
ABSTRACT
To make informed decisions about travel and vehicle
purchase, consumers need unbiased and accurate information
of the fuel economy they will actually obtain. In the past, the
EPA fuel economy estimates based on its 1984 rules have
been widely criticized for overestimating on-road fuel
economy. In 2008, EPA adopted a new estimation rule. This
study compares the usefulness of the EPA's 1984 and 2008
estimates based on their prediction bias and accuracy and
attempts to improve the prediction of on-road fuel economies
based on consumer and vehicle attributes. We examine the
usefulness of the EPA fuel economy estimates using a large
sample of self-reported on-road fuel economy data and
develop an Individualized Model for more accurately
predicting an individual driver's on-road fuel economy based
on easily determined vehicle and driver attributes. Accuracy
rather than bias appears to have limited the usefulness of the
EPA 1984 estimates in predicting on-road MPG. The EPA
2008 estimates appear to be equally inaccurate and
substantially more biased relative to the self-reported data.
Furthermore, the 2008 estimates exhibit an underestimation
bias that increases with increasing fuel economy, suggesting
that the new numbers will tend to underestimate the real-
world benefits of fuel economy and emissions standards. By
including several simple driver and vehicle attributes, the
Individualized Model reduces the unexplained variance by
over 55% and the standard error by 33% based on an
independent test sample. The additional explanatory variables
can be easily provided by the individuals.

INTRODUCTION
The oil price shock of 1974 led to the requirement to label
new light-duty vehicles with lab-based estimates of city and
highway fuel economy. In response to consumer complaints
about the lab-based estimates, the U.S. Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA) carried out a statistical analysis of a
non-random sample of on-road fuel economy estimates from
tens of thousands of vehicles, and in 1984 adopted downward
adjustment factors of 10% and 22% respectively for the city
and highway lab-based estimates [1-2]. The EPA combined
fuel economy was calculated by harmonically averaging the
city and highway estimates weighted 55% and 45%,
respectively. Although the number of consumer complaints
declined significantly after EPA adopted the 1984 estimates
[1], the perception that the 1984 estimates still overestimated
on-road fuel economy remained [3, 4, 5]. In 2008, EPA
adopted a new estimation method with the objective of “…
giving consumers a more accurate estimate of the fuel
economy they can achieve in the real-world” [1]. No large-
sample empirical study is available that compares the
usefulness of the 1984 and 2008 estimates to consumers.

In this study, we use on-road fuel economy data voluntarily
submitted by users to www.fueleconomy.gov to examine the
usefulness of the EPA's 1984 and 2008 fuel economy
estimates based on the ability to consistently and accurately
predict the reported on-road fuel economy numbers. We then
use the same data to specify a statistical model that more
accurately predicts reported on-road fuel economy based on a
few consumer-specific and vehicle- specific attributes. More
accurate individualized fuel economy estimates should
increase the value of fuel economy information to consumers,
possibly leading to more efficient choices of vehicle
technologies [6] and better informed travel behavior. Like the
data used to generate the adjustment factors for the 1984
estimates, our data sample is a convenience sample, not a
scientific random sample. Inferences based on convenience
samples cannot be considered scientifically definitive.

This paper is organized as follows. The next section describes
the three data samples and three models used to support the
analysis. In the Results and Discussions section, we first
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compare the usefulness of the 1984 and 2008 estimates and
then further examine the bias of the two EPA estimates. We
then show the limitation of adjustment by vehicle technology
without additional driver and vehicle attributes. After
specifying the Individualized Model, we compare its on-road
fuel economy predictions to the EPA estimates. Finally, we
use the Individualized Model to assess the potential impact of
driver and vehicle attributes on on-road fuel economy.

