
SPECIALTY MOTOR OIL:
Marketing to the Masses

Synthetic motor oil. Synthetic blend. 
High-mileage. Truck and SUV. Diesel 

formulation. Racing. You name it, and 
there’s likely a motor oil formulation to 
meet it. We call them ‘specialty’ motor oils, 
and most often they’re the ones sold in quart 
bottles to a select group of fast lube custom-
ers who want the very best for their vehicles 
— and are willing to pay extra to get it.

It goes without saying that specialty motor 
oil is more profitable than conventional 
motor oil, but how does one convince an 
increasingly dollar-conscious consumer that 
the added benefits of specialty motor oil 
outweigh the increased cost? To find out, we 
polled the people who design and market 
the products themselves.

“Specialty motor oils should be recom-
mended to customers when it makes sense to 
do so,” said Tom Segletes, a field marketing 
coordinator with ExxonMobil’s Lubricants 
and Petroleum Specialties division. “For 
example, if a customer has a car with more 
than 75,000 miles on it, recommending a 
high-mileage formulation is logical. If a cus-
tomer is habitually bringing in their vehicle 
for service at 5,000- or 7,500-mile inter-
vals, it makes sense to discuss with him the 
benefits of using a high-endurance product 
that is designed to protect and perform for 
longer intervals. Marketing these products is 
beneficial to customers because they get the 
right motor oil to match their needs, and it’s 
beneficial to the operator because specialty 
products often offer a higher margin.”

And, according to Segletes, lube operators 
shouldn’t focus solely on profit while mar-
keting these oils to customers.

“While specialty motor oils provide obvi-
ous benefits to the consumer, installers cre-
ate the opportunity to increase their ticket 
averages and drive customer retention. The 
opportunity of creating a repeat up-sell and 
a loyal customer is why operators should 

embrace and focus on specialty motor oils,” 
he said.

Others agreed.
“The primary reason to offer specialty 

motor oil is not to make more money, 
but to service the needs of your clientele,” 
said Ray Sparling, director of Marketing 
for ConocoPhillips’ Automotive Lubricants 
division, Kendall brand. “Fast lubes have 
customers who drive a gamut of vehicles 
from economy cars to large SUVs. They’re 
operated differently, too. Some tow boats 
while others only drive three miles back and 
forth from school. The cars’ demographics 
matter, too, with the average age of vehicles 
having passed 10 years. All these present an 
opportunity to satisfy the specific need a 
customer is looking for. A one-size-fits-all 
strategy doesn’t do that.”

It is this meeting of needs that is the best 
reason for offering specialty motor oils to 
your customers.

“Consumers have special needs because 
they have different driving habits, different 
cars and different expectations,” said Barry 
Bronson, a communications officer with 
Valvoline. “Having a conversation with a 
customer about his or her driving habits is 
a great way to give them better service by 
offering them just the right product.”

In many cases, consumers might not 
know what they need until they talk to a fast 
lube professional.

“Consumers may not be aware of the 
needs of their engine and how their engine 
can benefit from the added protection pro-
vided by specialty motor oils,” said Jeffrey 
Lack, director of Marketing at Pennzoil. 
“Specialty motor oils have been developed 
to provide protection for engines that meet 
specific conditions, such as an engine with 
higher mileage or a truck or SUV that places 
heavy demands on the engine. In addition, 
full synthetic motor oils outperform con-
ventional and synthetic blend motor oils in 
nearly all aspects of engine protection and 
can help engines run stronger, longer.”

Know Thy Customer

The experts with whom we spoke all 
agreed on one thing when it comes to 
marketing specialty motor oils: You have to 
know your customers.

“Follow the big commandment of auto-
motive service: Know your customer,” said 
Bronson. “Ask the customer about the car, 
the mileage and what conditions the car or 
truck is driven through. If you know the 
customer drives his pickup truck in dusty 
conditions, hauls a trailer or operates in 
extreme temperatures, you might want to 
recommend a specialty oil.”

It was a strategy echoed by others.
“The key strategy is to get to know your 

customers: the vehicles they drive, the condi-
tions under which they drive, and so forth,” 
said Lack. “Many specialty oils are fit-for-
purpose. These oils are formulated to meet 
the unique needs of specific vehicle types, 
e.g., high-mileage vehicles, large vehicles, 
etc. The best way to market these oils is to 
know what they do for vehicles; understand 
their benefits, learn how they are different 
from other motor oils and get to know your 
customers’ vehicles so you can match the 
appropriate oil to the vehicle.”

Knowing your customers can lead to sales 
opportunities.

