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The senior management team of Mike’s Express Carwash makes 
no secret about how the Indianapolis-based company has sus-
tained its excellence for 60 years. The 35-location operation 

has built a reputation for exemplary and speedy service, invested in and 
developed new equipment systems and technologies, molded its facilities 
into destination carwashes, and is on a growth path that calls for it to 
double the number of locations in the next seven to 10 years.

But rather than place the credit on being business savvy, the fam-
ily-owned Mike’s Express Carwash insists the credit goes first to its 
employees and secondly to its stringent employee hiring and development 
practices. Without those two elements working in tandem, the operation 
simply wouldn’t have the customer service reputation that is its calling 
card. The company’s other bragging points also stem from the actions of 
its employees and the operation’s customer-first philosophy.

“Our two founders, Joe and Ed Dahm, always told us that we’re truly 
in the people business,” said Bill Dahm, president and CEO, and son of 
Joe Dahm. “We just happen to wash cars.”

Since 1948, Mike’s (originally named Mike’s Minit Man Carwash 
after the first type of equipment used) has invested heavily in both its 
customers and its associates. 

“We’ve always felt that we live and die on repeat business,” notes 
Dahm. “We’ll do whatever it takes to satisfy a customer. Like any busi-
ness that does thousands and thousands of transactions, there are going to 
be breakdowns, but we always look at a breakdown in our service model 

as an opportunity to overreact and make that customer feel like, ‘Wow, 
that’s a place where I can go and if something doesn’t go right, they 
have recovery systems in place.’ Sometimes those wind up being your 
best customers.”

“As proud as our founders are of our history and being here for 60 
years, they have always said it doesn’t really matter how long you’ve 
been around because customers only remember their last carwash experi-
ence,” adds Sally Dahm, marketing manager for Mike’s Express Carwash 
and Bill Dahm’s daughter.

Consistency
To that end, Mike’s Express Carwash is about consistency, whether 

customers visit the original location in downtown Fort Wayne, Ind., or a 
location in Cincinnati. “If we have a breakthrough on something we’ve 
tested, we go back to all 35 carwashes and make that change,” notes Bill 
Dahm. “It’s very important to us that our customers receive that same 
level of service and standards at every Mike’s carwash.”

In terms of machinery, that consistency is partially provided by AVW 
Equipment Co. for tunnel equipment, Huron Valley Sales for support 
equipment, and DRB Systems for its POS systems. Mike’s also makes 
about half of its own tunnel equipment and has spearheaded a proprietary 
blend of eight soap solutions for its Mike’s Signature Shampoo.

“We’re relentless in trying to get a cleaner wheel, a shinier vehicle and 
a drier vehicle,” says Dahm. “We’re 100 percent open to trying new and 
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different ways. We’re constantly trying to improve the product and the 
value that we deliver to the customer.”

In addition, the company not only has branded its look from one loca-
tion to the next (about half offer self-serve bays in addition to express 
exterior washes) but its customer service behaviors and strategies are 
duplicated as well.

While that may sound like the goal of most operators, Mike’s ensures 
consistency through a comprehensive hiring and training process in 
which every employee participates. 

“Our biggest challenge is ensuring the consistent customer experience 
that our customers have come to enjoy,” explains Joe Rice, Mike’s direc-
tor of human resources and training. “The key 
really is us continuing to find great people, 
keeping them on our team, and helping them 
to develop and succeed.”

The Hiring Process
On its Web site, the company boasts that it 

is “notoriously picky” in its hiring and that for 
every 50 people considered for jobs, only one 
gets hired. For those who make it through the 
process, the exclusivity of working for Mike’s 
likely provides an immediate sense of accom-
plishment and feelings of pride toward their 
new employer. 

The type of employee the company cov-
ets is someone with a positive attitude who 
desires to work with people, says Tom Wie-
derin, Mike’s recruitment staffing coordinator. 
The screening process includes multiple inter-
views, testing, background checks and other 
metrics.

“It’s relatively easy for us to teach some-
body the mechanics of how to perform all of 
our jobs,” notes Rice. “The tough part is to 
teach somebody how to care about custom-
ers. What we look for in the hiring process is 
that they come to us already understanding the 
importance of customers.”

Specifically, Rice says, the company prefers 
candidates who have displayed a willingness 
to go out of their way to please customers dur-
ing their work experience. A demonstration 
of leadership qualities also is a plus because 
the goal of the company is to keep employees 
around for as long as possible. Approximately 
half of promotions to managerial positions 
come from within the company, while the 
other half are recruited by Wiederin through 
the company’s Fast Track Program.

A typical associate hire, Rice says, is a 
sophomore in high school who will stay with 
Mike’s at least through graduation and per-
haps into college. “When we hire somebody, 
we truly are looking to hire people who have 
that as a plan,” he explains. “We’re not seek-

ing people who are just looking for a summer job.”
In order to make longevity appealing, Mike’s Express Carwash pro-

vides its associates with all the tools they will need to succeed in the 
company, along with a healthy dose of performance incentives and ben-
efits. The first notch on the corporate tool belt begins with the corporate 
training program.

Training
Training is a blended approach, using on-site development, computer-

based online training and classroom instruction. As trainees move from 
associates to assistant manager, they participate in about 90 hours of 
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classroom training, Rice 
says. The company 
estimates that managers 
wind up participating in 
about 400 hours of “on 
the job training,” much 
of which is structured. 

Much of the early 
training addresses com-
mon scenarios that can 

occur at the wash site, as well as best practices and how to help customers 
in different situations. The goal is to have employees as prepared as pos-
sible for any situation that may arise. 

“Before they even wait on a customer, they’ve had two days of orienta-
tion at the store and participated in two workshops on two different days, 
all focused on customer service, how to treat the customer, how to recover 
from [negative] situations, and how to handle some difficult customer 
scenarios,” explains Rice.

