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Forget wondering who will give you the best price, what some 
obscure automotive term means, or if you really will get 10 
L/100 km; the answers are often an internet search away.

This guide was compiled with the wisdom and transpa-
rency of the internet in the form of a notebook. It’s designed to 
answer common questions, and to get you asking important 
questions about what you really need in a new vehicle.

Why? Even the least expensive vehicles cost a significant 
amount of money, and they’re something you’ve got to live 
with everyday. Canadians are holding onto their rides for 
longer than ever—2,920 days if you keep it eight years—ima-
gine how much you’ll enjoy driving if you choose the perfect 
vehicle for you?

With 12 vehicle segments, hundreds of models, and 
thousands of trim choices (not to mention colours!), it’s 
easier than ever to find exactly what you’d like to drive. 

This guide will help you discern which attributes are 
important to you so that you’re able to make a more 
informed choice. (Please keep your pen handy and don’t be 
afraid to mark up the margins.)

We aren’t in the pockets of manufacturers or dealers, and 
we’re not going to advocate one vehicle over another. We 
are, however, passionate about helping Canadians pick the 
right vehicle for them.

Buying a car isn’t what it used to be—and we couldn’t be 
more excited about that fact. Happy motoring!

michAEl 
BAnovsky

editor, sympatico.ca 
autos

step 1

Trade      or      sell

Buying a car isn’t 
what it used to Be. 

once you’ve decided on a new vehicle, the next step is deciding what you’re going to do with your old one. many people believe it’s best to sell it 
privately, but that isn’t necessarily so. trading your car in or selling it both have pros and cons that you need to consider before making a decision.

• Trading your car is as simple as it gets. You drive in 
with one, you drive out with another. The dealer hand-
les the licensing switchover and all of the paperwork. 

• You may be able to use your trade-in as your down 
payment on a new car, or if you still owe money on 
your old car, the outstanding amount can be rolled 
into the new vehicle’s financing.

• Your trade reduces the amount of GST and/or 
HST/sales tax, depending on your province. If the 
new vehicle is $30,000 and your trade-in is worth 
$10,000, you only pay tax on $20,000.

• You might get more money for it. A dealer has to make 
money on your trade, which is reflected in what they pay 
you for your old car. Sell privately and all that profit is 
yours.

• If there’s money owing on the car, you can use the cash 
from the sale to pay off the loan. This could save you 
money over rolling those outstanding payments into new 
financing.

• The internet can make it easy to sell a vehicle. By adver-
tising online and emailing photos and information (for free 
usually), you can target people specifically interested in 
your car.

• You will likely get less money than if you sell priva-
tely. A dealer has to make a profit between buying 
your old vehicle and selling it to someone else.

• You’ll have to haggle with the salesperson over 
the trade-in price. Don’t go in without knowing your 
vehicle’s value. Visit CanadianBlackBook.com or 
AutoTrader.ca to help figure out what it’s worth.

• If your vehicle is older or a high-miler, the dealer 
won’t put it on his used-car lot. Instead, he’ll sell it to 
a wholesaler, which means you’ll be offered even less 
money for it.

• It’s very inconvenient. You have to advertise, wait for 
callers, stay home for them to see the car, haggle over price, 
wait for their decision and then handle the paperwork.

• Strangers will drive your car. Don’t release the keys until 
the registration is transferred – you could be liable for any 
incidents if the vehicle’s still in your name.

• If your old car doesn’t sell right away, and you've already 
bought the new car, you still have to insure, park and pos-
sibly make outstanding payments against it. You’re now 
carrying the expense of two vehicles.

For more CAr Buying Tips And Tools visiT autos.sympatico.ca/newcarguide
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Face it: no vehicle is going to meet 100 percent of your needs, so 
you have to determine your “must-haves” and also where you can 
compromise. Assess what the vehicle has to do for you and how 

much you can afford. On average, Canadians keep their cars for 
eight years, so think long-term. You may be considering starting 
a family in the future. Or the young children you have may fit 
into a coupe’s cramped rear seat now, but what about that teenage 
growth spurt? Also, don’t underestimate the little things, no 
matter how minor they may seem. Something you really don’t 
like on a car today, isn’t likely going to get any better with time.

