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1. Executive summary 

The Low Carbon Vehicle Partnership commissioned Ecolane and Sustain to undertake new research 
to assess the importance of environmental issues at point of purchase, to identify what information 
relating to the environmental performance of cars is most easily understood by car buyers, and to 
ascertain consumer preferences for how such information should be presented.1  
 
Qualitative consumer data was collected through a series of structured discussions with car buyers 
who had either recently bought a new or nearly-new car (less than 2 years of age), or were planning 
to make a purchase in the next 12 months. Six focus groups involving 52 participants were hosted in 
London, Birmingham and Bristol during February and March 2010. In parallel, a quantitative web-
based survey of around 1,000 car buyers was conducted over the same period.2 
 
The headline finding of this report is the high importance that new UK car buyers attribute to fuel 
economy (ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨƳǇƎΩ); not only as one of the most important car 
purchase factors, but also ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ŎŀǊΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
preferred element of information which appears on the UK Fuel Economy Label.   
 
When asked what factors were most important when purchasing their current car, results from the 
survey show that ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅκǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƻǎǘǎΩΣ ΨǎƛȊŜκǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ and ΨǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǇǊƛŎŜΩ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ three 
factors consumers consider most important during the decision making process.  In the context of 
car purchasing decisions, fuel economy is primarily perceived by car buyers as a running cost rather 
than as an environmental proxy ς Ψcƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƻǊ ΨŎƘŜŀǇ ǘƻ ǊǳƴΩ ŀǊŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅϥ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨƳǇƎΩ.  
 
The evidence from the survey clearly shows that factors relating most directly to environmental 
issues have little influence on purchasing decisions. When questioned closely, very few consumers 
acknowledge that environmental performance had been a significant factor in their selection of car. 
Even in cases where environmental issues are seriously considered by car buyers, lower emissions 
are often seen as a ΨbonusΩ once the primary objective of lower running costs has been secured.  
 

Recommendation 1: It should be recognised that car drivers are more familiar with fuel economy 
than other metrics that relate to environmental performance. [However, the authors acknowledge 
ǘƘŀǘ ǾƻƭǳƳŜǘǊƛŎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ όǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΩƳǇƎΩύ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ 
different fuels, or the carbon emissions performance of different vehicle types (e.g. petrol, diesel).] 

 
The survey reveals ŀ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŎŀǊ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨǘǊŀŘŜ-ƻŦŦΩ purchase factors against each other.  
One finding of particular interest is the perceived trade-off between fuel economy and vehicle size 
(the two most important factors identified in this survey). This confirms that once a vehicle class has 
been selected, few car buyers are motivated to search for fuel efficient models as they tend to 
underestimate the range in fuel economy performance within a vehicle class. 
 
A second common trade-off identified by this survey is between fuel economy (and environmental 
impact) and vehicle price. Many participants are of the opinion that the more fuel efficient models 
tend to cost more to buy ς either as they involve new technologies (such as petrol-hybrids), or 
because manufacturers artificially increase the prices of the most fuel-efficient conventional models. 
This particular issue forms part of a wider perceived trade-off between price versus environmental 

                                                           
1
 The project builds on previous research undertaken for LowCVP by The Robert Gordon University, Ecolane and Sustain ς 
CǊƻƳ ΨƳǇƎ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄΩ ǘƻ ΨƳǇƎ ƳƛǊŀƎŜΩΥ Iƻǿ ŎŀǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊƛŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŎŀǊǎΦ [ƻǿCVP, 2008. 
2
 Participants were directed to http://online.carbuyersurvey.co.uk and completed the survey online using their own PCs. 

http://online.carbuyersurvey.co.uk/
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performance; consumers tend to believe that the most environmentally-friendly models are 
technologically more advanced and necessarily cost more to buy. 
 
Although they currently act as a barrier to rational car purchasing decisions, the identification of 
ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ΨǘǊŀŘŜ-ƻŦŦǎΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΦ .ȅ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ΨƘŀǾe 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ Ŝŀǘ ƛǘΩ ōȅ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻƻŘ ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ όŀƴŘκƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
credential) within the vehicle class they require. 
 

Recommendation 2: Car buyers should be better informed about the large range of fuel economy 
performance values within each vehicle class and, if possible, the financial implications of buying a 
ΨōŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ŎŀǊΦ ώIƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ǘƻ 
particular vehicle classes.] 

 
When asked what factors could be used ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ Ψǘǿƻ ƻǳǘǿŀǊŘƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǊǎΩΣ ǘƘŜ 
survey finds that ŎŀǊǎ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩΣ ΨǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ΨŦǳŜƭ ǘȅǇŜΩ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
three strongest indicators of environmental impact. However, the discussions also reveal that the 
ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ 
emissions (including CO2).  In particular, car buyers are consistently more able to benchmark a figure 
ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ /h2 emissions. 
 
Regarding the expression of fuel economy using imperial and metric units, an overwhelming 
majority of new car buyers ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƻǾŜǊ ΨƭƛǘǊŜǎκмллƪƳΩ.  While some 
ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜǘǊƛŎ ǳƴƛǘǎΣ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƛǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 
everyday use. 
 

Recommendation 3: With a view to helping consumers understand the link between fuel use and 
CO2 ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ όƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƳǇƎΩύ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ 
environmental issues relating to car use, it should be provided in conjunction with information 
about vehicle CO2 emissions. 

 
Throughout the survey, it is apparent that ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ǎƛȊŜ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎ 
ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƻ ŀ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ. Not only do a significant proportion of new car 
buyers continue to believe that engine size is the key determinant of annual road tax, there is a 
prevalent view that engine size necessarily correlates with fuel economy. 
 