DATA AND METHODS
DATA SOURCE AND STRUCTURE
Data were obtained from the “Your MPG” system of
www.fueleconomy.gov, a website of the U.S. Department of
Energy (DOE) and EPA. The system allows individuals to
voluntarily submit their own on-road fuel economy estimates
(referred to as “YourMPG estimates” in text and “YourMPG”
in equations) based on dashboard read-outs, self calculation,
trip distances with fuel purchase records, odometer readings
with fuel purchase records, or other methods. Individuals first
identify the make, model, engine, transmission and model
year of their vehicle by selecting it from
www.fueleconomy.gov's online database. When a vehicle
model is selected, several other vehicle attributes are
automatically retrieved from the system, including the city,
highway and combined fuel economy ratings by each of the
1984 and 2008 EPA rules. Throughout the paper, we use the
terms “1984 estimates” (“EPAMPG1984” in equations) and
“2008 estimates” (“EPAMPG2008” in equations) to represent
the EPA's published combined fuel economy ratings resulting
from the lab testing, city/highway share and adjustment
prescribed by the EPA's 1984 and 2008 rules, respectively
[1]. Individuals may also report the following information
associated with the YourMPG estimate: 1) the driving style
on a scale of 0 to 5 (5 = most aggressive), 2) the self-
estimated distance share of stop-and-go driving (as opposed
to highway driving), 3) the state of residence, and 4) the time
period. The time period and the state were used to retrieve the
associated historical ambient temperatures. Each data record
represents one vehicle. If the method is reporting multiple trip
distances or odometer readings with fuel purchase records,
the data record is based on the weighted harmonic mean of
the submissions.

MODELS AND SAMPLES
Three statistical models and three samples were used for
different tests and their relationship is illustrated in Figure 1.
First, the bias and accuracy of the EPA 1984 and 2008 MPG
estimates were measured against the YourMPG estimates
using the Naive Model (1) with Sample A. The Naive Model
(1), where i (i ∊ Sample A) represents a vehicle record in
Sample A and k (k=1984 or 2008) indicates which EPA
ratings is of concern, assumes that consumers take the EPA
estimates at face value. Sample A comprises 31227 records

that were submitted between September 2004 and November
2009 and is used to estimate the distribution of prediction
errors (εki) by the EPA estimates.

(1)

(2)

(3)

Figure 1. Relationship of Samples and Models

The bias of the EPA estimates was further analyzed using
Sample A and the Linear Model (2), where t indicates each of
the 5 vehicle technologies (gasoline, diesel, hybrid, ethanol
FFV, and compressed natural gas (CNG)) and δkti is the
residual assumed to following independent normal
distribution N(0,σkt

2). The Linear Model (2), estimated via
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, measures the
constant and relative biases of the two EPA estimates
EPAMPGk, as well as measuring technology-specific biases.

The Individualized Model (3) (where Aj is the vector of
driver and vehicle attributes associated with vehicle j (j ∊
Sample B), cT is the vector of regression coefficients, and θj
is the residual assumed to follow an independent normal
distribution N(0,σ2)) is intended to create a more accurate
predictor of on-road fuel economy. It was estimated using
Sample B, a subset of Sample A. In generating Sample B,
each record was required to have valid values for all the
variables in the Individualized Model and its YourMPG
estimate was required to fall within 3 standard errors of
EPAMPG1984. The standard errors are technology specific
and were calculated based on the error term (YourMPG-
EPAMPG1984). The estimated standard errors for the 5
vehicle technologies are shown in Table 1. The 3-standard-
error test identified 324 records (∼1%) in Sample A as
outliers. Among them, only 79 records passed the valid value
test, so the 3-standard-error test removed only 79 outliers. In
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the remaining 8849 records, there are only 10 records where
the technology type of the vehicle is CNG. Due to such a
small representation, the 10 CNG records were also removed.
This resulted in 8839 records in Sample B.

Table 1. Technology Specific Standard Deviation

Finally, the Individualized Model estimated based on Sample
B was tested on the independent Sample C, consisting of
1082 records submitted between November 2009 and May
2010, with no missing values for the explanatory variables
and within 3 standard errors of EPAMPG1984.

The analysis was conducted in units of miles-per-gallon
(MPG) rather than gallons-per-mile (GPM), although it is
recognized that the MPG metric can lead consumers to
incorrectly estimate fuel savings when comparing vehicles
[7]. As Figure 2 shows, the relationship between the 1984
estimates and the YourMPG estimates appears linear in MPG
space (for a given technology) but less so in GPM space (not
plotted).