“The best advice would be to pay atten-
tion to your customer’s driving habits. If you 
see a need that can be addressed with a spe-
cialty motor oil, it offers you an opportunity 
to discuss the product with the customer,” 
Segletes said. “In addition, keeping plenty 
of information about specialty products 
on hand is helpful. Some customers won’t 
make the decision to switch motor oils on 
the spot, but if they can take literature home 
with them to read at their leisure, they may 
decide to try a specialty product the next 
time they bring their vehicles for service.”

According to Sparling, getting to know 
your customers will allow you to meet their 
various needs.
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“People buy on specific needs and eco-
nomic ability. That’s why you have to 
meet their physical and emotional needs,” 
he said. Really talk to them. Find out what 
they want and need. Create a purchase 
experience that makes them feel like they 
got a good deal and a good recommenda-
tion that satisfied their various needs.”

Educate Thy Customer

In addition to knowing what your cus-
tomers needs are, you have to educate 
them about the benefits of specialty oil.

“Educating the consumer is a key strat-
egy,” said Ed Newman, marketing director 
for Amsoil, Inc. “Pricing for profits is also 
very important. Synthetic oils offer ben-
efits that are worth paying for. At the very 
least, every oil change customer encounter 
should begin with the question, ‘Would 
you like to upgrade?’”

According to Pennzoil’s Lack, many 
consumers still hold on to myths about 
specialty motor oil. “Educating consumers 
about (specialty) motor oil and dispel-
ling some myths about it will help peo-
ple understand the benefits of (specialty) 
motor oil,” he said.

By educating your customers, you may 
also be building trust in your facility.

“Anytime a lube operator can engage 
a customer in talk about his or her par-
ticular car, the opportunity to provide the 
right product is increased,” Bronson said. 
“That means better service for the con-
sumer and an enhanced bottom line for 
the operator. Lube operators can establish 
trust with their customers by listening to 
them and then solving specific mainte-
nance issues.”

This education can’t just start with cus-
tomers, however. All fast lube personnel 
should be trained how to promote spe-
cialty motor oil products.

“Training service writers how to com-
municate with customers is the key,” said 
Segletes. “Keep detailed records so you can 
watch customers’ service habits; if you see 
trends in their habits, you are better able 
to offer them products that may better 
meet their needs. At the very least, have 
literature on hand in your waiting room 
that customers can read while they wait. 
The more a customer knows about the 

Grades Available:

5W-20, 5W-30, 
10W-30, 10W-40

OW-30

5W-40

5W-30, 10W-30, 
10W-40, 20W-50

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
XL Synthetic Motor Oil 		

Series 2000 
Synthetic Motor Oil

European Formula 
Synthetic Motor Oil

100% Synthetic 
Motor Oil

Specifications Met:	

API: SM, CF 
ILSAC: GF-4 
	 (5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SL  
ILSAC: GF-3

API: SL, CI-4 PLUS
ILSAC: No

API: SL, CF
ILSAC: GF-3

For more information, call 1-800-777-8491.

AMSOIL

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Castrol Syntec		
	

Castrol Syntec Blend

Castrol Syntec Truck 
Blend

Castrol GTX High Mileage 

Castrol GTX Start Up

Castrol Syntec
European Formula

Specifications Met:	

API:	 SL, CF (0W-30, 5W-40)
	 SM (5W-20)
	 SM, CF (5W-30, 5W-50, 		
	    	 10W-30, 10W-40, 20W-50)  
ILSAC: GF-4 
	 (5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SM  
ILSAC: GF-4 
	 (5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SL, CI-4  
ILSAC: No

API: SM  
ILSAC: No

API: SM  
ILSAC: GF-4 (5W-30)

API: SL, CF  
ILSAC: No 

Grades Available:

0W-30, 5W-20, 5W-30,
10W-30, 5W-40, 10W-40, 
5W-50, 20W-50

5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30, 
10W-40, 20W-50

15W-40

5W-30, 10W-30, 
10W-40, 20W-50

5W-30, 10W-30, 10W-40

0W-30

For more information, call 1-888-CASTROL.

BP LUBRICANTS USA
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Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Supreme High Mileage 
Motor Oil 

Supreme Synthetic 
Motor Oil

Supreme Synthetic Blend 
Motor Oil

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Havoline High Mileage 
Protection

Havoline Synthetic

Havoline Synthetic Blend

Specifications Met: 

API: SM
ILSAC: No

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4 
 (5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

Specifications Met: 

API: SM
ILSAC: No

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4 
 (5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

Grades Available:

5W-30, 10W-30, 
10W-40

5W-20, 5W-30, 
10W-30, 5W-40

5W-30, 10W-30

Grades Available:

5W-30, 10W-30, 
10W-40

5W-20, 5W-30, 
10W-30, 5W-40

5W-30, 10W-30

For more information, call 1-800-822-5823.