When questioned about vehicle manufacturing and recycling, some participants do reveal an interest 
in knowing more about lifecycle issues. While responses are mixed, a significant minority do appear 
to be interested in lifecycle information, with the caveat that it should be simply presented.  
 

Recommendation 4: For a future EU fuel economy label, further research into the most effective 
lifecycle metrics and formats should be considered, particularly to take into account the lifecycle 
implications of new technologies such as plug-in hybrid and battery electric vehicles. 

 
hƴŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘΦ 
The group discussions reveal that although running costs (including fuel costs) are generally well 
received and understood by motorists, there is a common understanding that fuel costs can be an 
unreliable measure (of environmental impact, fuel budgets, etc) due to the unpredictable 
fluctuations in fuel price at the pump. It is also acknowledged that, as driving style affects real-world 
fuel economy, official figures of annual fuel costs are only of limited use. 
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When presented with several options for displaying ƳƻŘŜƭ ΨƳǇƎΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
exception consumers respond very positively to the colour banded A-M format used on the current 
UK Fuel Economy Label. Many participants note its familiarity, while others recognise its equivalent 
ƻƴ ΨǿƘƛǘŜ ƎƻƻŘǎΩ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŀōƭŜǎ. 
 
Participants who support the US-style fuel economy label like the fact that it leads clearly with fuel 
economy, which is displayed in large type and respond positively to the clear language used to 
describe the three driving conditions. Furthermore, ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘΩ ƛǎ widely understood, 
ΨŎƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΩƳƻǘƻǊǿŀȅΩ ŀǊŜ ƳǳŎƘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǳǊōŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜȄǘǊŀ-ǳǊōŀƴΩ (as used on the EU label). 
 

Recommendation 5: For a future EU fuel economy label, fuel economy information (in terms of 
ΨƳǇƎΩύ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ όǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛoning and larger text-size) than it is 
on the current UK Fuel Economy Label. 

 

Recommendation 6: For a future EU fuel economy label, the option should be considered to replace 
the use of the words ΨǳǊōŀƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŜȄǘǊŀ-ǳǊōŀƴΩ with ΨŎƛǘȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΩƳƻǘƻǊǿŀȅΩ (or similar) as currently 
stated on the UK Fuel Economy Label. 

 
Although tƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ΨǳǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ōƻǘƘ ƭŀōŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
the availability of comparative information shown on the label, few participants are able to give the 
correct answer for the UK-label ς namely that the information is not available. One interpretation of 
this result is that the majority of users of the UK label are not clear that the model CO2 emissions 
information is presented on an absolute scale rather than relative to cars of a similar size. 
 
One key aim of the survey was to assess the demand for additional information. Although the 
responses are varied, in generalΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ Ψbest in 
classΩ ƛƴŦormation to the EU label. While there are a range of views about which additional elements 
ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǳǎŜŦǳƭΣ ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŜƳŜǊƎŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ Ψbest in classΩ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ƳŜǘǊƛŎΦ 
However, against the addition of new information is the argument that, in presenting too much 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻŀŘΩ.  
 

Recommendation 7: For a future EU fuel economy label, consideration should be given to adding 
ΨōŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ όǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ΨōŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅύΣ ǿƘƛƭe at the same time 
balancing the possible benefits of doing so with the equally important risk of overloading 
consumers with too much information. 

 
In addition to the Fuel Economy Labels discussed, the focus group participants responded positively 
to the use of websites as a source of useful vehicle information ς and welcomed the ability to 
compare information for a number of vehicles. While most participants were positive about the Act 
On CO2 website, many participants noted the omission of key information on the results page ς 
namely ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ όΨƳǇƎΩύ ŀƴŘ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ŘŀǘŀΦ  
 
!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ ǎŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ψvw /ƻŘŜΩ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ŀ CǳŜƭ 
Economy Label with model information as shown on the Vehicle Certification Agency website was 
demonstrated, many of the participants were impressed by the ability to automatically link to online 
information, in addition to the data already supplied on the label. 
 

Recommendation 8:  Further research should be conducted to optimise the data sets provided on 
official vehicle information websites (e.g. Act On CO2 ), and to assess the future potential of using 
ΨƘŀǊŘ-ƭƛƴƪǎΩ όŜΦƎΦ QR Codes) as a consumer tool to link printed with online model information. 
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2. Introduction 

In December 2009, the Low Carbon Vehicle Partnership (LowCVP) commissioned Ecolane and Sustain 
(plus two academic project partners) to undertake new research to identify the most easily 
understood information that consumers require relating to the environmental performance of cars. 
The project was to build on previous research undertaken for LowCVP by The Robert Gordon 
University, Ecolane and Sustain, headed by Dr Jillian Anable in 2008.3  
 
The research objectives included the identification of the vehicle environmental metrics most used 
by car buyers and their preferences for how such data should be presented. The research findings 
are intended to be used to inform actions that can be taken to improve the effectiveness of 
consumer-facing vehicle information in the UK, and also to form part of an evidence base to inform 
ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳǇŎƻƳƛƴƎ 9/ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ 
 
Through the use of both a quantitative online survey, and a more qualitative parallel study involving 
a small number of representative focus groups, the research aimed to address the following 
questions: 

¶ What criteria (not only environmental) do consumers use to select a shortlist of vehicles that 
they are interested in buying? 

¶ What environmental metrics are most understood by consumers? ς and do the most understood 
metrics vary according to the type of visual media (posters, printed ads, TV, internet)? 

