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R

The Rewards of Winning Awards

By ROBERT STRAUSS

HEN the Nissan Xierra

won Motor Trend Maga-

zine's 5.U.V. of the Year
award in 2006, Fred Suckow, Nis-
san's director of marketing, did
not want the opportunity to be
wasted.

S0 sopon after the award was an-
nounced last October, Missan be-
gan broadcasting a television ad-
vertisement where the driver of
an Xterra reéached down in-the
midst of his off-road driving to
scoop up a maodel of the trophy for
the award.

‘| know consumers think the
car company ads can spin any-
thing, but this time I thought us-
ing a third-party endorsement
was too good not to caplialize on,”
Mr. Suckow said of the Molor
Trend award. “Tt was at the be-
ginning of the launch of the moed-
ol, and we wanled o make sure
customers knew that independent
reviewers endorsed 1.7

Awards for cars and trucks
proliferate nowadays. But Motor
Trend's Car of the Year stood
alone when it was introduced in
1949, though it has since branched
into Car, Truck and 5.U.V. of the
Year categories, and may well be
confused with the North Ameri-
can Car of the Year, the World
Car of the Year or the European
Car of the Year, not (o mention
the awards given by magazines from Money
to Smart Money and Road and Track to
Road and Travel.

“When you can grab on to anything and
make it an award, then I don't see how you
can valug any of them,” said Jeremy Amwyl,
president of Edmunds_com, the Web site for
car information. “T'm not sure that many
people on the street could rell you which film
won the Oscar, but 1 can assure you that
maybe only 1 in 100 could tell you Motor
Trend's Car of the Year."”

That would ba, at least for 2006, the Honda
Civig, which also won the North American
Car of the Year award. The latter has taken
come prestige from the venerable Motor
Trend award, which has been given in car
and truck catégarles since 1594, Much like
the N.C.AA. sports polls, the Motor Trend
award is voted on by 48 automotive writers
and announced at the Morth American In-
ternational Auto Show In Detrodt each Janu-
ary. Like the Academy Awards people
grousing about the Golden Globes, Motor
Trend defends its longtime top-dog status.

“It’s & rigorous test we put all the cars
through,” said Matt Stone, Motor Trend's
executive editor. “Every one of our editorial
staff, about 10 people cach year, drives ev-

ery ong of the nominees. We rate them on
everything — cornering, safety, braking,
you name it.” He said that any company can
nominate vehicles, as long as they are new
or substantially changed from the previous
year, The manufacturer must also expect (o
sell at least 2,500 units, and not price each
oo for more than $100,000. “Then we get
like ‘12 Angry Men' in & room and hash it
out. We are, Indeed, like the Oscars of the
business. We've been doing it since 1949
Anyone else is following inour wake.”

Mr. Stone said he thought a Motor Trend
Award, much like an Oscar for movies, can
make sales jump. “The fact that they cut Su-
per Bowl commerclals and put up billboards
with our awards on them is Lestimony Lo
that,” he said.

But figures gathered by Tom Libhy of the
Power Information Metwork, a division of
the research firm J. D. Power & Associates,
are inconclusive, Sales of the Civie, for in-
stance, were up in January and February,
after it won {t= big awards, over the same
maonths in 2005, but were not as high as they
had been in the summer, only a few months
before. The Civic's share of the compact
conventional car market has been betwesn

Larry Mares

13 and 17 percent each month for
three years now, None of the

or trucks that have won Motor
Trend or North American r
Truck of the Year Awards have
improved sales substantially soon
after winning awards, thowgh
none have dived in sales, “&id
maost have improved. i

“What we are basically talkmg
about here is third-party endorse-
ments, and I think they are, espe-
cially in the Internet age, alréady

" said Mr. Anwyl hr
Edmunds.com. He points 1o
Coamy| ‘s Web site, which
sfatistics and char boards abd
nearly every model vehicle. Then
there are the Consumer Repbris
guldes, which, he thinks, have the
maost credibility among pme.nﬂal
car buyers.

“Yau tend to have the belisl; 1
think, that these are awards |
tnrlns, ' he said. "Motor Trmti', 1:1
a way, benefits when Nissan, or
whomever, runs an ad with 'the
name of the magazine on it. Other
magazines then want to have the
same thing, so Road and Trﬂ&:
or some other non-car magaz
does its awards.”

Mike Michaels, a Epnlﬁ!aman
for Toyota in the United States,
admits that awards are way down
the list of why people mnyhu}rhﬂ
company’s cars and trucks. "~

“Believe [t or not, whatwe
found is that the No. 1 thing mm gets s
one to buy & Tovota is dealer ﬂd"ﬂI:E"' he
said, “Others way up there are Internet ad-
vice, information from {riends who alma-ﬂ!.r
own one, Consumer Reports and other s.utn—
mobile reviews, We win a lotof awards, 5o 1
would like to say that there was a category
up there for them, bat that is just waydmm
the list."

Etill, there is probabiy no renson to th;la;k
the awards lists will shrink soon. Angus
MacKenzie, who has been editor in chief at
Motor Trend for (wo years, has worked on
auto magazines on three continents —as
editor of Car Magazine In England and/at
Whesls Magazine in his native Australia o

“Al Wheels, we had the second oldest'car
award, next to Motor Trend,” he said. “Far
magazines like ours, it is part of our bramd
and character to rate the subject of what "‘ﬂ?
caver. What the companies do with then —
well, we hope that they are honored — 'I;Iul
that isnm the point.

“|t is the thing the wider customer relates
to,” he said, “The auto bufis buy our mags-
zine all the time. The Car of the Year, matis
where we resonate with the broader mm
mitnity." I



