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RodAlberts
Rod Alberts is executive director of the North 

American International Auto Show (NAIAS) and 

the Detroit Auto Dealers Association (DADA).  

He manages all aspects of the NAIAS show, 

which in 2012 boasted 146 exhibits occupying 

800,000 net square feet of exhibit space, fea-

tured 43 new vehicle introductions, drew 5,196 

media representatives from 63 countries and an 

overall attendance of 770,000+, which was up 

more than 30,000 from 2011. 

As DADA executive director, Rod represents 

more than 210 domestic and imported new car and 

truck dealers in southeast Michigan. He is respon-

sible for their business interests at the state and 

federal levels, plus all communications, community 

relations, and educational/charitable endeavors. 

Rod is a leader of many organizations. He 

serves on the Metro Detroit Visitors and Conven-

tion Bureau Executive Committee; the Motor 

Cities Automobile National Heritage Area Board 

of Directors; and the Harold E. LeMay Museum 

Steering Committee. He was chairman of the 

Automotive Hall of Fame in Dearborn, MI in 2005 

and 2006, and in 2002, served as president of 

the Automotive Trade Association Executives 

(ATAE), an affiliation of the National Automobile 

Dealers Association (NADA). One of the many 

charities in which he gives generously of his time 

is the Courageous Persuaders, a NADA scholar-

ship competition for high school students dealing 

with the dangers of underage drinking. Another, 

the NAIAS Charity Preview, raised $3 million for 

ten Detroit-area children’s charities. In the last  

ten years alone, these charitable programs  

raised $56 million.

Rod has been recognized for his leadership.  

In 2010, he received the Detroit Regional Cham-

ber of Commerce’s “Moving Forward” Award for 

exceptional community leadership. Earlier in his 

career, he was selected as one of “Metro De-

troit’s Brightest and Best Under the Age of 40” 

by Crain’s Detroit Business magazine. And there 

were many more awards in between.

He graduated from the University of Missouri 

and attended the Notre Dame School of Manage-

ment. I interviewed him as he was packing for an 

extended trip to Geneva and a multitude of meet-

ings throughout Europe.

THE ROLLS ROYCE OF AUTO SHOW ORGANIZERS

BY BOB DALLMEYER, TSE columnist
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BOB: If there was an award for “2012 

Comeback Show Award,” I would cer-

tainly nominate you. How did you bring 

the North American International Auto 

Show back so strong? 

ROD: It’s a combination of factors, starting 
with the resurgence of the global automo-
tive industry and the economy itself. We 
simply positioned ourselves for when this 
moment came. Next, it was the leadership 
and talents of our auto show committee 
that lead the way. And lastly, it was our out-
standing NAIAS staff here in Detroit that 
made it happen, many of whom have been 
with me 20 years. I must also credit those 
new to the team — our social media gurus 
who helped us achieve these numbers. 
However, since we are only as good as our 
last show, we are already busy preparing 
next year’s show, which makes this business 
so unique and rewarding. 

BOB: Tell me about your challenges  

with the show in the last few years. ? 

ROD: 2008 was a total game changer. 
Te economy hit us hard — car sales 
plummeted and many brands went out of 
business. It was the perfect storm. Auto 

shows run on marketing money, but 
manufacturers, sponsors and suppliers all 
cut funding for show participation. 2009 
and 2010 were equally tough years. Tank-
fully, we had great leadership from DADA 
members, namely Joe Serra and Doug 
Fox. Entrepreneurs are a major part of this 
association and they made my job easier 
since we think alike. Finally, you never 
know how bad a storm is while you’re 
entrenched in it, but when you get past 
it, you are amazed at what you survived. 
When we came out of this, we were in a 
better place than we were five years ago. 

BOB: What is the NAIAS Charity Preview?  

ROD: It is a unique event — a three-hour 
Black Tie reception which officially inau-
gurates our show and benefits ten local 
charities. Champagne and good local 
beer are served and the tickets are $250. 
For many years, we sold out this event, 
raising an average of $6 to $7 million per 
year. But in 2009, it dropped to $2 million 
and many local charity recipients felt the 
pain. Tis year, we were back on top and 
had 13,000 attending, and expect growth 
again in 2013.

BOB: Several years ago, your show 

outgrew Cobo Hall and you were looking 

at other destinations. How did you get 

Cobo Hall to expand?  

ROD: Te original Cobo Hall was perfect 
for us since it was one big room — about 
700,000 square feet. By 2006, we were 
looking for another place to grow the 
show. We wanted to stay in the heart of 
the city, but social problems were becom-
ing acute and funding was almost impos-
sible to achieve. Ten the economy hit us 
in 2008 and we didn’t need more space. 
However, the needed expansion took 
place in 2010, afer ten years of funding 
and strategy challenges, political maneu-
vers and more. A lot of the credit for this 
goes to Larry Alexander of the Detroit 
CVB for his astute stewardship. Next we 
found a new management team for the 
hall and hired SMG, who wisely brought 
Tom Connors to the facility. Tom grew 
up in Detroit, knew our culture, yet had 
worked all over the country, so his exper-
tise and professionalism were welcomed. 