¶ What ways of illustrating such information are most easily understood by consumers? ς and 
which are the best options for visually communicating/illustrating comparative information 
about vehicles? 

¶ What level of consumer demand is there for comparative data on the environmental 
performance of vehicles? ς and how and where would consumers prefer comparative data to be 
displayed? 
 

In addition, the research intended to investigate variations in views by different groups of consumers 
ς by sex, age, income ς and assess whether participating consumers look for the same criteria when 
purchasing a new or used vehicle. 

 
This project was managed and led by Dr Ben Lane of Ecolane Transport Consultancy and Dr Nick 
Banks of Sustain Environmental Consultancy. Ecolane was the lead partner for the web-based survey 
(including development of the online survey system) and quantitative analysis, while Sustain led on 
the focus group surveys and qualitative analysis. 
 
The project team also included two project academic advisors with extensive experience in 
environmental, transport and attitudinal research: Dr Jillian Anable, Senior Lecturer at the Centre for 
Transport Research (University of Aberdeen), who provided advice on methodological, analytical and 
interpretive aspects of the projects.  Dr Tim Chatterton, Senior Research Fellow at the Air Quality 
Management Resource Centre (University of the West of England) also provided input to the survey.  
 
 
 
 

                                                           
3
 !ƴŀōƭŜΣ WΣ . [ŀƴŜ ŀƴŘ b .ŀƴƪǎΦ CǊƻƳ ΨƳǇƎ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄΩ ǘƻ ΨƳǇƎ ƳƛǊŀƎŜΩΥ Iƻǿ ŎŀǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊƛŎƪ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ 

new cars. Low Carbon Vehicle Partnership, 2008 
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2.1 Project Context 

The research by Anable et al. confirmed the findings of previous attitudinal research that carbon 
emissions and environmental awareness generally have no significant influence on car choice.4  
While environmental issues are important to consumers, other issues (such as vehicle price, comfort, 
vehicle size, safety) are found to be more important to consumers at the point of purchase.  
 
In general, motorists are aware of carbon emissions only in so far as they are linked to Vehicle Excise 
5ǳǘȅ όϥǊƻŀŘ ǘŀȄΩύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ƳƻǘƻǊƛǎǘǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻŀŘ ǘŀȄ in terms of annual cost, and 
few can give the correct band (or CO2 emissions) for their recently purchased car. 
 
Previous research also ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ όŀǎ ŀ ƳŜǘǊƛŎύ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻȄȅ ŦƻǊ 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǇƎ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄΩ ς ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨƳǇƎΩ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ŎŀǊ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ 
decision factor, in reality, little effort is made to compare fuel consumption data during the car-
purchase process for the following reasons:2 

¶ /ŀǊ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ΨƳǇƎΩ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ŎŀǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎs; 

¶ Car buyers have little confidence in published fuel economy data; 

¶ /ŀǊ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ΨƳǇƎΩ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅΤ 

¶ CǳŜƭ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƻƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜ όŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ΨƳǇƎΩ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƴŎŜ ǇŜǊ ƭƛǘǊŜ ǘƻ 
give pence per mile). 

 
It could be argued that, in reaction to the fuel price peaks of 2008 and the on-ƎƻƛƴƎ ΨŎǊŜŘƛǘ-ŎǊǳƴŎƘΩΣ 
UK motorists are now taking account of fuel economy and choosing more fuel-efficient cars; as 
evidenced by the significant shift to smaller lower CO2 cars.5  However, the research by Anable et al. 
showed that it is not the fuel economy metric itself which is conceptually driving behaviour. Although 
ŎŀǊ ōǳȅŜǊǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ όƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƻǊ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘύ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻst 
ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΤ ƘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ΨƳǇƎ ƳƛǊŀƎŜΩΦ 
 
The research by Anable et al. also found that car buyers who are interested in reducing their fuel 
Ŏƻǎǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊƛŎƪΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŎŀǊΣ ŀǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘhe only route to better fuel 
economy is through a smaller car,6  a new car, or switching to diesel. While this is generally a move in 
ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ψbest in classΩ 
comparisons. 
 
The research by Anable et al. concluded by recommending that new information, more suited to 
ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊ-buyers to enable them to 
more readily compare environmental impacts of different cars. This research project, therefore, is a 
Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ōȅ !ƴŀōƭŜΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘŜŀƳ ς with the low effectiveness of 
current environmental information established (in changing car buying behaviour), this project aims 
to improve the environmental information available to buyers of new and used vehicles. 
 
 

                                                           
4
 Lane B. Car buyer research report: Consumer attitudes to low carbon and fuel-efficient passenger cars. Low Carbon 

Vehicle Partnership, 2005;  Anable, J, B Lane and T Kelay. Evidence review of attitudes to climate change and travel 
behaviour. Department for Transport, 2006. 
5
 SMMT, 2008. URL: http://www.smmt.co.uk/articles/article.cfm?articleid=17708;  WhatGreenCar. URL: 

http://www.whatgreencar.com/news-item.php?New-car-CO2-down-by-5-5. 
6
 The Anable et al. ǎǘǳŘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ Ψƭƻǿ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ŎŀǊΩ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎŀǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ 

generally considered to be inferior (higher functional value, lower comfort level). Low carbon cars are often categorised by 
consumers as products that respondents must reluctantly accept ς perhaps denoting that the owner has less wealth and 
lower social status. Improving the image of fuel-efficient and low carbon cars is a key issue that has yet to be addressed. 

http://www.smmt.co.uk/articles/article.cfm?articleid=17708
http://www.whatgreencar.com/news-item.php?New-car-CO2-down-by-5-5
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3. Methodology 

The primary objective of this project was to identify the most easily understood information for 
consumers relating to the environmental performance of cars.  Three second-level aims were to: 
1. Ascertain the relative importance of environmental issue at point of purchase; 
2. Identify the most readily understood vehicle environmental metrics; 
3. Identify the most effective presentation of vehicle environmental information. 
 