Be practical, be realistic, but be true to yourself, too. If you’ve always 
wanted something sporty or luxurious, and it fits your lifestyle and 
your budget, go for it. The true value of a vehicle can sometimes be 
in how it makes you feel when you’re behind the wheel.

step 2

what you need...
or want
more than 270 different vehicle models are available 
in canada this year. Which one is right for you?

new car caTegories

suBCompACT
$13,000 +

+ Fuel efficient; easy 
to park; generally the 
least-expensive seg-
ment; good choice for a 
“first car.”

-  Small size means 
cramped quarters, 
especially in the rear 
seats; many fea-
tures are optional or 
unavailable; may have 
little resale value.

suv
$40,000 +

+ Roomy interior; some 
offer three-row seating; 
more towing and cargo 
capacity than cross-
overs; 4x4 versions 
handle trips to remote 
locations.

- Generally harder on 
fuel than a crossover; 
cumbersome in most 
urban environments; 
truck-based models 
often ride rough; luxury 
models can get very 
expensive.

piCKup
$14,000 +

+ First choice for hau-
ling and towing; wide 
range of trims from 
work truck to luxury; 
resale value is usually 
strong.
 
- Hard on fuel; full-
size are huge and 
“compact” models are 
still quite big; may not 
have as much payload 
as you expect - check 
specifications carefully.

CompACT
$15,000 +

+ Fuel efficient and 
easy to park, but 
roomier than a sub-
compact; some luxury 
brands are offering loa-
ded premium versions.

- Tight on room, 
especially for families; 
base models may be 
missing some desira-
ble features; usually 
favour economy over 
performance.

Crossover
$21,000 +

+ Bigger than a sedan, 
smaller, usually more 
efficient than an SUV 
and more space effici-
ent; some offer three-
row seating and AWD; 
their popularity may 
improve resale value.

- Third row is usually 
cramped; sporty-
styled ones often 
compromise visibility 
and cargo space; AWD 
models can be harder 
on fuel than two-wheel 
drive.

Coupe
$23,000 +

+ Quintessential sports 
car configuration; 
often packed with all 
the latest technology; 
driver-oriented interior; 
most likely to have 
stick shift availability.
 
- Rear seat (if any) is 
usually cramped and 
tough to access; long 
doors tough to open in 
tight quarters; visibility 
is usually poor.

sedAn
$20,000 +

+ Easy access to the 
rear seat; trunk keeps 
cargo safely out of 
sight; lower height 
improves handling over 
taller crossovers.
 
- Stodgier styling 
than a coupe; not as 
roomy as an SUV or 
minivan; thirstier than 
a compact car, did we 
mention boring (in 
most cases...).

WAgon
$15,000 +

+ Four doors for easy 
rear-seat access; 
cargo capacity; hand-
les like a car, not an 
SUV; timeless styling; 
all-wheel drive models 
available.
 
- Relatively few models 
from which to choose; 
less headroom than 
crossovers and SUVs; 
cargo can’t be locked 
away securely and out 
of sight.

minivAn
$23,000 +

+ Unsurpassed for 
moving crowds of peo-
ple; car-like handling; 
extensive child-friendly 
features; huge cargo 
capacity; sliding doors 
make for easy entry.
 
- “Soccer mom” 
stigma; larger models 
cumbersome in tight 
urban settings; well-
optioned versions are 
expensive; removable 
seats aren’t always 
easy to remove.

HATCHBACK
$14,000 +

+ Smaller and usually 
more fuel-efficient than 
crossovers or SUVs; 
easy to load cargo; 
sporty models are fun 
to drive.
 
- May not be roomy 
enough for a growing 
family; cargo capacity 
suffers if rear seats 
don’t fold flat; abbrevi-
ated rear styling not to 
all tastes.

ConverTiBle
$30,000 +

+ Nothing comes close 
on a hot summer’s day 
for driving fun; retrac-
table hardtop models 
move seamlessly into 
winter; numerous 
“topless” sports models 
available.
 
- Pricier than coupe 
versions; limited rear-
seat and trunk space; 
canvas tops tempting 
to vandals; some leak 
over time.

HyBrid
$24,000 +

+ Great fuel eco-
nomy; wider range of 
models now availa-
ble; reduced carbon 
footprint; new plug-in 
models may reduce 
gasoline purchases 
dramatically.
 
