues when 
it comes to checking in vehicles, but not all rental-
car companies are the same. One in particular, 
Avis Budget Group (ABG), takes its calling to 
excellence very seriously.

In the words of Rick Thiele, who oversees ABG’s 
strategic direction for performance excellence:  
“We’re in the middle of perhaps the most difficult 
economic environment in our history, but that 
hasn’t stopped us from doing what it takes to 
improve our operational performance, and we 
don’t plan to back off of our commitment.”

In 2007, ABG launched a performance-excellence 
program called “PEx” for short—a transformational 
change-management initiative to decrease waste, 
increase productivity, improve service and bolster 
the balance sheet. Like the vehicle check-in 

process, no part of ABG is exempt from delivering 
more cash to the business, and no area can do this 
without substantive skill in wielding the tools and 
techniques of process improvement.

That skill was acquired when ABG hired BMGI, a 
global consulting firm that helps companies solve 
business problems and improve performance. “We 
needed a firm that could help us deploy our PEx 
initiative at all of our domestic and international 
corporate-operated locations,” says Thiele. “We 
also needed the kind of people on the ground that 
could advise us along the way to keep us on track 
and moving forward.”

To date, ABG has developed more than 75 full-
time PEx leaders who have implemented more 
than 2,000 improvement projects in three years—
achieving a 400-percent return on program 
investment in the same time frame. According 
to BMGI consultant John Biedry, who helped 
design and lead the PEx initiative: “ABG is the 
best example of a progressive deployment that 
I’ve seen, and I’ve been involved in Lean and 
operational excellence for more than 20 years.”

The efficacy of the PEx program boils down largely 
to leadership, starting with ABG’s CEO Ronald L. 
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Avis Budget Group Statistics

Operates the Avis and Budget brands in the 
Americas, the Caribbean, Australia and New 
Zealand

Revenues of $5.1 billion

350,000 cars and trucks in fleet

23 million worldwide transactions

22,700 employees

6,500 business locations 
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Nelson, who unequivocally launched Performance 
Excellence when he told his top executives that 
there was no more important initiative in the 
company. To bring urgency to his words, Nelson 
(in 2007) promised investors that PEx would be 
delivering $150 million to the company’s bottom 
line within two to three years.

Today it’s clear that Nelson’s courage galvanized 
his company to achieve its initial goal. But 
courage alone doesn’t generate performance 
improvement; more tangible supports and 
structures are needed to get from point A to point B. 

This is where the work of Thiele and ABG’s global 
program leader David Myers came into play. 
“We not only trained our full-time PEx leaders,” 
Thiele says, “but we also installed a program 
infrastructure to support, sustain and keep the 
effort on track.”

The infrastructure to which Thiele refers 
consists of a full governance system spanning 
the communications, human resources, training, 
information technology and finance functions. 
As part of the infrastructure, ABG has installed 
a performance scorecard, program- and project-
implementation guidelines, an enterprise project-
tracking system and a procedure by which finance 
experts approve metrics and track cost savings and 
revenue growth while projects are underway, and 
after they’re completed. If at any point it isn’t 
clear that a project will pay a healthy return, it’s 
abandoned. 

“Especially in the first year or two of an initiative 
like this,” Thiele instructs, “you want to grab the 
highest-leverage opportunities that can return 
the most bang for the buck. This is what gets 
the momentum going and shows people what 
can be achieved with a little determination and 
commitment.”

Thiele remembers what BMGI’s Biedry taught him: 
initially you implement the 20 percent of projects 
that can yield 80 percent of the projected 
potential benefits. So ABG executives identified its 
slate of initial projects (about 400) to complete, 
then ranked them in order of priority using the 
yardstick of expected financial return. 

Replicating success
The vehicle check-in process was earmarked for 
immediate attention because it had such a great 
potential for project replication. “We check 
vehicles in at hundreds of major airports and 
locations around the world,” Thiele says, “and 
the process is essentially the same everywhere—
although we do have variation related to culture, 
labor laws and geography.” Each airport location, 
for instance, is laid out differently based on its 
unique characteristics.

The idea was to carve out waste and inefficiency 
in one location, then standardize the solution 
so it could be implemented in other locations. 
Using BMGI’s proprietary replication program, all 
subsequent projects would go faster and require 
less investment than the first, saving significant 
time and money by implementing on a large scale.

But the first step still had to be taken, so ABG 
began at Chicago’s O’Hare airport, where four 
issues were paramount:

Fuel—accurately documenting the amount of 
used fuel in the tank and properly charging the 
customer.

Keys—making sure customers don’t accidentally 
take keys when they leave.

Left—behind items—getting lost or left-behind 
items back to customers.

Vehicle damage—properly capturing and 
processing claims related to damaged vehicles.
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ABG’s Performance Excellence
(PEx) Program*

Trained 75 full-time PEx leaders

Deployed PEx globally on three continents

Completed 2,356 projects (including about 
1,500 project replications)

Achieved a 400-percent return on program 
investment

* Numbers are based on a three-year period from July 
2007 to March 2010

Problem Solved.