In more detail, the second-level objectives were used to generate three sets of research questions: 

1. Relative importance of vehicle environmental information 

¶ What key criteria do consumers use to select vehicles that they are interested in buying? 

¶ What is the relative weight given to environmental issues (CO2 ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ΨƳǇƎΩΣ ŜǘŎύΚ 

2. Most readily understood vehicle environmental metrics 

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƳŜǘǊƛŎǎ ŀǊŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ōȅ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ όŜΦƎΦ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ΨƳǇƎΩΣ ǘŀƛƭǇƛǇŜ 
gCO2/km, fuel cost per mile, lifecycle ratings, emissions by weight of vehicle, brand-issues)?  

¶ Are consumers interested in/aware of life cycle impacts beyond tailpipe CO2? 

¶ Do effective metrics vary according to context (e.g. posters, printed ads, TV, Internet)? 

3. Most effective presentation of vehicle environmental information 

¶ What method of presenting this information is most easily understood by consumers? 

¶ What is the most effective format for visually communicating environmental information? 

¶ What level of consumer requirement is there for absolute and/or comparative data? 

¶ How and where do consumers prefer absolute/comparative data to be displayed? 
 

The project aimed to answer these research questions for recent and imminent buyers of new and 
nearly-new cars (up to two years old). All purchases had to have occurred within the previous 12 
months, or were expected to be made within the next 12 months (from the survey date). The target 
sample was chosen to reflect the national demographic for private car ownership in the UK. 
 
The method of data collection used for this research project involved two parallel approaches: 
1. A series of six focus groups of 8-10 individuals conducted in three UK cities; 
2. An online web-based survey appearing on car websites and through email lists. 
 

3.1  Focus group survey 

The focus group discussion guide is provided in full in Appendix 1. 
 
Six focus groups, each with at least eight participants, were conducted with individuals from the 
target sample, each lasting two and a half hours in length. Two groups were held in three cities: 
London, Birmingham and Bristol. In all cases, group discussions were recorded and transcribed in full 
for later (anonymous) analysis.  In return for taking part in the project, each survey participant 
received a cash reward of £50.  
 
Potential focus group participants were contacted through a network of local fieldwork recruiters 
and the distribution of printed flyers (in the recruitment areas). Potential participants were invited to 
register on-line for one or more of the focus groups as arranged. Participants were then contacted by 
the recruiters and/or project tŜŀƳ ǘƻ ŎƘŜŎƪ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳ meeting arrangements. 
 
Using a structured discussion guide (see Appendix 1), which included a selection of display options 
for environmental information, the focus group participants were asked to discuss in detail their 
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attitudes and knowledge of the following issues: criteria used in selecting vehicles to purchase; 
criteria used to identify the environmental impact of a car; a range of currently used and possible 
future environmental metrics; demand for absolute versus comparative vehicle data; options for 
presenting environmental information (visually and otherwise); and potential for using web-based 
tools for vehicle comparison. 
 
Adopting the research recommendations of a previous evidence review,7  the focus group survey 
design waǎ ΨŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛǾŜΩ ς which meant that, while the focus groups were structured using a 
discussion guide, the conversation was led to a large degree by the participants.  The discussions 
were therefore designed to be semi-structured to allow (and encourage) open conversation between 
the participants themselves, and between the group and the researcher.  
 
Two short-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ΨƳƛŎǊƻ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ were also completed throughout the focus groups at 
set intervals ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ΨǎƴŀǇ-ǎƘƻǘΩ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ own attitudes during focus groups ς these focused 
ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊΩǎ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ όŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ /h2 emissions, etc.) 
and on their attitudes to the environment. 

 

3.2  Web-based survey 

The web-based survey questions are provided in full in Appendix 3.  

In parallel with the focus group survey, a web-based survey was conducted of 1,000 car owners who 
had recently or were about to purchase a car (using the same criteria as already described). Using 
web-based advertising and email lists,8  eligible participants were directed to one of two URLs to 
access the survey using their own computers. Depending on their originating site, participants were 
directed to either http://live.carbuyersurvey.co.uk or http://online.carbuyersurvey.co.uk.  
 
The web-based survey started with a brief description of the survey including its terms and 
conditions. On accepting these, participants were asked to provide details about: their basic 
demographic information, their current car, information sources they had used when buying their 
current vehicle, and about their purchasing intentions when buying their next car. The web-based 
survey, which took around 15 minutes to complete, was conducted during February, March and April 
2010. One £250 and three £50 gift voucher prizes were offered as incentives.  
 
The content of the web-based survey shared many elements in common with the focus group 
discussion guide, but was more oriented to the collection of quantitative data through the use of 
single- and multiple-response questions. However, open-style responses were also used as these 
were central to the survey methodology ς whereas ΨǘƛŎƪ-ōƻȄΩ ǎǘȅƭŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ŀƴŀlysed, 
presenting participants with a list of options can affect responses through suggestion. The web-based 
survey used open-ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜǾŜǊ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ 
responses using their own words. Responses were then categorised during analysis. 
 