- Gas savings may not 
offset higher purchase 
price; suburban and 
rural drivers will spend 
less time on fuel-
saving battery power.

eXpert 
adVice:

BRADlEy hoRn
contributing editor, 

sympatico.ca 
autos

CHeCK ouT our exTensive revieW And CompArison TesT dATABAse AT autos.sympatico.ca
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How mucH will iT cosT? your calculaTor
cars aren't cheap. the cAA estimates the 
ownership and operating costs of even a 
compact car runs on average $9,000 per 
year. you need to account for financing, fuel, 
insurance, parking, maintenance, etc...etc... 
use our chart below to calculate your real 
cost of ownership: 

a) Vehicle cost
down payment:
We've separated this out because it's an 
upfront expense, but it is important it be 
factored in. Conventional wisdom says put 
at least 20 percent down so you effectively 
pay for the car's first year of depreciation. 
This prevents an "upside down" loan, where 
you owe more than the car is worth. The 
larger the down payment the less interest 
you'll pay - lease or finance. 

monthly payment:
The monthly payment your dealer will 
calculate from the car's price, minus the 
down payment, plus charges for freight, 
PDI, taxes and interest. Lease payments are 
often presented without taxes so be sure to 
include them. 

Financing term:
This is the number of months you'll be 
making the above payment. Also called 
"amortization." 

multiply 'monthly payment' by 'Financing 
term' and add in your down payment to 
calculate the total cost of the vehicle:

e) operating costs
annual insurance 
Don’t skimp: you want at least $2 million 
in liability and collision insurance on a 
new car. If you’re in a province without 
a government-run insurance program, 
insuranceHotline.com can provide quotes. 

annual maintenance
Check the owner’s manual for scheduled 
maintenance and ask the dealer how much it 
will cost. Some vehicles include maintenance 
for a limited time. To calculate this number add 
up the maintenance costs for all the years you 
plan to keep the car (not just the years you're 
making payments) and divide it by the number 
of years you'll own the car.

annual Fuel cost
This will depend on numerous factors, inclu-
ding where you live, how much you drive and 
your driving habits. Visit Natural Resources 
Canada's website (oee.nrcan.gc.ca), for a 
rough estimate of annual fuel costs. 

annual eXtra eXpenses
Here you can factor in things like the cost
of winter tires, parking, etc. Again divide by 
the years you'll own the car, not just make 
payments.

total these up and multiply by the years 
you'll keep the car (y) :

A = C x D + B

E = (F + g + h + i) x Y

J) Working total 
add a and e together. 

H) Future Value

Visit canadianBlackBook.com to 
calculate this, i.e what your car will be 
worth when it's time to sell.

i) cost oF oWnership
subtract h from J and you have the total 
cost to own this vehicle. divide 'i' by the 
number of years or months you plan to 
own you new car to figure out annual or 
monthly costs. 

h = 

i = j - h

j = A + E
start
here

step 3

prinT oFF exTrA Copies oF THis WorKsHeeT AT autos.sympatico.ca/newcarguide

B)

F)

g)

h)

i)

c)

d)
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Buy lease Balloon

Buying a vehicle means you own it. When you lease, you’re paying to use it (much like renting) and essentially 
making monthly payments on its depreciation. At the end of the lease, you can either buy the vehicle outright 
or move into another, newer model.

The lease includes a finance charge (interest on the money the leasing company spent to buy the vehicle on 
your behalf) and you also need to account for sales tax on your monthly total.

Balloon financing is a relatively new payment option and is similar to leasing, but you own the vehicle. You 
can return it, pay it off or refinance at the term’s end, but you can also sell or trade it at any time.

leasing vs buying

leasing Terminology

lesson number one here: Don’t just look at the monthly payment. Research all the 
factors to determine which route is best for you.

Leasing may cost less per month, but it isn’t always the 
better financial choice. Before you sign, make sure you 
know about any extra charges.

Upfront you’ll be charged an acquisition fee for the 
leasing company’s administration charges. While sales 
tax is charged only on your monthly payments, at the 
end of the lease you’ll be taxed on the residual value of 
your car if you buy it out.

You will be restricted in the number of kilometres 
you can drive and will be charged a fee, usually a few 
cents per kilometre, if you go over your limit. These fees 
can add up very quickly. If you know you’ll exceed your 
limit, ask about “buying” extra kilometres at the begin-
ning, which will probably be much cheaper.

You don’t own a leased vehicle, but you have to look 
after it. You will be responsible for the cost of repairs or 
servicing if the maintenance isn’t done regularly, or if the 
vehicle is returned with excessive wear-and-tear. The lea-
sing company’s definition may be radically different from 
yours, so before you return the vehicle, have it thoroughly 
checked. It will undoubtedly cost less to do any repairs or 
cleaning yourself than have the leasing company do it and 
send you the bill.

