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Driving as if Your Budget Depends on It 

 

Right now, the rising cost of gasoline seems to be on everyone’s mind.  

That’s only natural in our country, since Americans commute far more, on average, 

than workers in other countries.  The following article is intended to show you the 

impact that higher gas prices will have on a typical budget, and how you can make 

adjustments to help accommodate the latest increases.   (We know there aren’t 

truly any typical Americans - every situation, and every budget, is unique.)  Rather 

than getting caught up in the hysteria, you should be aware of the options you have 

to meet this challenge confidently and effectively. 

 

How much will the increase in gas prices really hurt? 

If you’re a typical American, you drive roughly 12,500 miles per year.  If 

your car gets 25 miles per gallon, that means you buy about 500 gallons of gas 

during the year.  When gas was selling for $2.80 per gallon, you spent $1,400 on 

fuel for the year.  At $4.05 per gallon, you’ll spend $2,025 for the same amount of 

gas, an additional $625 over the course of the year, or an extra $52 per month.   

 

When looked at in that light, the increase in gas prices probably isn’t a 

budget buster by itself, but, because the U.S. Department of Energy is forecasting 

that crude oil prices are likely to average $126 per barrel through 2009, most of us 

will also have to make room for higher prices for almost everything we buy – not 

only gas, but food and other necessities, as well due to the fact that all products 
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are shipped throughout the country.  To prepare for higher prices across the board, 

there are a few things you should do now, if you haven’t already.   

 

• Examine your driving habits and the condition of your vehicle.   If 

your goal is to make the most of every gallon of gas you buy, these two 

steps probably have the most potential to help you save at the pump.  

 

• Review each of the other areas of your budget.   It’s always a good idea 

to do this regularly because it can help you identify and eliminate wasteful 

spending, generating extra cash for your next visit to the gas station.  And 

depending on where you live, you should probably begin planning now for 

next winter’s higher home energy costs. 

 

For today, let’s deal with you and your vehicle.  Experts agree that, for most 

people, the best way to reduce the cost of operating your car is to change the way 

you drive.  What kind of savings can you expect?  That depends on your current 

driving style and the kind of car you drive, but, by using the reasonable 

recommendations that follow, you might be able to improve your fuel economy by 

as much as 37%.  Even if your results fall a bit short of that mark, our advice can 

help the average driver save dollars, not cents, and you can actually adopt most of 

these changes without too much difficulty. 
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1. Drive slower.  Despite myths to the contrary, your car is much more 

efficient at 55-60 mph than it is between 65 miles per hour and beyond, when wind 

resistance and other factors make your engine work much harder.  The amount of 

time you save by driving at 65 (or faster) can usually be offset by planning to leave 

a bit earlier.  According to the Federal Trade Commission, each 5 mph you drive 

over 60 mph is like spending an extra $0.20 per gallon for gas.  In tests conducted 

by Edmunds.com, the respected online resource for all things automotive, an 

average savings of 12% was achieved simply by driving the speed limit. 

 

2. Pay better attention to the road.   Avoid jackrabbit starts and stops 

by driving more gently.  Anticipate changes ahead, like red lights, by braking earlier 

and coasting, avoiding having to bring your car to a complete stop whenever 

possible.  Unlike their foreign counterparts, Americans are notoriously inattentive 

behind the wheel, preferring to multi-task when they should be focused on their 

driving.  Ever wonder why European cars have so few cup holders?  They’re 

watching the road. 

 

3. Avoid excessive idling.  It’s well established that modern cars don’t 

need more than a few moments to warm up in winter, the scenario that used to 

anger many environmentalists. They were right, of course, but urban commuters 

could benefit from reducing the amount of time spent at idle during every month of 

the year, and save gas in the process.  This can be tricky in bumper-to-bumper 

traffic, but it’s often possible there, too, and it makes particular sense for cars with 

bigger engines, which waste more gas at idle than smaller vehicles.  (And a special 

Driving as if Your Budget Depends on It  6/19/2008 
A publication of Cambridge Credit Counseling Corp. Page 3 



note for certain skeptics: It is a myth that it takes more gas to start your car than 

to let it idle for a minute.  Modern technology allows cars that are already warm to 

start more efficiently.)  The bottom line? If you know you’re going to be kept 

waiting and it’s safe to do so, shut off your car’s engine.  You’ll pollute less and 

save gas every time you do it.   

 

4. Use cruise control on the highway.  Again, safety is a 

consideration, since cruise control shouldn’t be used when traffic is heavy, nor 

should you use it on hilly terrain.  There, the engine will end up downshifting to 

maintain speed instead of making use of downgrades to build speed for the next 

incline.  Those situations aside, cruise control will save much more gas than you 

think - an average of 7% according to some sources, depending on model and your 

usual driving style. Using cruise control eliminates your natural tendency to vary 

the amount of pressure you exert on the gas pedal, resulting in a smoother, more 

efficient ride.  It will also encourage you to take more notice of the traffic and 

terrain further in front of you, which wouldn’t hurt (see #2). 