As with the focus group survey, the web-based survey participants were presented with a series of 
visual elements for their comments and responses. These included mock-ups of the current UK Fuel 
Economy Label and an anglicised EPA Fuel Economy Label for two typical Ford Focus models. 
Participants were questioned about their understanding of the labels and the information they 
contain. 

                                                           
7
 Anable, J, B Lane and T Kelay. Evidence review of attitudes to climate change and travel behaviour. Department for 

Transport, 2006. 
8
 ¢ƘŜ Ψweb-based survey was advertised using online adverts and email-shots sent from: the Energy Saving Trust, 

Environmental Transport Association, Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, WhatGreenCar and OfferOasis. 

http://live.carbuyersurvey.co.uk/
http://online.carbuyersurvey.co.uk/
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3.3  Survey sample 

Within the focus group survey, 52 participants took part in one of the six two-and-a-half hour focus 
groups hosted in London, Birmingham and Bristol. For the web-based survey sample, participants 
completed the survey online using their own PCs. Advertised during February, March and April 2010, 
987 participants completed the ΨliveΩ ƻǊ ΨƻƴƭƛƴŜΩ surveys.  
 
For the web-based survey, the number of male participants exceeded the number of female 
participants by a factor of approximately 1.7 ς see Figure 3.1.  Compared to the gender profile of UK 
car buyers, the proportion of male participants was therefore over-represented. For the focus group 
sample, the number of female participants slightly exceeded the number of male participants ς see 
Figure 3.2.  Participants who had recently bought a car and who were intending to buy were both 
well represented within both samples.  
 

Figure 3.1  Gender profile of web-sample 

 
 

Figure 3.2  Gender profile of focus groups 

 

All of the age groups were reasonably well represented in the web-survey sample, with the modal 
age occurring in the 45-54 year category ς see Figure 3.3. The focus groups had a similar distribution 
(not shown) with the exception of the 65+ age groups which were not represented. 
 

Figure 3.3  Age distribution of web-survey sample by gender 
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The majority of the web-survey sample were either in full time employment (male: 53%, female: 
46%), retired (male: 29%, female: 16%), or in part-time work (male: 7%, female: 17%).  As a result, all 
income groups were reasonably well represented in the web-survey sample ς see Figure 3.4. The 
focus groups had a higher proportion of full-time employees (73%), slightly more in part-time work 
(17%) and a lower proportion in retirement (8%). The modal income for both samples was in the 
£30,000-£39,000 category (excluding those who wished not to disclose their income).  
 

Figure 3.4  Income distribution of web-survey sample by gender 

 
 
In both samples, the majority of participants had acquired their current car through an outright 
purchase (web 61%, focus groups 67%), with hire purchase (12%, 14%) and personal loans (8%, 12%) 
also proving popular. As expected, in the web-survey sample, participants who had recently bought a 
new or nearly-new car had paid substantially more (median car price paid £11-15k) than the 
ΨƛƴǘŜƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƘƻ ƻǿƴŜŘ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǾŜƘƛŎles (median price £6-10k) ς see Figure 3.5. The focus group sample 
showed a similar distribution. 
 

Figure 3.5  Price paid for current car (web-survey sample) 
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Regarding fuel type of the current cars used by the web-sample, petrol cars accounted for 63% 
(recent purchases: 59%, older vehicles 66%) and diesel 34% (recent/older: 37%/32%).9 Alternative 
fuels and vehicle types only accounted for around 1% of the total sample and 3% of recent purchases 
(including 12 hybrid, 1 LPG and 1 unknown car type).  
 
In the web-survey sample, the annual mileage driven by participants varied from below 6k miles per 
year to over 30k, with a modal annual mileage of 6-10k miles ς see Figure 3.6. The counter-intuitive 
ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊecentΩ car buyers tended to drive slightly less ǘƘŀƴ ΨƛƴǘŜƴŘŜǊǎΩ (who own older 
vehiclesύ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀƭŜ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜƴŘŜǊΩ ǎŀƳǇƭŜΦ 
 

Figure 3.6  Annual mileage distribution of web-based survey sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In addition to the use of demographic parameters, a simple system of attitudinal segmentation was 
used to place ŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƳƻǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩ 
about environmental issues (and most willing to act to reduce environmental impact), through to the 
ΨƭŜŀǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩ (and ƭŜŀǎǘ ǿƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀŎǘύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎŎƻǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ 
to a series of environment-related statements. By adjusting the threshold scores, the web-survey 
sample was (intentionally) divided into three equal attitudinal groups as shown in Figure 3.7. 
 

Figure 3.7  Percentage breakdown of attitudinal segments within web-survey sample 

 

                                                           
9
 These figures reasonably reflect the current UK new car market: Vehicle Licensing Statistics (2008) ς Petrol 56%, Diesel 

43%, Hybrid 1%; Department for Transport, 2009. 
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4. Survey results 

The following results are based on the analysis of 987 web-surveys completed between February and 
April 2010 (inclusive) and the transcripts of six focus groups involving a total of 52 participants, which 
were held during February and March 2010 in London, Birmingham and Bristol. 
 

4.1  Factors initiating the decision to buy current car 

As one of three short ΨǿŀǊƳ-ǳǇΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǉuestion 1 in the web-survey asked participants what 
ΨinitiatedΩ their decision to buy their current car. Using an open-style response, the results show that, 
among a large number of motives, ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅκǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƻǎǘǎΩ, ΨǎƛȊŜκǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩΣ ΨǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ/  
dealΩ were the three reasons mentioned Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎ ΨƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛƴƎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ buy a 
car (scoring 8+ on a relative 0-10 scale) ς see Figure 4.1.10  
 
²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻŦ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ could be related to environmental impact for some car buyers, 
ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ /h2) and ΨǘŀȄ ōŀƴŘκŎƻǎǘΩ ς the two categories of responses relating most 
directly to environmental issues ς were well down the consumer rankings in 15th and 20th place. 
 

