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The Ultimate Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide

Buying a car is one of the most significant purchases most people make in their lifetime. Whether you’re looking for 

a reliable commuter, a family SUV, or a sporty coupe, the process can feel overwhelming. Fortunately, there’s a 

trusted resource that can simplify the decision: Consumer Reports. This guide will walk you through how to use

Consumer Reports for car buying, what to look for in their reports, and how to combine that information with smart

buying tactics to get the best deal possible.

1. Understanding Consumer Reports

What Is Consumer Reports?

Consumer Reports is a nonprofit organization that has been publishing independent product reviews for over 80

years. Their automotive section is known for unbiased testing and thorough research. Unlike manufacturer or dealer

advertisements, Consumer Reports relies on data collected from real users, rigorous laboratory testing, and expert

analysis.

How Does It Work?

Consumer Reports gathers data on thousands of vehicles each year. They evaluate:

•  Reliability – How often owners experience problems.

•  Safety – Crash test ratings and safety features.

•  Performance – Acceleration, handling, and braking.

•  Owner Satisfaction – How owners feel about their cars.

•  Resale Value – How well a car holds its worth.

•  Fuel Economy – Miles per gallon and emissions.

Each category is scored and presented in a clear, easy-to-read format. The result is a comprehensive snapshot

that helps buyers compare models side �by �side.

2. Why Consumer Reports Matters in Car Buying

Unbiased, Data �Driven Insights

Because Consumer Reports is funded by member subscriptions rather than advertising, their reviews remain

impartial. This independence means you can trust the ratings to reflect real-world performance, not marketing hype.

Early Identification of Common Issues

Many car owners discover problems only after the warranty expires. Consumer Reports highlights recurring issues

before you buy, saving you from costly repairs down the road.

Benchmarking Across Brands

With thousands of vehicles evaluated, you can easily spot which brands and models consistently perform well. This

helps narrow your choices to a handful of top performers.

Financial Value



Reliable cars tend to have lower maintenance costs and better resale values. By choosing a model that scores

highly on reliability, you protect your investment for years.

3. How to Access Consumer Reports

Subscription Options

Consumer Reports offers several subscription plans:

1.  Digital Only – Access online articles, ratings, and tools.

2.  Print + Digital – Receive the monthly magazine plus digital access.

3.  Family – Covers up to five family members.

While a paid subscription unlocks the full range of data, many consumers find the free “Car Buying” guide on the

website useful for quick reference.

Mobile App

The Consumer Reports app lets you browse ratings on the go, compare models, and receive alerts for new reports.

It’s a handy tool if you’re researching during a commute or while waiting for a test drive.

4. Key Areas Covered in the Reports

Reliability Scores

Reliability is calculated from owner surveys and repair data. A high score indicates fewer problems per 100

vehicles. Look for models with a rating of 90 or above for peace of mind.

Safety Ratings

Consumer Reports incorporates NHTSA and IIHS crash test results. They also review safety features such as

automatic emergency braking, blind �spot monitoring, and lane �keeping assist.

Performance & Handling

While many buyers focus on power or fuel economy, performance ratings consider acceleration, steering precision,

and braking efficiency. A balanced score suggests a well-rounded driving experience.

Owner Satisfaction

This metric captures the emotional aspect of ownership. High satisfaction scores often correlate with strong interior

quality, comfort, and overall user experience.

Resale Value

Resale value reflects how well a vehicle retains its worth over time. If you plan to sell or trade in after a few years, a

high resale score can offset depreciation.

Fuel Economy & Emissions

With rising fuel costs and environmental concerns, fuel economy remains a priority for many. Consumer Reports

lists real-world fuel efficiency for each model.

5. The New Car Buying Process

Step 1: Define Your Priorities

Ask yourself:



•  What’s your budget?

•  How many passengers will you carry?

•  Do you prioritize safety, performance, or fuel economy?

•  Will you use the car for commuting, road trips, or off �road adventures?

Write down your must �have features and your “nice �to �have” list.

Step 2: Research with Consumer Reports

Using the criteria above, filter the Consumer Reports database. Compare models that meet your budget and

feature requirements. Pay special attention to:

•  Reliability and safety scores.

•  Owner satisfaction.

•  Resale value.

Step 3: Narrow Your Choices

Limit your shortlist to 3–4 vehicles. This focus allows you to dive deeper into each model’s strengths and

weaknesses.

Step 4: Visit Dealerships

Schedule test drives for each shortlisted model. During the visit, ask dealers about:

•  Current incentives or rebates.

•  Warranty coverage.

•  After �sales service options.

Step 5: Evaluate the Deal

When you’re ready to buy, compare the dealer’s offer with the invoice price(the amount the dealer paid for the

car). Use tools like Edmunds or Kelley Blue Book to estimate fair market value. Then negotiate based on:

•  Dealer’s cost.

•  Manufacturer incentives.

•  Comparable offers from other dealers.

Step 6: Finalize Financing

Shop for financing through:

•  Your bank or credit union.

•  Dealer financing (if the offer is competitive).

•  Online lenders.

Compare APRs, loan terms, and total cost of ownership.

Step 7: Close the Sale

Before signing, review all paperwork carefully. Confirm that the negotiated price, trade �in value, and financing terms

match what was agreed upon. Verify that all promised extras (e.g., floor mats, extended warranty) are documented.

6. The Used Car Buying Process

Step 1: Set a Realistic Budget

Determine how much you’re willing to spend, including potential repairs and maintenance. Remember that a used

car may require immediate updates such as a new battery or tires.



Step 2: Use Consumer Reports for Used Cars

Consumer Reports offers “Used Car” reports that include:

•  Historical reliability.

•  Common repair costs.

•  Average resale value.

•  Owner satisfaction.

Search for models with high reliability scores and low reported repair costs.

Step 3: Inspect and Verify

When you find a potential vehicle:

•  Request a full vehicle history report (Carfax or AutoCheck).

•  Have a trusted mechanic perform a pre �purchase inspection.

•  Check for rust, frame damage, and tire wear.

Step 4: Negotiate Based on Data

Use the information from Consumer Reports and the vehicle’s history to negotiate a fair price. If the car has known

issues, factor repair costs into your offer.

Step 5: Secure Financing

Used car loans often come with higher interest rates. Shop around for the best terms and consider a longer loan

term if it lowers your monthly payment—just be aware of the total interest paid.

7. Financing Options Explained

Dealer Financing

Dealers often provide competitive rates, especially when tied to manufacturer incentives. However, always compare

the dealer’s rate to what you can get from your bank or credit union.

Bank or Credit Union Loans

These institutions typically offer lower APRs than dealers. If you have a good credit score, you may qualify for a

favorable rate.

Online Lenders

Online lenders can provide quick pre �approval and a variety of loan terms. Use comparison tools to evaluate offers

side �by �side.

Lease vs. Buy

Leasing can lower monthly payments, but you’ll pay more over the long term and have mileage limits. Buying

provides full ownership and no mileage restrictions.

8. Negotiation Tactics

Do Your Homework

Know the invoice price, manufacturer incentives, and the average price paid in your area. This information gives

you leverage.

Be Prepared to Walk Away



If the dealer can’t meet your target price, be ready to leave. Often, the dealer will call you back with a better offer.

Focus on the Total Cost

Don’t get sidetracked by monthly payment negotiations. Instead, negotiate the overall price of the vehicle to avoid

hidden fees.

Ask for Add �Ons

After agreeing on the price, request extras such as free oil changes, extended warranties, or floor mats. Dealers

often add these at no extra cost to secure the sale.

9. Test Driving Tips

Prepare a Checklist

During the drive, evaluate:
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