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Abstract: 

EU Directive 1999/94/EC requires standardised fuel economy and CO2 emissions information 

to be made available to buyers of new passenger cars. One of the key information sources 

covered by the Directive is a Fuel Economy Label for all new passenger cars displayed at the 

point of sale. Subsequently, the Dept. for Business Innovation and Skills and the Cabinet 

Office’s Behavioural Insight Team have called for proposals to be brought forward to 

improve the current label by integrating more detailed behaviour economics concepts ... so 

that it gives people much clearer information at the point of sale about ongoing running 

costs... This could help to shift consumers’ behaviour and deliver environmental benefits, for 

example by making it clear what cost savings are achievable when running more fuel-

efficient vehicles.” 1. 
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It could be argued that, in reaction to recent fuel price peaks and the on-going recession, UK 

motorists are taking account of fuel economy and choosing more fuel-efficient cars; as 

evidenced by the significant shift to smaller, lower-CO2 cars.2  Yet, previous research 

undertaken by the authors revealed car purchasers generally claim running cost and fuel 

economy is important, but do not reflect this in their car choice. This was termed the ‘mpg 

paradox’ (miles per gallon (mpg) being the custom metric in the UK).  

This paper reports on two more recent studies: (i) to examine whether this paradox still 

exists and how systematically new or second-hand car purchasers consider information on 

fuel economy, and carbon emissions and the link between these and the running costs of 

their vehicle (ii) to ascertain the views and understanding of private car buyers when 

presented with alternative fuel economy label designs – and assess their influence on future 

car purchases. 

The first study (completed) used in-depth interviews with recent car purchasers and 

concluded that the mpg paradox still exists – but it has changed in nature. Whilst there is 

now strong evidence the car market is responding to rising fuel costs and increased choice, 

the ‘mpg’ metric itself is not conceptually driving behaviour. Instead, simplistic rules are 

used to decide on what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, taking little notice of information provided on the 

fuel economy label. The mpg metric is misleading and is rarely used by motorists to calculate 

future costs or to systematically compare vehicles but it is a way of conceptualising a car’s 

environmental impact, and as the preferred element of information which appears on the 

UK Label.  Moreover, only a minority of consumers were aware of their official CO2 figures 

even though the UK has recently strengthened the link between circulation taxes and carbon 

emissions. 

The second study (still in progress) tested a series of alternative fuel economy label designs 

with private car buyers to explore the views and understanding of comparative fuel cost 

information and how the alternative label designs may or may not influence car purchasing 

decisions as compared to the impact of the existing fuel economy label. Emerging results 

reveal how, despite the mpg paradox, mpg is still the preferred metric vis a vis CO2 and VED 

information but the monetary information, particularly if given over a variety of timescales 

(per month, per year) is the most preferred. Other observations include the appreciation of 

comparative information, how distrust in the validity of the test data in the ‘real world’ 
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impacts on the use of this information, the emotional responses and confusion  generated 

by some types of information and how the visual elements of the label could be improved 

with particular type of display and the preference for vertical as opposed to horizontal 

layouts. 

The paper will conclude as to whether improvements in the label design might increase the 

Label’s effectiveness and whether such a tool could be ‘future-proofed’ to account for the 

latest battery electric vehicles and forthcoming plug-in hybrid vehicles.  

 