Figure 4.1  Factors initiating the decision to buy current car (web-survey) 

 
 
PŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪ strongly influenced the rankings given. For those most concerned 
about, and willing to act on, environmental issues, Ψimproving fuel/running costsΩ increased in 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ Řƻ ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƻǾŜd up five rankings to 10th ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ΨǘŀȄ ōŀƴŘκŎƻǎǘΩ 
which were ranked 18th. CƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨƭŜŀǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƛŎŜκŘŜŀƭΩ was ranked 
ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƭƻǿŜǊ ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘŀȄ ōŀƴŘκŎƻǎǘΩ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ were mentioned less often being ranked in 
29th and 22nd place respectively. 
 
Within the focus groups, the motives discussed gave a different impression of the most important 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎŀǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜs, with fewer participants explicitly mentioning fuel 
economy or running costs as their main motivation. ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ 
ǎƛȊŜκǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩ Ŏame to the fore later in the group discussions, the responses during the initial 

                                                           
10

  tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ responses were allocated to key categories by the survey team. 
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section focused on four main motives: a regular car renewal period, a change in lifestyle, a desire for 
a new model, and as a necessary purchase. 
 
A large number of respondents renewed their car on a regular basis ς typically every 3-4 years ς 
often at the point at which the warranty was about to expire, mileage was increasing, and/or there 
was sense that the car would very quickly lose what value it had remaining. 

L ōǳȅ ŀ ŎŀǊ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  L ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ah¢Σ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ƛƴǘŜnding to buy again in 
September..  [Female, London, Recent] 

I like one every three or four years. ...ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴȅǿŀȅΦ  !ƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ōǳȅ ŀ 
ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ǉǳƛŘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǎƻ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧourth 
ȅŜŀǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŎƻǎǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ǎƻ L ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ŘǊƻǇ ƛǘ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ  [Male, Birmingham, 
Recent] 

Three years again.  It would have been three years one month, actually, on Monday and I wanted to come 
Řƻǿƴ ŀƴ ŜƴƎƛƴŜ ǎƛȊŜΦ  LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƛŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŜǘǊƻƭ ŎƻǎǘǎΦ  L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻƻ ƭƻǿΣ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘŜŘΣ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ 
ǎƻƳŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōǳǘΦΦΦ  {ƻΣ LΩƳ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мΦп  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

 
For many focus group participants, the impetus to purchase a car was because their existing vehicle 
no longer met their requirements due to a change in circumstances; for example, the need for 
something larger (e.g. for children), or smaller (e.g. if children had left home), or have a more 
symbolic purpose (such as a change in personal status).  

I had a company car, changed jobs, and I needed a car for work and for socialising, and I've always been 
ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ŦƻǳǊΣ ŦƛǾŜ ŘƻƻǊΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǿΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ  [Male, Bristol, 
Recent] 

... we downsized from a Fiat Multipla a couple of years ago, and... ǿŜΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŀ Cƛŀǘ 
aǳƭǘƛǇƭŀ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŎŀǊΦ.. With the kids, and running them around 
everywhere, and camping..  [Female, Bristol, Intender] 

I have three children, and I've got a two-ŘƻƻǊ aƛƴƛ /ƻƻǇŜǊΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŎŀǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ŎŀǊΣ ŀƴŘΣ ȅƻǳ 
ƪƴƻǿΣ L ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŦǳƴΧ  LϥǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ŀ aƛƴƛ /ƻƻǇŜǊ  [Female, Bristol, Recent] 

 
A smaller number of respondents simply felt that a new car would offer more (and newer) features 
and were attracted by this. Their existing car had become ΨboringΩ and they fancied a change. 

L ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ƛǘŎƘȅ ŦŜŜǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ōƻǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ 
the thought process for me. ...they have just launched a new model and I quite like the idea of that... LΩƳ ŀ 
ǎŀƭŜǎƳŀƴΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ L ŀƳΤ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ  [Male, Birmingham, Intender] 

²ŜƭƭΣ L ǎŀǿΣ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ Ƴȅ ŎŀǊ ƛǎ ŀ aƛƴƛΣ ŀƴŘ L ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΣ ŀƴŘ L ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘΣ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ  
[Male, London, Recent] 

 
Necessity also initiated a significant number of purchases in cases where the previous model was 
nearing or past the end of its life, ΨǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ-ƻŦŦΩ or had been stolen. 

... my old car packed up ... and I was thƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ LΩƳ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿ car... L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊŀǇǇŀƎŜ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ŎŀǊ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ be delivered to the dealership... so took a nearly new car   [Male, London, Recent] 

LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ŀ /ƻǊǎŀΦ  L ōƻǳƎƘǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǊ ǿŀǎ ŘȅƛƴƎΦ  {ƻΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ that 
one was... I like that one  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

I feel quite foolish... on one of those very cold days I left it warming up... de-icing before work and it was 
driven off   [Male, London, Intender] 

 

For several purchases made since May 2009, the scrappage scheme was also mentioned as an 
important motive for replacing an older model with a new car. 