CHEVRON GLOBAL LUBRICANTS

Grades Available:

5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30

5W-30, 1OW-30, 10W-40

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
CITGO Supergard Synthetic

CITGO Supergard UltraLife

Specifications Met: 

API: SM, CF 
ILSAC: GF-4

API: SL 
ILSAC: GF-3 (10W-30)

For more information, call 1-800-331-5483.

CITGO PETROLEUM

benefits of synthetics and specialty motor 
oils, the more likely they are to switch.”

Know Thy Oil

Of course, it’s impossible to educate 
customers about the benefits of specialty 
motor oil if lube operators, managers and 
technicians are themselves not perfectly 
clear about those benefits. That’s why — 
in addition to knowing the latest industry 
trends and technology — it’s important to 
study up on the various benefits each type 
of oil offers, a process with which most oil 
manufacturers can help.

“The primary jobs of motor oils are to 
lubricate moving parts to control friction 
and wear, cool or remove heat from hot 
spots, control deposits that can lead to 
poor performance and seal combustion,” 
said Lack. “Synthetic base oils combined 
with a strong additive package allow syn-
thetic engine oils to perform better than 
conventional and synthetic blend motor 
oils under virtually all conditions. Specialty 
motor oils have been developed to meet 
specific engine needs depending upon 
the mileage of the engine or the demands 
placed upon it. Full synthetic motor oil is 
manufactured with a process that makes it 
possible to manipulate the oil molecules, 
which come in all shapes and sizes. These 
molecules are broken down and rebuilt to 
specified shapes and sizes to better resist 
chemical attack and oxidation.”

The benefits offered depend largely on 
the oil, too.

“Some specialty motor oils can extend 
engine life, reduce oil breakdown, reduce 
sludge and minimize engine wear,” said 
Segletes. “Other specialty products offer 
benefits to consumers with vehicles that 
have more than 75,000 miles on them. 
Ultimately, it is the consumer’s peace of 
mind from buying a product designed 
for their needs that is superior to plain 
conventional oil that provides the ultimate 
benefit.”

With regard to synthetic oil, in par-
ticular, the benefits available should be 
common knowledge for anyone working 
in a fast lube.

“The benefits of…synthetic motor oils 
are: Cleaner operation, reduced depos-
its, protection against sludge and varnish 
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Grades Available:

5W-30, 10W-30, 20W-50

5W-30, 10W-30

10W-30, 10W-40, 20W-50

5W-40

15W-40

5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
76 High Performance Full 
Synthetic Motor Oil

76 Super High Mileage 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil

76 High Performance Motor Oil

76 Pure Synthetic Motor Oil

76 Super Diesel Motor Oil

76 Super Synthetic 
Blend Motor Oil

Specifications Met:	

API: SM, CF (5W-30, 10W-30)
		  SJ, CF (20W-50)
ILSAC: GF-4 (5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SM (10W-30)
		  SL (10W-40, 20W-50)
ILSAC: GF-4 (10W-30)

API: SL, CF
ILSAC: No

API: CI-4, SL 
ILSAC: No

API: SM 
ILSAC: GF-4

ConocoPhillips continued on next page...

CONOCOPHILLIPS LUBRICANTS

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Conoco High 
Performance Motor Oil

Conoco Super All Season 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil 

Conoco Syncon High 
Performance Synthetic 
Motor Oil

Specifications Met:	

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

API: SM, CF
ILSAC: GF-4

Grades Available:

20W-50

5W-20, 5W-30,10W-30

5W-30, 10W-30

formation, reduced wear, (better) engine 
protection for longer component life, and 
reduced friction and heat,” said Newman.

“(Synthetics) also help reduce environ-
mental impact due to lower volatility 
and waste disposal, provide unsurpassed 
fuel economy for additional savings, offer 
enhanced thermal/oxidation stability and 
improve horsepower by contributing to 
optimal engine performance,” he said.

One marketing expert summed up the 
benefits of specialty oils in a nutshell:

“(They’re) a custom fit in a too-off-the-
rack world,” said Bronson.

Whither Extended                   
Drain Intervals

Many lube operators remain reluctant 
to recommend specialty motor oils — 
especially synthetic motor oil — due to 
concerns over extended drain intervals. It 
is here where the debate heats up.

“To be trustworthy representatives for 
their customers, operators should encour-
age them to follow their manufacturer’s 
recommendations on drain intervals, 
regardless of the type of motor oil,” said 
Lack. “However, operators should find 
out if customers are operating their vehi-
cles under what the OEM would consid-
er ‘severe’ driving conditions. This often 
requires shorter drain intervals. While 
some customers may believe that the con-
ditions they drive under are normal, they 
may be considered severe by the definition 
in their owner’s manual.”