Thiele is referring to the agnostic nature of the 
BMGI improvement system: while it has elements 
of Lean, Six Sigma and change management, it 
also incorporates more generic techniques, as 
well as innovation and ideation methods. Teams 
only use the tools and techniques they need to 
improve their processes in a no-nonsense, non-
bureaucratic way—always with an eye on the 
financial benefits and the bottom line.

When you think of even one location like O’Hare, 
with an average of 1,200 cars returned each day, 
and 2,500 at peak travel periods, you begin to see 
how taxing and expensive it can get if you don’t 
do everything  right the first time every time. 
“These days, replacing the keys to some of our 
cars can cost near $200,” Thiele says. “That adds 
up quickly at a place like O’Hare if you don’t do 
something about it.”

Thiele formed a PEx team called the BEARS, 
appropriate for Chicago football fans and short for 
Bringing Excellence—Amplifying Return Service. 
The team was comprised of 11 people from all 
ranks, and it was led by Thiele and another ABG 
PEx leader, Laurel Rourke. 

After forming the BEARS, BMGI facilitated a series 
of rapid-improvement events across the globe.  
“A rapid-improvement event is when owners or 
managers of a process and their teams get together 
and use any number of tools to improve the 
process,” Thiele informs. “The benefits of these 
events are twofold: one, they’re concentrated in 
time and intensity, so the results are very fast. 
Two, you use only the tools and techniques you 
need depending on the challenges you face.”

The BEARS Highlight Reel

Opportunity to improve efficiency in 
managing fuel charges, vehicle damage 
recovery, lost keys and customer items.

Used rapid-improvement events to improve 
the vehicle check-in process at O’Hare 
airport.

Learning and process knowledge captured in 
training document and easy reference guide.

Greatly multiplied the benefits of initial 
solutions through a structured replication 
process at 200 follow-on locations.
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One tool the BEARS used was a Spaghetti Diagram, 
which tracks the flow of people and resources 
through a process. After about 10 of the different 
check-in agents at O’Hare were taught to use the 
diagram, and then were asked to draw the process 
as they knew it, the problem became immediately 
apparent. “We had 10 agents and 10 different 
Spaghetti diagrams,” remembers Thiele. “Some 
people were going through 20 steps, some seven 
and some 10. They were all different.”

In the world of Performance Excellence, different 
means variation, and variation means more 
opportunity for errors—so the team streamlined 
the process and created a standard way of getting 
a vehicle checked in—not only for the O’Hare 
agents to follow but for everyone to follow at 200+ 
other major airports and Avis Budget locations. 
(See diagram to the right)

1.  Scan the vehicle for any exterior damage

2.  Scan the vehicle ID number

3.  Interface with the customer

4.  Collect data (i.e., odometer and fuel level)
  and check vehicle for any interior damage

5.  Print receipt and get in position for next 
  vehicle return

First, the car is scanned for any damage. Then 
the vehicle identification number is scanned into 
a handheld electronic device. After this, the 
agent greets the customer, asking if he or she had 
a good experience and processing such items as 
the method of payment. The agent then gets the 
correct mileage reading from the odometer, notes 
and confirms the fuel level with the customer, 
scans the inside of the car for any damage, 
secures the keys and ensures that the customer 
doesn’t leave any personal items behind. Finally, 
the agent prints a receipt for the customer and 
gets in position to receive the next vehicle.

While this new, standardized process may sound 
simple, it has many more details and procedures 
that are all laid out in a 20-page training document. 
The great news about having this document was 
that ABG could now use it to replicate the O’Hare 

results at many locations. In Thiele’s words: 
“The leadership team looked at this project and 
said, “This is going to be a multi-million-dollar 
opportunity.”

Driving the extra mile
The not-so-good news was that ABG executives knew 
about the difficulties involved in implementing 
policies and procedures across locations. Like any 
global service organization, ABG has thousands of 
different service agents in diverse environments 
trying to create a consistent, memorable, error-
free rental experience for the customer.

All the pieces of change had to fit together. At 
the top, the executives recognized and supported 
the need to drive consistent and comprehensive 
implementation of the check-in project across 
locations in four countries. At the point-of-contact 
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That’s why, in addition to the location-based, 
rapid-improvement approach, ABG instituted 
metrics to track how well the check-in-process 
changes were actually happening on the front line 
where employees interact with customers. 

“There are financial aspects to the scorecard, 
and there are behavioral aspects,” Thiele says. 
“Is the Process Owner at the location engaged?
Is the process that was installed actually working? 
Is the location meeting the financial expectations? 
All of these data were reported monthly by each 
location.” Then these reports were consolidated 
into an overall scorecard that indicated green, 
yellow or red for each area.

“If your area was yellow or red, you had to explain 
why to senior management,” Thiele continues. 
What happened that month? Why was the training 
not done, or why didn’t it stick in practice? Why 
did the project slip? Have people been trained 
and retrained, and if so why are the performance 
metrics still depressed? Thiele says that this made 
for some amazing discussions about what was done 
right, what was done wrong and what the company 
could learn globally from local experience.

with customers, service agents used an easy 
reference guide to familiarize themselves with 
the details of the newly standardized process.