April last year government said they were going to do the £2,000 scrappage...  At the same time, actually, 
my older car was due for the MOT...  So that was the prompt  [Male, Bristol, Recent] 

ΦΦΦLΩǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƭƻǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !¸DhΦ  L Ƨǳǎǘ ǎŜǘ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀǊǘ ƻƴ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !¸Dh ŀƴŘ L ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
scrappage scheme, so obviously I got 2,000 off it...  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 
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!ǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ΨǿŀǊƳ-ǳǇΩ ǉuestions, question 2 in the web-survey asked participants how many 
models they considered when buying their current car ς see Figure 4.2. This question also served to 
check that the majority of participants went through a process of model selection and had not pre-
decided the model purchased.  
 
As shown in Figure 4.2, around 80% of participants were considering at least two models, and the 
modal number of models considered was three. One notable variation between sub-samples is the 
slightly larger number of models considered by participants most concerned about, and willing to act 
ƻƴΣ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨƭŜŀǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩΦ 
 

Figure 4.2  Number of models considered when buying current car (web-survey) 

 
 

4.2  Sources of information used to choose current car 

Using a tick-box style response, question 3 in the web-survey asked participants which sources of 
information they used to help choose their current car.  Confirming the findings of previous surveys, 
automotive websites and the Internet were most mentioned by the web-sample (almost 60%), 
closely followed by salespersons/dealership and test drives ς see Figure 4.3. With respect to off-line 
sources of environmental information, use of the Fuel Economy Label was noted by around 30% of 
respondents, while the VCA Guidebook was only mentioned by 4% of the sample. 
 
Analysing the responses from the sub-groups within the larger sample, it is apparent that recent 
purchasers were more likely to use the Internet, salespersons/dealerships, test-drives and brochures 
than those intending to buy, who relied more on recommendations from immediate social networks. 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƛƴǘŜƴŘŜǊǎΩ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƻǿƴ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƳƻŘŜƭǎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǳǎŜŘ ŎŀǊǎΩ.   
 
Women were also more likely to seek advice from family/friends/colleagues, and were less likely to 
use car magazines than men. Participants Ψmost concernedΩ about, and willing to act on, 
environmental issues, were over 50% more likely to have seen or used a Fuel Economy Label 
ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨƭŜŀǎǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΩΦ 

[Q:  Would you actually have been able to see the label when you bought your car?]  Oh, gosh, yes, very 
much so.  I actually was looking for it...  And I wanted [bandϐ Ψ!ΩΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ L ǿŜƴt out for because I 
wanted the best performance and, you know, that sort of thing  [Female , Birmingham, Recent] 
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Figure 4.3  Sources of information used to choose current car (web-survey) 

 
 
The focus group discussions also confirmed the importance of the Internet as a source of information 
at all stages of the car buying process. This was even the case where a choice of model had already 
been made in which case the Internet would generally be to get details of variants of the basic model 
and to check prices and availability.  

I just use the IƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ŀƴŘ L ǎŜŜ ǿƘŀǘΩǎΦΦΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ L ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΦ  LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ 
ƛŘŜŀ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ LΩƭƭ Ƨǳǎǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΦ ΦΦΦǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ƴȅ Ƴŀƛƴ 
source   [Male, Birmingham, Recent] 

I wanted a newer version of the Mondeo, so basically I knew what model I wanted.  I sort of went down to 
the local dealership, had a look at a car and test drove it and then went back and checked on the Internet.  
I eventually actually bought it online as I knew exactly what I wanted  [Male, London, Recent] 

 
However, it was clear that the Internet was very rarely used alone with participants reporting a great 
variety of research sources and tactics. Many used a combination of methods in an iterative process. 
A typical approach was to start by using the Internet, then go to a showroom to view a particular 
ƳƻŘŜƭ ΨŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƴŘΩ (perhaps taking a test drive), and then return to the Internet to find other 
examples of the car in the locality and to check prices. Consequently the Internet was most often 
used to generate comparative information, but was rarely sufficient to make the final decision. 

[Q: And the research?  Where did you look?] Internet, and then we actually went into the dealerships.  I 
ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ǎƛǘ ƛƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘ ŘǊƛǾŜΣ ƻƴŎŜ LΩǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ Ƴȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ  L Řƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴǎΦ 
... Internet [first], and then go in, yes  [Female, London, Recent] 

I started off on the internet and moved on to the dealership.[Q: And did you know the particular model and 
make beforehand?] Yes... I talked to a couple of my mates who have got the exact same car so I knew 
what I was looking for  [Female, London, Recent] 

[Q: Do other people use the internet?] A little bit. Not to decide.  For information...  The actual final 
decision, I want to have that test drive and I want to sit in it..  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

 
Many respondents had a fairly clear idea of what they wanted from the outset. Consequently, the 
search process often served to simply confirm an existing choice rather than narrow down a universe 
of choices.  This basis of the existing choice could be due to previous experience of, or simply a desire 
for a particular model. 
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L ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩƳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭŀȊȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ ŜƭǎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩǾŜ ƻǿƴŜŘ .a² ŎŀǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ  L 
ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ L ǊŜŀƭƭȅΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ  LǘΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ƳŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ .a²Φ  LΩǾŜ 
found a salesman that I trust, which is unusual.  So, I just go and see him and tell him that I want a car and 
ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ sat in the car before I buy it  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

...the car I wanted ...was a new model....  So I was probably looking at a bit of a tall order to get a nearly 
new car, ... I wanted it up to about 12 months old.  So every garage I spoke ... said, no you're probably not 
going to get one.  So that's why then I had to get on to the Internet ...so I just kept searching  [Female, 
Bristol, Recent] 

 
When pressed on whether environmental information had been accessed during the search process 
it was clear that for most of the respondents, environmental information was either not used or not 
well understood. In particular, only a few recent purchasers were able to recall seeing the Fuel 
Economy Label in the showroom. Although CO2 emissions figures were mentioned by a number of 
respondents, there was no sense in which they were actively used to make comparisons.  