ExxonMobil’s Segletes echoed the senti-
ment. “Regardless of the type of motor 
oil a customer uses, we always recom-
mend that drivers follow the maintenance 
schedule outlined in their vehicle’s owner’s 
manual, and we believe the best practice 
for lube operators is to offer the same 
advice to their customers,” he said.

Valvoline’s Bronson concurred.
“It’s Valvoline’s contention that consum-

ers should not extend drain intervals by 
using synthetic oil. It is the additives in 
the synthetic oil that break down — so use 
the same change intervals as for conven-
tional oil,” he said. “On balance Valvoline 
believes following the engine manufactur-
er’s recommended drain interval provides 
the consumer with the best value in rela-
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Grades Available:

5W-30, 10W-30, 5W-50 

5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30

15W-40

20W-50

10W-30

5W-30, 10W-30

15W-40

Specifications Met:	

API: SM, CF
ILSAC: GF-4 (5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

API: SL, CF
ILSAC: No

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: CI-4, SL
ILSAC: No

For more information, call 1-800-435-7761 (76 Lubricants), 1-800-255-9556 
(ConocoPhillips), 1-800-766-0050 (Phillips 66), and 1-800-368-1267 (Kendall).

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Phillips 66 TropArtic Full 
Synthetic Motor Oil

Phillips 66 TropArtic Synthetic 
Blend Motor Oil

Phillips 66 TropArtic Racing 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil

Phillips 66 TropArtic Racing 
Motor Oil

Phillips 66 TropArtic Turbo 
Motor Oil

Phillips 66 TropArtic High 
Mileage Synthetic Blend 
Motor Oil 

Phillips 66 TropArtic Diesel 
Motor Oil

Grades Available:

5W-30, 10W-30, 5W-40

10W-50

5W-30, 10W-30, 10W-40

20W-50

5W-20, 5W-30, 10W-30

15W-40

Specialty/Synthetic 
Oils Offered: 
Kendall GT-1 Full 
Synthetic Motor Oil

Kendall GT-1 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil

Kendall GT-1 High Mileage 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil

Kendall GT-1 High 
Performance Motor Oil

Kendall GT-1 High Performance 
Synthetic Blend Motor Oil

Kendall GT-1 Diesel Motor Oil

Specifications Met:	

API:  SM, CF
		  SL (5W-40)
ILSAC: GF-4 (5W-30, 10W-30)

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SL
ILSAC: No

API: SM
ILSAC: GF-4

API: CI-4, SL
ILSAC: No

CONOCOPHILLIPS
(continued from previous page) 

tion to engine performance, engine life 
and protection of the environment.”

One marketing expert offered a differing 
opinion, however.

“The push for extended drain intervals 
is originating with customer demand. The 
situation would be like ice box manufac-
turers fighting against refrigerators and 
freezers. Motorists want the convenience 
and auto manufacturers likewise want to 
please their customers,” said Newman. 
“We believe synthetic oils offer a solu-
tion to what is perceived as a problem or 
threat. By embracing extended drains and 
offering the confidence of more durable 
synthetic oils, quick lubes can justify the 
higher prices and continue to profit even 
while seeing their customers less often. 
Why fight the trend? European oil change 
intervals are twice as long as U.S. drain 
intervals. Educated people are increasingly 
aware of the game being played with oil 
drain intervals. The oil industry already 
has a tarnished image, and some journalists 
have begun to question the ethics of pro-
moting drain intervals shorter than OEM 
recommendations. Consumers consider 
changing oil a hassle. Auto manufacturers 
have striven to produce customer satisfac-
tion, hence the GM oil life monitoring 
system. Quick lube operators should not 
see this as a threat to their existence. The 
whole reason quick lubes exist is due to 
the fact that people wanted convenience 
in the first place. Why does the industry 
turn around, then, and want to promote 
inconvenience, that is more frequent oil 
changes than necessary?”

The issue of extended oil change inter-
vals and synthetic/specialty motor oil is 
one that is not going away anytime soon.

“There are no easy answers to this 
complex question, but you can’t run and 
hide from it. There are products out there 
that recommend extended intervals,” said 
Sparling. “Talk to your customers and find 
out how they operate their vehicle. Talk 
about the operational environment. Talk 
about what makes an extended interval. 
Look at all the warnings and find out if the 
customer’s driving meets the criteria for an 
extended interval. Tell your customers that 
intervals aren’t absolute.”

According to Sparling, there is no way to 
be certain which oil change interval is best 
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