“We work very hard to place our associates and our managers in a posi-
tion to succeed,” notes Billy Schaming, 
company COO. “They really have the 
tools, the training and the necessary skills 
to know how to react and respond to dif-
ferent situations.”

Mike’s is so customer-centric that one 
of the overriding rules is that if associ-
ates believe it is necessary to take action 
because it is in the best interest of the cus-
tomer or perhaps necessary to keep the 
person as a customer, then they are free 
to make those decisions without manage-
rial approval. “Not too many of those situations are going to be second 
guessed,” says Rice.

The depth and breadth of the training program is geared toward mov-
ing employees through the different levels of the company as it grows. 
“We certainly think [the training program] is an important part of our 
growth strategy and an important part of our success,” states Rice. “As 
we continue to grow our company, we have to have systems in place and 
an ability to develop all of these new leaders. It’s a pretty essential piece 
of our growth strategy.”

Advancement
Certification is a key element to advancement, and Rice says associates 

are not promoted until they have “completed all of the training require-
ments and met certain performance-based requirements.” Once they have 
met initial requirements, achieving certification involves testing, on-site 
scenario reviews and verbal panel reviews.

At the managerial level, the process ratchets up even more. “We take 
promotions very, very seriously,” explains Bill Dahm. “When we have 
an opportunity to promote somebody, it’s a very competitive situation. If 
there’s one thing we’ve learned, it’s that if we really sweat the details and 
promote the person that’s most deserving, people in our workforce really 
like that. Even if they don’t get the nod, they feel it’s very fair.”

Politics and seniority do not have bearing. Promotions are based on 
performance and merit and are often decided by a panel of senior manag-
ers which puts the candidates “through a battery of tests and questions to 
make sure that we are absolutely promoting the most worthy candidates,” 

Dahm continues.
Management then gives full feedback to those who don’t get promot-

ed so they will know which areas they need to strengthen. One of the 
key areas scrutinized for managers is the progress of their subordinates 
through the training process.

“Managers know that the ability to train and develop people is an 
essential requirement if they are going to advance and succeed at Mike’s,” 
offers Rice.

“Training is embedded in our culture,” agrees Schaming. “It is our cul-
ture to train, grow and develop people.”

Incentives
If all of this seems a bit intense or overbearing, consider that the class-

room training modules Mike’s Express Carwash uses are defined by the 
company as “edutainment.” Workshops include an activity or game every 
10 minutes and incorporate game show style production and multimedia.

In addition, Mike’s works hard to keep employees engaged and 
involved as stakeholders in the operation, whether serving on a review 
committee for safety, training or equipment or simply asked for their 

opinions on how to wow cus-
tomers. “We feel that the more 
people we have involved, the 
better decisions we make,” 
Schaming says.

Mike’s also lays out small 
and large incentives to help 
bolster  motivation.  The 
company’s tuition assistance 
program, for example, offers 
full-time associates (32 hours 
per week) $3,500 annually to 

further their education. Part-time associates are offered $1,800 annually.
If that’s not enough, there’s always the opportunity for cash rewards 

for performance.
“We’ve always felt strongly about compensating for results,” explains 

Bill Dahm. “Everybody at Mike’s Carwash receives a check every month 
that is over and above their salary or hourly check and based on produc-
tivity. It’s not based on how hard everybody is working but is based on 
results.

“We get opportunities with the right weather to really make a dif-
ference,” he continues, “and when our people see those windows of 
opportunity with the weather, they really like to work hard, hustle, and 
work as a team to satisfy customers.”

“It’s relatively easy for us to teach somebody 

the mechanics of how to perform all of our 

jobs. The tough part is to teach somebody 

how to care about customers.”

—Joe Rice, Director of Human Resources and Training
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The Little Details
The results have been staggering. Mike’s Express Carwash regularly 

receives letters and comment cards praising employee service, as well 
as the quality of its washes. When employees feel as though they have 
a stake in operations, they are that much more likely to go above and 
beyond the call of duty.

Thus, with only about three minutes to impress customers, the Mike’s 
team takes pride in the little details that customers appreciate, such as 
learning their names, handing out stickers or using soap sticks to draw 
smiley faces on the windshields of vehicles with youngsters inside.

Another Mike’s hallmark is the placement of stuffed animals in its tun-
nels. Originally placed inside to help ease the anxieties some children 
had going through the automatic wash, Mike’s now spends thousands of 
dollars each month purchasing new stuffed animals and arranging them 
creatively in its washes.

Rice is quick to point out that the company did not create its employee 
development program and its effective nuances entirely by itself. The 
company got serious about training about 15 years ago when it started 
to examine its growth more closely, he says. Mike’s has since taken cues 
from businesses and industries outside of carwashing, including having 
key managers attend executive training programs run by Disney.

“That was a good starting point for us,” recalls Rice. “You certainly 
can’t copy everything that Disney does, but you can get a lot of great 
ideas that you can bring back and apply in some way to your business.”

Incorporating ideas from outside carwash boundaries has been an 
important element in helping Mike’s Express Carwash locations be 

destination stops for their customers. “We’re not just competing against 
other carwashes,” notes Schaming, “we’re competing against anywhere 
consumers can spend their disposable income.” 

When tough spending choices come into play, the carwash experience 
has “to be more fun than going to the movies or more fun than taking 
your kid to McDonald’s,” he says.

The way to do that is with happy, productive and motivated employees, 
and with its track record and expected growth, Mike’s Express Carwash 
has the reputation for firing on all cylinders. 

“What really drives our growth is our reputation,” says Bill Dahm. 
“We really feel that our reputation is sacred. As much as we want to 
grow, we want to be known as the best carwash and the best experience 
for the customer.”
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