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Chapter 1: Why Riders Keep Overpaying
for Transport

The gap between what you bought and what you needed

Picture the parking lot outside a dealership on a Saturday morning. Rows of machines gleam

under fluorescent light, each one promising something different: freedom, toughness, status,

nostalgia. Now picture that same bike six months later, parked in a garage, ridden twice a month,

insured for more than it's worth, and quietly resented every time the payment comes due.

That gap, between the bike you rode home and the bike you actually needed, is where most riders

lose money. Not on the sticker. On the distance between the two.

I've stood in that gap myself. Years ago I bought a machine loaded with electronics I never touched,

chasing a badge I thought said something about who I was. It said plenty about who I was that year.

It said nothing about how I actually rode: short commutes, weekend backroads, nothing that

required half the technology bolted to that frame.

Transport decisions and identity decisions are not the same decision, even though the sales floor

is built to blur them together. A transport decision asks: what machine reliably gets me where I'm

going, at a cost I can defend? An identity decision asks: what machine tells other people who I am?

Both are legitimate questions. The problem is buying one while believing you're answering the

other.

How the sales floor turns a transport decision into an identity purchase

A case typical of this pattern: imagine a rider in his forties, walking into a dealership to replace a

bike that's been reliable for a decade. He's not shopping for reliability. He's shopping for a feeling,

because the salesman on the floor knows exactly how to sell one.



Every dealership is built around a single conversion: turning "I need to get to work and back" into

"I need this to be who I am." The showroom lighting, the way bikes are staged at an angle instead of

parked flat, the test-ride route chosen for a straightaway instead of the stop-and-go traffic you'll

actually ride in, none of it is accidental. It's staged to make you feel the machine before you

calculate it.

Once you're feeling instead of calculating, the sale gets easy. Nobody asks "what's your five-year

cost of ownership going to be?" while sitting on a bike that sounds like it means business. They ask

that question at the kitchen table, later, when the payment is already due and the answer no longer

changes anything.

The showroom is designed to answer a question you didn't ask:
who do you want to be? The question that actually matters is one
you have to bring in yourself: what does this machine cost me to

keep running?

We'll walk through the specific phrases used to make that switch, and how to counter each one, in

Chapter 3. For now, the point is simpler: the sales floor isn't lying to you. It's just answering a

different question than the one your wallet needs answered, and it's very good at making you

forget you had a wallet-question in the first place.

This matters because the framework in this book, the one you'll build in Chapter 2 and use for the

rest of your buying life, only works if you can tell the difference between the two purchases you're

actually weighing. One is what the bike says about you at the moment you sign. The other is what

the bike does for you every single day after.

The aging-fanbase warning built into legacy brands

Here's a signal worth learning early, because it will save you money on more than one badge in this

book: watch what happens to a brand's sales numbers when its core buyers get older and its

younger buyers don't show up to replace them.

“



Harley-Davidson is the clearest current example, and we'll build a full case file on it in Chapter 11.

But the shape of the problem is worth naming now, because it isn't unique to one company.

Harley's worldwide retail motorcycle sales fell 12.4% in 2025 compared to 2024, with North

American retail sales down 13% for the full year and revenue down 26%1. The company replaced

its CEO effective October 1, 2025, bringing in Artie Starrs, previously CEO of Topgolf International

and global CEO of Pizza Hut, to try to reverse the slide1.

The deeper issue behind those numbers isn't a bad model year or a marketing misfire. It's

demographic. The brand's core buyers skew older and are aging out of riding altogether, while

younger riders are increasingly choosing cheaper used Harleys instead of new ones, and outreach

efforts aimed at attracting younger customers haven't moved the sales needle yet2, 3.

Read that carefully, because it's the pattern to watch for in any legacy brand you're considering:

when a badge's loyalty is concentrated in one aging generation, that loyalty is not a permanent

asset. It's a countdown. And a countdown built into a brand's customer base eventually shows up

in three places that cost you money directly: resale value, parts availability, and dealer network

health. A brand that's shrinking its buyer pool today is a brand that may have thinner parts supply

and softer resale ten years from now, right when you're trying to sell the bike you bought from it.

This doesn't mean legacy brands are bad bets. It means the badge's history isn't the thing to

evaluate. The badge's trajectory is.

Ask whether a brand's current buyers skew toward one aging generation or span

multiple age groups

✓

Check whether recent sales trends are growing or declining year-over-year✓

Note whether younger riders are buying the brand new, or only buying it used and

cheap

✓

Weigh what a shrinking buyer base could mean for parts and resale a decade from now✓



KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  The real cost of a motorcycle purchase is the distance between the bike you needed and the

bike you bought under the sales floor's influence.

▸  Dealership environments are engineered to convert a transport decision into an identity

decision, because identity doesn't have a resale value you can look up.

▸  Watch a brand's sales trajectory, not just its history: a shrinking, aging buyer base can

predict future resale and parts problems.

▸  Harley-Davidson's 2025 sales decline1 and its aging core buyer base2 are a live example of

this pattern, one we'll dissect fully in Chapter 11.

▸  Before your next test ride, write down what you actually need the bike to do this year. Bring

that list into the showroom, not just your excitement.

This raises the question the rest of this book exists to answer: if price is really just an opinion

staged under good lighting, what do you measure instead? That's where we go next, with a

framework built not on what a bike promises, but on what a bike has already survived.