BOB: Did the 2006 Super Bowl coming 

to Detroit help speed this process?  

ROD: Yes, but more importantly, it showed 
what Detroit could accomplish with vision 
and hard work. Anything is possible. 

BOB: How did you get into this  

business? And where did you  

acquire your management style?  

ROD: I’m from Ozarks of Missouri, and 
afer college, a friend offered me a job  
in Little Rock, AR with an auto dealer  
association that had a tiny auto show.  
I became the show organizer and learned 
much of my management style there. 
Later, I moved around the country a bit 
and came to Detroit 22 years ago. My 
management style is simple: be straight-
forward in my dealings, be honest (to a 
fault sometimes), and treat everyone  
with respect. Afer 22 years, maintaining 
one’s reputation is paramount.

BOB: Tell me about the changes  

you’ve seen since you came to Detroit. ? 

ROD: I was hired to turn the show around 
and make it international, similar to the 
Frankfurt and Geneva shows which were 
the largest in the world at the time.  

Car Kings. Rod Alberts (L) leads a strong team that has the NAIAS and Detroit atop the auto world. 
Executive Committee members Scott LaRiche, Bob Schuman and Jim Seavitt joined Alberts at the 
Geneva Motor Show.
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We obviously tapped a pent up need 
when we changed the name from the 
Detroit Auto Show to the North American 
International Auto Show, since it took off 
like a rocket. We went from 300 local 
media attending in 1989 to 3,000 media 
from all over the world in three years.  
We grew the show steadily, but incremen-
tally, through the ‘90s. And in 2000 when 
President Bill Clinton attended, he helped 
put the show on the map. Tat, and the 
multitude of new car and product unveil-
ings held every year at the show, made a 
big difference. Media numbers now top 
5,000 from 60 countries.

BOB: Tell me about your staff. For a 

show this size, it is a fairly small group.?  

ROD: Tey are smart, savvy, committed 
and loyal. Tey ask what more they can 
do. Tey take ownership of projects and 
run hard all while working as a team.

BOB: What do you value  

most in your associates?  

ROD: No doubt about it: loyalty. If I get tal-
ent and a good work ethic to go with that, 
I’m very happy. Right now, I’m very happy.

BOB: Tell me about your global outreach 

and why it’s important to your show. ? 

ROD: One of my proudest accomplish-
ments is getting Kunibert Schmidt, the 
former director of the Frankfurt Interna-
tional Motor Show, to consult with us start-
ing this year. I’ve known him for 20 years, 
when he ran the biggest auto show in the 
world. He knows everyone in Europe and 
is helping market our show with global 
manufacturers and suppliers. I struck  
gold getting Kuni. Now, we are particu-
larly reaching out to India and China.  
We may need somewhere there too.

BOB: What was your finest  

moment on the job?  

ROD: My greatest moment was this year 
when the show came back so strong afer 
the dreadful years in the economy of 
2008 and 2009, which were game chang-
ers for the auto industry. As I said, many 
dealers and companies went out of busi-
ness. Te major manufacturers reduced 
the number of brands and products over-
all. But we stayed the course. We took the 
time to learn what each manufacturer 
needed from us and the loyalty factor 

really came into play. It all turned around 
this January in a big way.

BOB: Over the years, what were some  

of your most interesting challenges? 

ROD: President Bill Clinton’s visit to the 
show presented all kinds of Secret Service 
problems. For example, we couldn’t have 
parked cars above or below the build-
ing during his visit. In 1999, we had a 
blizzard that stranded auto CEOs and 
journalists on the Detroit airport tarmac, 
and in 2006, a woman slipped into the 
show during the night and posed naked 
on a “muscle car.” Te manufacturer got 
press attention all over the world. 

BOB: Sustainability and green practices 

are big goals for the automotive industry. 

How are they integral to your show?  

ROD: Our goal for each automaker is to 
allow them to showcase the products that 
they feel are the best representation of 
their brand. We know that green technolo-
gies are an important mix in their overall 
product portfolio, so it’s our job to give 
them an opportunity to show these be-
yond what they typically would do in their 
display. An example is the non-emissions 
alternative fuel “Ride and Drive” held 
during press, supplier and public days. 
Further, we have a partnership with the 
Michigan Economic Development Cor-
poration which supports many companies 
focusing on alternative energy sources, 
such as wind power, solar, etc. Tese 
companies participate in our show as 
sponsors and industry suppliers. We take a 
leadership role in helping move the public 
mindset forward for social acceptance of 
sustainability and green practices, to show 
them that it will fit into their lifestyles.

BOB: How important are social media 

strategies to your current growth?  

