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This paper examines the problem awareness and concern, attitudes about 
who is responsible, and possible solutions for increasing the fuel economy 
of automobiles. Four areas of consumer concern are briefly addressed: 
purchase behavior, usage behavior, automobile maintenance, and driving 
behavior. Each of these areas is examined with respect to the impact on 
fuel conservation. 

Ideas on saving energy run the gamut from kangaroo-
powered pogo sticks to rubber -band -powered automo-
biles. Some ideas can be immediately implemented, 
some are not feasible because of economics or perhaps 
the state of the art, and some will probably never be 
feasible to either producers or users of automobiles. 
Turnaround in the automobile industry takes both con-
siderable money and considerable time even if tech-
nology is available. However, the automotive industry 
is sufficiently competitive so that each of the companies 
is assessing the market and its needs versus its own 
capabilities with the goal of getting a "leg up on compe-
tition." The penetration and financial rewards for suc - 
cess in this endeavor certainly make it a goal to achieve. 
The companies may not always be moving as fast as we 
would like to see them move, but they are moving as 
fast as they can within their financial and technical ca-
pabilities. What may appear to be institutional lag is 
probably more accurately described as management 
prudence. 

During my years in the automobile industry, I found 
that, for the most part, it has been socially aware and 
striving to meet society's needs. In many instances, it 
was too far ahead of market demand and offered poten-
tial benefits for society long before the industry's 
critics were aware of the need. Small automobiles 
were on the scene many years ago. About 18 years ago, 
Ford offered safety and could not sell it or even give it 
away. Pollution control was also being worked on as 
early as 20 years ago. 

But the question here is, What is the response of 
the automotive market to the various ideas on energy 
saving? Let me review first the factors that may un-
derlie the response: problem awareness, problem con-
cern, attitudes about who is responsible, and attitudes 
about possible solutions. 

The American public is quite aware of the dialogue 
concerning the energy crisis. However, confficting 
statements made by officials and nonmaterializing pre-
dictions of shortages have caused confusion, and the 
public concern is not so high as it should be. A recent 
study by the Gallup organization, conducted among a 
national probability sample of male and female adults 
18 years and older (1544 respondents) indicates that the 
fuel shortage ranked fifth in problem priority out of nine 
items measured. Unemployment and inflation were of 
highest priorities followed by corruption in government 
and crime. Fuel shortage and drug addiction were at 
about an equal level, and of even lower priority were 
air and water pollution, the housing shortage, and traf-
fic safety. 

For the most part, concern over the fuel shortage is 
low. The public is fairly evenly divided between those 
who do believe there is a fuel shortage and those who 
do not. Only 18 percent believe it to be a serious prob-
lem, and these are more apt to be the young, better 
educated, more affluent from the east and west coasts, 
where perhaps the shortage has been more acutely felt. 

With regard to automobiles, the various suggestions 
on how the market could respond to the energy crisis 
can be classified as related to purchase behavior, usage 
behavior, maintenance behavior, and driving behavior. 

Purchase behavior is probably the most unbiased clue 
to the consumer's feeling about the energy crisis as it 
affects automobiles. The rush to new automobiles that 
are more energy efficient and smaller and have fewer 
power options and air-conditioning is a mere trickle. 
In fact, because of price increases and confusion in 
the minds of buyers, new automobile sales continue 
to be low, and annual import sales in terms of units 
during the past 4 years have remained about the same. 
Luxury-priced automobiles continue to sell well. It 
is intermediate automobile sales that are biting into 
standard automobile sales. The intermediate is still a 
fair-sized vehicle, far from light, and contains a fairly 
hefty price tag. The big inventory problem that was 
faced by the automotive companies in the 1975 model 
year and showed up again early in the 1976 model year 
is in the small automobiles, although there is still a 
great variety that the public is not buying. The prime 
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reasons for purchase deferral have been high price and, 
to a much lesser extent, the new catalytic converter. 

There is little evidence that the automobile buyer is 
giving up on big engines, power equipment, automatic 
transmission, and air conditioning, all of which affect 
fuel consumption. It takes quite a bit to make buyers 
change their life-styles. Unless the event is dramati-
cally believable and of crises proportions, change will 
be evolutionary, not revolutionary. 

In the area of usage behavior, a number of sugges-
tions have been made: 

Use public transportation, 
Car pooi, 
Do not drive unnecessarily, 
Do not use certain options and accessories that 

are energy wasters, and 
If multiple automobiles are owned, use the 

smaller, more economical automobiles a higher pro-
portion of the time. 

Based on studies I have reviewed, people to whom 
I have spoken, and things I have personally witnessed, 
I thiak that if there are any gains in this area they are 
minimal. The alternatives of public transportation and 
car pooling interfere with the individual's freedom to go 
and come at will and, hence, are a feasible alternative 
for "my friends, my coworkers, and my neighbors, but 
not for me." The same Gallup study quoted earlier in-
dicates that 67 percent of those who work use their auto-
mobiles to go to work; 8 percent use car pools; 9 per-
cent use public transportation; and 8 percent walk. If 
there is a gain in this area, it probably comes from 
reduction in trips (due to higher priced gasoline) and 
use of smaller automobiles if more than one is owned. 
Again, people must be aware, believe, and be concerned 
to at least a critical threshold if they are to act. 

The third area in which concerned motorists can act 
is in the area of automobile maintenance. With the 
price of tune-ups being what they are, is there any 
wonder that there has not been any great increase in 
their frequency? Again, it appears that the critical 
threshold has not been reached, and motorists believe 
that the benefits to be achieved are not equal to the high 
cost of achieving them, particularly in a period of re-
cession. 

In the area of driving behavior, no monetary cost is 
involved, only awareness and effort, and gains could be 
made here should motorists be inclined to do so. Sug-
gestions include 

Observe 88.5-km/h (55-mph) speed limit, 
Avoid fast acceleration and "jack rabbit" starts, 
Do not travel at high speeds, 
Stop motor rather than idle for prolonged periods, 
Use "vacuum gauges" or "meter misers" when 

available, and 
Shift gears at the proper revolutions per minute. 

To do these things, drivers must establish new driv-
ing habits. Some drivers are making the attempt, but 
many are still not concerned enough. Drive along the 
expressways at 88.5 km/h (55 mph) and observe how 
often you are passed. It has been publicized that most 
states have posted speeds of 88.5 km/h (55 mph) in com-
pliance with the federal government's request, but con-
tinue to consider violations only at 104.5 km/h (65 mph) 
or more. Motorists still drive their automobiles with 
their big engines at speeds that they are accustomed to 
and on highways built to accommodate those speeds. 
Bad habits are hard to break, and unless motorists can 
be firmly convinced that the energy crisis is a real  

crisis and that noncompliance will result in some disas-
trous happening, they will make no effort to change their 
ways. 

If we are to succeed in getting motorists to react in a 
responsible manner, politicians, business leaders, and 
academicians are going to have to clearly explain to the 
consuming public the differences between reserves and 
resources and to agree on whether there is or is not an 
energy shortage. Predicting what will happen and then 
having it not happen erodes crethbility. More social con-
cern on the part of the state and federal government is 
needed before the consumer will favorably react. When 
all parties agree on what is wrong and what can be done, 
then consumers will assume their responsibility. 