[Q: And did you see any information about the emissions of the vehicle in the showroom?] Yes, I think 
there was like a... like where the big price ticket is, I think there was something on there [Q:  Did you look 
at it?  Did you use it at all?] No  [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

[Q: And how many of you saw a label?] LΩƭƭ ōŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΣ L ŘƛŘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǘǊƛŜŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴŘƻǿǎ 
and it was stuck on the windows to stop you looking though one side, so I had to go to the back window to 
see what was inside the car. .. just take it out of the way so I could look in the car  [Male, Bristol, Recent] 

On any literature you do see the CO2 emissions on there and I think they should really make more of it 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ  L ƳŜŀƴΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘȅ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ōƛƎ ŦƻǳǊ-wheel drives [Q:  
²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǎŜŜ it in adverts and things, do you read the CO2 information?] No, I just sort of see it there. 
¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ  .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 
bottom in the small print..  [Male, Birmingham, Recent] 

 
These findings suggest that, for most car buyers, either environmental information is not an 
important factor in the search process or that the information is not presented in an engaging way. 
Both of these issues are explored in the following sections. 
 
 

4.3  Most important factors in decision making process 

Questions 4 and 5 in the web-survey formed part of the core of the first set of research questions 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ΨǊelative importance of vehicle environmental informationΩΦ  
 
²ƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ΨǿƘŀǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΚΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
current car, results from the web-survey (using an open-style response) show that, in order of 
importance, ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅκǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƻǎǘǎΩΣ ΨǎƛȊŜκǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩ and ΨǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ǇǊƛŎŜΩ were the three 
factors considered most important (scoring at least 9 on a relative 0-10 scale) ς see Figure 4.4.11   
 
ΨSǘȅƭŜκŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ were ranked in a strong fourth and fifth place (with a relative 
score of between 4 and 5). ΨCƻƳŦƻǊǘΩΣ ΨǎŀŦŜǘȅΩΣ ΨōǊŀƴŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ were spontaneously 
mentioned much less frequently, scoring less than 3 on the 0-10 relative scale. ΨVehicle ŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ 
(including CO2) and Ψroad tax banŘκŎƻǎǘΩ ς the two categories of responses relating most directly to 
environmental issues ς are well down the consumer rankings in 10th and 15th place. 
 

                                                           
11

  Participants were allowed to offer up to 10 responses, which they then scored on a four-point Likert scales ranging from 
Ψbƻǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΩ όлύ ǘƻ ΨhǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΩ όоύΦ  Note that these rankings reflect the weighting given to each factor, 
and that actual responses were allocated to key categories by the survey team. 
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Figure 4.4  Most important car purchase factors (web-survey) 

 
 

While the focus groups gave a broadly similar picture of the most important purchase factors, 
participantsΩ responses add important detail to the findings from the web-survey. CƛǊǎǘΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ΨŦǳŜƭ 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ was mentioned in the group discussions as an important purchase factor, less weight was 
given to this issue than is found in the quantitative survey. !ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΣ ΨŦǳŜƭ 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ όŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŎƻǎǘǎΩύ Ǌŀƴƪed as the third most important purchase issue 
as measured by the number of Post-Its generated during group discussions. ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ψfuel 
ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ may have been slightly over-ranked in the web-survey (due to method of data collection). 
 
The second issue which emerged from the focus group discussions, is that ǿƘŜƴ ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΩ was 
mentioned, it was primarily as a running cost rather than as an environmental proxy ς Ψcƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ 
ƻǊ ΨŎƘŜŀǇ ǘƻ ǊǳƴΩ were phrases often associated with ΨŦǳŜƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅϥ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƛƭŜǎ-per-ƎŀƭƭƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨƳǇƎΩ. 

[Q: So ΨƳǇƎΩ ƛǎ just a sort of a measure of how far you can go on a tank?] Yes.  But that comes into costs 
rather than.. [the environment]  [Male, Birmingham, Intender] 

And then also the running costs, sort of fuel and that sort of things  [Male, London, Recent] 

ΦΦΦ Ŏƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŜŀǇ ǘƻ ǊǳƴΦ  Lǘ ǿŀǎ Ŏƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻ ŎƘŜŀǇ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ cheap to 
run and good at parking  [Female, London, Recent] 

...I tend not to go very far in my car and it just seemed silly to have a big powerful fuel-guzzling car to just 
ōƻō ŀōƻǳǘΦ  ¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΚ  {ƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ   [Female, Birmingham, Recent] 

... ƳƛƭŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǝŀƭƭƻƴ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ  [Female, Birmingham, Intender] 

...ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǇ-ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǇŜǘǊƻƭ  [Female, London, Intender] 

 
In all the focus groups, vehicle size was mentioned as being a major factor affecting the choice of 
their (main) new car ς ΨǎƛȊŜΩ ǊŀƴƪŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 
number of Post-Its generated during group discussions, and was one of the top three most important 
factors in five of the six groups. For many participants, size was a common starting point for vehicle 
selection, and a factor which had priority over other purchase issues. Terms repeatedly mentioned 
are Ψnumber of seats or doorsΩ, ΨheadroomΩ, ΨlegroomΩ, Ψboot spaceΩ, Ψseat heightΩ and Ψphysical sizeΩ 
of the vehicle.  














