Still, these measures were far from sufficient 
to ensure replication success. For one, it’s not 
enough to issue guidelines and expect that an 
entire company will follow instructions properly 
the first time, every time. More is needed. In fact, 
according to Thiele, it was imperative that ABG 
run separate rapid-improvement events at all the 
locations earmarked for replication.

“The challenge is to create real and lasting 
change,” reminds Thiele, “not just temporary 
change that will erode quickly. To do this, we knew 
it was best to meet with each site, allow people to 
complain about why it wouldn’t work and address 
all their concerns. Also, doing rapid-improvement 
events at each location allowed people to truly 
undergo a transformation process where everyone 
realized that the old way is inferior and the new 
way is much, much better for everyone involved.”

Thiele goes on to offer this advice: “when you’re 
instituting change, you really have to think like 
you’ve got just one chance to do it correctly.” 
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In and of itself, this type of communication was 
groundbreaking change. Line managers were 
having frank discussions with executives about the 
problems of everyday, transactional life where the 
company meets the customer. Executives, in turn, 
were discussing their needs and expectations. 
Information was flowing down and up in ways that 
helped align the top, middle and bottom of the 
organization for better performance.

These accountability sessions became so effective 
that ABG decided to evolve and advance the 
model. Today, on a quarterly basis, a senior 
executive conducts a performance review via 
phone with local PEx leaders in each of eight 
major deployment areas: four in the US and one 
each in Canada, Australia and New Zealand—
plus one more that encompasses such overhead 
groups as reservation centers, processing centers 
and company headquarters. Also, an executive 
also meets in person with local leadership once a 
year—covering many of the same topics in a face-
to-face format.
 
Doubters be gone
You can bet that three years ago, when ABG CEO 
Nelson launched PEx, there were more than a 
few doubters who’d heard the words before that 
“we’re going to do this” or “we’re going to do 
that.” The mind runs wild. Change is coming but 
nothing will change. Better get on board if I want 
to keep my job (even though it won’t work).

These are normal voices to hear inside one’s 
head when attached to a large corporation during 
times of turbulence and change. But, again, ABG 
is different. Its corporate push for excellence is 
tied into a culture of people with a passion to do 
better, at least if you take what’s happened with 
the PEx program as an indication.

“We did have a lot of people in the beginning who 
resisted change,” Thiele recalls. “But we dealt 
with each and every objection. 

Even when the recession hit in early 2008, ABG 
management remained strong in its demands and 
expectations while maintaining its great support 
of the program. The PEx projects were a priority, 
as was the force of 75 PEx leaders, who made sure 
that any roadblocks were cleared from the way of 
big-ticket teams and projects.

One could say it was fortuitous that ABG was 
well into Performance Excellence prior to the 
recession. “The implications were huge,” says 
PEx global program leader David Myers. “If we 
hadn’t launched and developed PEx prior to the 
recession, we might never have gotten it off the 
ground. The fact that we did have PEx off the 
ground when the recession hit only enabled us to 
handle it better.”

Myers goes on to explain that companies shouldn’t 
wait until there’s a crisis to implement process-
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improvement programs; they should implement 
them when times are good so they can do even 
better, or so they can better handle challenging 
times should they emerge.

In any case, it was teams like the BEARS 
that significantly helped turn the tide of any 
skepticism into more passionate belief. The 
BEARS did something that saved the company a 
sizeable sum of money—and ultimately returned 
50 times that original amount after the process 
was implemented in all the other locations around 
the world. 

“As we did more and more projects at the same 
locations, the resistance just wore off,” Thiele 
says. “They see how the projects have worked in 
the past and the enthusiasm of our team members—
so now people want to be part of the process, 
and they’re asking to be on a team because they 
want to be part of a successful process and do 
important work for the company.” 

It’s dangerous to say any company has “arrived” 
when talking about a performance-excellence 

journey, but ABG has definitely achieved a major 
milestone. Originally in 2007, at the company’s 
first off-site meeting for PEx, the leadership 
team set an interesting goal: “We’ll know when 
we’ve succeeded in integrating PEx into the 
organizational culture when we start getting 
unsolicited volunteers seeking to join the PEx 
team.”

This is the feel-good part of any performance-
excellence drive—after you’ve made real 
improvements and the doubters start to believe. 
But Thiele reminds that it wasn’t always this way. 
“We had to build our credibility one project at a 
time, especially early on.” 

While good leadership and management support 
are necessary to initialize change, the hard part 
is working in the trenches to get change done. 
Teams like the BEARS exemplify this - and so do 
dozens of other just-as-important improvement 
teams in Chicago, Seattle, Sydney and hundreds 
of other locations around the globe. In countless 
ways, these teams are all making ABG better for 
its customers and more profitable as a company.
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The proud BEARS improvement team enjoys its success