 

5. Remove excess weight from your vehicle’s trunk.  It’s believed 

that every extra 100 pounds in weight results in a 2% loss in fuel economy.  The 

smaller the car’s engine, the greater the effect that extra burden will have on it.  

The bottom line?  Keep the spare tire and jack, but take out the golf clubs and 

other items until you actually need them. 

 

 

Driving as if Your Budget Depends on It  6/19/2008 
A publication of Cambridge Credit Counseling Corp. Page 4 



6. It’s okay to drive with the windows up and the AC on.  At long 

last, one of the bitterest family arguments has been settled.  Test results were 

generally inconclusive one way or the other on this question.  With the windows 

open, the increased drag was usually enough to cancel the benefit of leaving the air 

conditioning unit off, though sunroofs almost always produced a more significant 

loss in aerodynamics.  If you’re more comfortable with the AC on, that’s fine.  The 

drain on a modern car’s engine is minimal. 

 

7. Make sure your tires are fully inflated.   The increase in fuel 

economy may not be all that significant, depending on which study you believe, but 

there’s certainly no reason to drive with under-inflated tires.  According to some 

sources, you may save as much as 3%, and there are safety considerations that 

make this a no-brainer.  Get a good tire gauge and check your pressure regularly. 

 

8. Keep up with the recommended maintenance schedule for your 

vehicle, including all tune-ups and oil changes.  Despite the pressure on your 

budget to curb spending, this is a must, since a poorly tuned engine reduces gas 

mileage by an average of 4.1%, according to U.S. government studies.  You may 

think your car is running so well that you can skip an oil change or two, but that 

can lead to disaster, costing you much more money in repairs later on.  By the 

same token, you don’t need to buy air filters every month, either. Your car’s 

computer automatically adjusts the air/fuel mixture as your filter gets dirtier.  You 

only need to change it when your manual recommends that you do so. 
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9. Remove luggage racks and carriers when not in use.  The drag 

created by these fixtures can be significant, even for modern carriers that are more 

aerodynamic in shape.  Remove them as soon as they’re empty. 

 

10. Organize your errands and consolidate as many as possible.  

Again, this is an easy adjustment to make, and, over the course of a year, one that 

can save you a considerable amount. 

 

11. Join a car pool or take public transportation, if possible.  This is 

the most difficult pill to swallow for many Americans, who would rather walk than 

give up the freedom of driving alone.  Relax.  You don’t have to commit every day 

of the working week right away.  Sharing driving responsibilities with others or 

taking the bus or train just one or two days a week will save you quite a bit over a 

year’s time, and you’re still free to alter your schedule as you like.  In time, most 

car poolers look forward to their days as passengers, when they can read the paper 

during their morning commute, etc.  The process also reduces road congestion and 

benefits the environment at the same time, so you can feel good about doing the 

right thing.  There are rideshare organizations and related websites in every state, 

and public transportation schedules are available from your area’s providers. (For 

an additional car pool benefit, see #15) 
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12. Shop around for the best local gas prices.  Websites like 

gasbuddy.com regularly post listings of the lowest gas prices being reported in your 

area.  If you don’t have to drive more than a few miles to get to the gas station, 

the savings will add up over time. 

 

13. During winter months, keep your car free of snow and ice.  

Taking the time to remove all of the snow and ice that has accumulated on your car 

during a storm can vastly improve your car’s aerodynamics and reduce your car’s 

weight by as much as 100 pounds or more. 

 

14. Use gas with the octane rating recommended by your car’s 

manufacturer.  Automakers recommend specific octane levels for optimal engine 

performance.  Using a gas rated higher or lower is not going to save you money 

over the long haul. 

 

15. Review your auto insurance policy.  You may want to increase the 

deductible amounts on your policy, reducing the monthly premiums you pay every 

month.  If you decide to do so, however, you would be wise to first set aside 

enough money to pay that higher deductible amount, protecting your budget in the 

event that you ever need to file a claim.  Also, if you’ve been able to reduce the 

number of miles you drive in a year to less than 10,000, you may qualify for a 

lower rate from your insurance company.  Contact them and ask about their policy.  
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Disclosures: Please note that we are NOT A LOAN COMPANY. Cambridge Credit Counseling Corp. is a VT Licensed Debt Management 
Service Provider. Our MD Debt Management Registration number is 14-42. Licensed Debt Management Service Provider: MS Debt Management License Number 12/2008. 
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ND, OH, OK, OR, PA, SC, SD, TN, TX, UT, WA, WV and WY.  Additional licensing information is available upon request.  Fees may apply for debt management plans. 
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We provide education and counseling to 
consumers in the area of financial wellness.

Call NOW for a 
FREE Consultation
1-800-CAMBRIDGE

• Pay down credit card debt
• Reduce monthly expenses  
• Budget for rising costs 

Get Out of Debt!

Don't Let Credit Card Debt 
Cost You Your Future!