Figure 2. EPA MPG 1984 vs. YourMPG

On scatter plots of Sample A, both the EPA 1984 and 2008
estimates exhibit an approximately linear correlation with

YourMPG, the self-reported on-road fuel economy (Figure 2
and Figure 3). While the 1984 estimates appear to scatter
around the line y=x, the 2008 estimates appear to result from
a horizontal contraction of the 1984 estimates around the low
efficiency points. This suggests that the 2008 estimates have
a larger downward adjustment from the 1984 estimates for
more efficient vehicles. Both estimates exhibit vehicle
technology-specific variances. This suggests that any
statistical adjustment of fuel economy estimate may need to
be differentiated by vehicle technology.

Figure 3. EPA MPG 2008 vs. YourMPG

SAMPLE BIAS AND DATA QUALITY
Any data set of this type will contain measurement errors,
despite a variety of automated checks performed on each
entry. Fuel purchase and odometer records entered by
participants can be rigorously checked for errors but other
types of estimates can only be screened for outliers. Different
measurement methods may result in varying biases. This is
addressed by interacting the measurement method with both
the constant and slope terms in the Individualized Model.
Respondents report their driving style (on a scale of 0-5) and
stop-and-go (as opposed to free-flowing) driving shares
(0-100%), but no instructions are given on how to measure
them. Therefore, the rating subjectivity will also contribute to
the estimation variance.

Very few of the 2008 mpg estimates in the dataset were
actually obtained using the new 5-cycle test methods, which
include 3 additional test cycles and are intended to
incorporate additional factors like higher speeds, more
aggressive driving, the use of air conditioner and cold
temperature, as described in the final regulation [8].
Relatively few vehicles have been tested on all five cycles.
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Instead, the vast majority of the 2008 mpg estimates are
derived from the city and highway test estimates using
equations developed by EPA to approximate the 5-cycle tests.
Auto manufacturers are not required to use the vehicle-
specific 5-cycle approach until the model year 2011. For
model years 2008-2010, a manufacturer can choose to use
either approach. At the time of writing, we have only 11 data
records with the 2008 estimates from the vehicle-specific 5-
cycle approach. We used the traditional city/highway
weighting factors of 55/45 throughout this analysis, although
EPA in its fleet-wide fuel economy estimation report has
begun to adopt a 43/57 city/highway weighting [9].

Overall, the three samples have similar data distributions by
estimation method, vehicle technology, vehicle class,
transmission, stop-and-go share and driving style (Table 2).
Take Sample A as an example. It contains a reasonably
representative distribution of vehicles categories: 65% are
passenger cars and 35% are light trucks. Among passenger
cars, compacts are the most common (20%), followed by
midsize (17%) and subcompact (13%). Among light trucks,
SUVs (17%) and pickups (10%) are the most common.
Conventional gasoline vehicles (89%) dominate the sample.
Hybrids (6%) and diesels (3%) are overrepresented as
compared to the vehicle population on the road. User self-
calculation (46%) is the most common source of data. Trip
meter and odometer methods, which use the Your MPG
website software for calculation, make up 38% of the data.
Nearly 14% of Sample A comes from onboard dash readouts.

Because the dataset is not based on random sampling, it
might contain a self-selection bias towards drivers more
interested in fuel economy and therefore more likely to
achieve higher fuel economy than the population of U.S.
drivers. However, the distribution of self-reported driving
style in Table 2 is slightly skewed towards aggressive driving
styles, suggesting that the respondents do not consider
themselves to be above average in this respect. As shown by
the Linear Model specifications by vehicle technology in
Table 3, a linear regression of the YourMPG estimates
against the 1984 estimates on conventional gasoline vehicles
yielded an intercept of 0.07 (p=0.4826) and a slope
coefficient of 1.02 (p<0.001), indicating a 2%
underestimation bias. This regression result is consistent with
a previous paper [10] that used a smaller sample of the
YourMPG data 4 years ago. There are two possible
explanations for the consistency of the 1984 and YourMPG
estimates: 1) the YourMPG dataset is not substantially biased
and the 1984 estimates are still approximately unbiased, or 2)
almost exactly the same amount of bias is present in the
original 1984 data set and the YourMPG dataset (both 4 years
ago and today). While both are possible, explanation 2)
requires a remarkable coincidence. Therefore, we lean toward
the first explanation. However, because the 1984 sample is
also a convenience sample and there have been changes in
vehicle technology and traffic behavior since then, we cannot

rule out the possibility of driver bias. We leave this to the
reader's judgement.

Table 2. Distribution of Sample A, B, C
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