ROD: Tey are integral to our success. 
During the months leading up to the 
2012 event, the NAIAS social media team 
engaged Facebook fans and Twitter fol-
lowers in conversation to raise interest 
and create buzz. Offering ticket and travel 
giveaways further contributed to the ever-
growing social community. We also used 
Instagrams to reach patrons. Additionally, 
social postings in tandem with NAIAS 

Top Talent. Kunibert Schmidt (C), former director of the prestigious Frankfurt Motor Show, has been 
tapped as industry consultant in Europe for Rod Alberts (R) on the NAIAS. Schmidt’s relationships with 
top executives such as Ford Germany Chairman Bernhard Mattes (L) adds significant marketing muscle.
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sponsors drew attention to ticket sales and 
special events. Te excitement of the press 
preview and charity gala was captured via 
real-time vehicle reveals, photo and video 
updates, which tripled our social media 
numbers over previous years. Constant 
sharing of fan and follower-generated con-
tent and articles about NAIAS (promoting 
the hashtag #NAIAS) created strong bonds 
with the community. Following the 2012 
show, the team is maintaining an active 
dialogue on NAIAS social media networks 
and continues to attract new community 
members with content postings relevant to 
the demographic and automotive enthusi-
ast base. 

BOB: What is your vision  

for the show in five years?  

ROD: Tis is a tough one. Te last five 
years taught me the necessity of being 
steadfast but flexible, which is easier said 
than done. As for the business of trade 
shows and auto shows, they will continue 
to grow in importance given the plethora 
of new innovations and the consumers’ 
insatiable appetite for autos — and it’s 
global. I expect to spend a lot more time 
in China, India and perhaps Russia. Who 
would have predicted that ten years ago? 
And you can certainly expect to see cars 

from these countries at the NAIAS and 
other auto shows in years to come.

BOB: If you could do it over again,  

what decision would you change?  

ROD: I really don’t regret any particular 
one. Many decisions that didn’t work out 
at the time led me down a different path 
which ultimately turned out better anyway. 

BOB: Who were your mentors?  

ROD: Dennis Jungmeyer, CAE, of the 
Arkansas Auto Dealers Association. He 
took a chance and hired me as an as-
sistant in 1986. I consider him among the 
best in this business and he is respected 
around the country by his peers. He 
helped me manage my first Little Rock 

Auto Show — probably the smallest auto 
show in the country but a very exciting 
and important show for the community. 
He allowed me to learn the business from 
the ground floor up, which he called the 
trenches. He taught me how to bring out 
the talents of volunteer leadership/mem-
bers and navigate political environments, 
all the while keeping focused with an end 
in mind. Another mentor was a Jefferson 
City (MO) Senior High School coach 
named Larry York, who taught me about 
goal setting and hard work paying off. I 
learned that results build confidence. If 
not for these two guys, it’s frightening to 
think where I might be today — although 
I do like Subway sandwiches and could 
probably make them for you.

BOB: What are you currently reading  

on your Kindle, Nook or hardcover?  

ROD: I always keep a James Patterson 
novel at hand.

BOB: What helps you sleep at night?  

ROD: Knowing that the family is healthy 
and safe and I have a job I look forward 
going to the next morning. Pretty simple 
things, really.

BOB: Conversely, what keeps  

you awake at night?  

ROD: I realized many years ago that I en-
joy the creative side of my job more than 
I do the administrative — sometimes to a 
fault since not every idea has been a good 
one. Consequences from the bad deci-
sions have kept me up late a few times. 
Fortunately, more ideas have turned out 
successful. As a result, I can’t help myself 
and ideas just keep coming. I also have 
a few inventions on the side that I only 
share with my best friends — and yes, 
they make fun of them.

Reach Rod Alberts at (248) 843-0250 or 

ralberts@dada.org

Columnist BOB DALLMEYER, CEM, has been chairman of both the International Association of  
Exhibitions and Events (IAEE) and the Trade Show Exhibitors Association (TSEA), as well as a former director  
of the Center for Exhibition Industry Research (CEIR). In 2006, he was inducted into the Convention Industry  
Council’s Hall of Leaders and received IAEE’s Pinnacle Award in 2008. Contact Bob at (323) 934-8300  
or bdallmeyer@tradeshowexecutive.com

 The last five years 

taught me the necessity of 

being steadfast but flexible, 

which is easier said than 

done. As for the business 

of trade shows and auto 

shows, they will continue to 

grow in importance. 

Long Way from Little Rock. Alberts (R) 
hobnobs with luminaries such as racing legend 
Jackie Stewart [the “Flying Scotsman”] at the 
Geneva Motor Show — or are they hobnobbing 
with him? Alberts raised the NAIAS to the lofty 
levels of the big European auto shows.
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2.4 million square feet 
of comeback.

ROD ALBERTS
Executive Director,  Detroit  Auto Dealers Association
Producers of the North American International Autoshow 

This is a new day at Cobo. The $299 million transformation of the  
convention center is not only what can be seen – it is what’s behind it. 
New ownership. New Management. And a whole new attitude.

Come see what is rising on the banks of our mighty river. And if  
you’d like to be a part of a center and a city making a comeback,  
we welcome your call.

cobocenter.com  |   313.877.8214

an                managed facility

“  We wanted to be a part of the  

comeback – not just of the auto  

industry, but of Cobo Center  

and the city itself.”


	TSX_COV1(A)
	TSX_34
	TSX_35
	TSX_36
	TSX_37
	TSX_38
	TSX_39