Your insurance premiums will probably be higher than 
if you bought the car because the leasing company that still 
owns your car wants repairs done to their specifications. 
Make sure too, that you have “gap” insurance in case the car 
is stolen or written off. It covers the difference between what 
the car is worth and what you 
owe on it which has to be paid 
to the leasing company.
And if you have to terminate 
the lease early for any reason, 
expect to pay a penalty if 
you can’t find someone to 
take it over. Companies like 
leasebusters.com can be a 
big help here.

monthly lease payments are typically 
lower than purchase payments, but there 
are several things to consider before you 
commit.

Lease Letdowns

mAtt BuBBERs
staff reporter, 
sympatico.ca 

autos

residual Value: 
The vehicle's estimated value at the end of your 
lease. It's used to calculate your monthly pay-
ments and how much you'll pay to buy the car at 
the lease's end if you choose to. 

security deposit: 
An up-front fee to cover excess wear-and-tear, 
refunded if the vehicle is returned in good 
condition. 

closed-end (walkaway)lease: 
The leasing company agrees to absorb the 
vehicle's depreciation, but in return you have to 
stay within the mileage limit and handle the car's 
maintenance over the term of the lease. If this is 
done, when the lease ends, you simply return the 
vehicle with no other costs. 

open-end lease:
These are rare today, but it's an agreement that 

says you'll pay the difference between the agreed 
upon residual value and your vehicle's actual mar-
ket value at lease end. This type of leasing is often 
used for commercial purposes, because it gives 
higher or even unlimited mileage.

capital cost reduction:
A down payment or trade-in applied against the 
vehicle's price upfront that reduces the overall 
cost and lowers monthly payments.

Pros

cons

• Often little or no down 
payment and usually lower 
monthly payments versus 
financing. 

• You always have a new 
car that's under the factory 
warranty. 

• When the lease ends, 
return the car to the dealer 
and walk away, unless you 
decide to buy it.

• Insurance is usually lower 
than a lease because of 
higher minimums.

• You'll own the car one 
day and be free of car 
payments.

• You can accumulate as 
many kilometres as you 
like and don't need to worry 
about excess wear and tear 
and cosmetic blemishes.

• Keeps your monthly 
payments low...similar to a 
lease.

• Good option if you can't 
afford a large down pay-
ment .

• When your first loan 
period expires, you can 
re-finance the balance 
owing and make monthly 
payments again.

• Must take good care of the 
car or you'll have to pay for 
wear and tear and mileage 
overages.

• You are locked into a fixed 
ownership period. You can't 
break a lease without penalty 
or finding someone to take it 
over (leaseBusters.com). 

• May require more insu-
rance coverage resulting in 
a higher premium. 

• May require a cash 
down payment, meaning a 
high initial out-of-pocket 
expense.

• You could end up in an 
"upside down" loan. i.e.: 
towards the end of the loan, 
you owe more money on 
your car than it's worth.

• Cars are depreciating 
assets - you might not want 
to allocate more monthly 
cashflow to payments than 
is absolutely necessary. 

• Pay a little now, but you 
need to make one last major 
payment at the term's end.

• You are committing to buy 
your car at the end of the 
ballon payment period whe-
ther you want it or not. 

• If you refinance that large 
end amount you may end 
up stretching payments out 
7-10 years to finally own the 
vehicle.

eXpert 
adVice:

HAve quesTions? AsK our experTs AT Forum.autos.sympatico.ca
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getting 
the Basics 
down

interior
You’re spending all your time here: make sure it 
works for you. Check that you can get in and out 
easily without hitting your head. Consider how the 
seat will feel after an hour or two. You’re looking 
for good support in the seat cushion and back, not 
just soft foam. Put on the seatbelt and make sure 
it doesn’t cut across your neck (most are height 
adjustable today). Check the visibility all the way 
around and the mirror positions. Make sure you 
can adjust the seat so you can push all the pedals 
to the floor without sitting too close to the airbag ( 
you should be approx. 25 cm away).

Get in the rear seat to check legroom. Tight 
quarters might be fine for small children, but not 
if they grow into teenagers while you still own the 
car. If you regularly transport elderly passengers, 
see if it will be easy for them to get in and out. If 
the seats fold, see how flat they actually go, and 
how difficult they are to reconfigure. Seats that 
only lean forward instead of folding flat will cut 
down on cargo capacity. Check the size of the 
trunk or cargo area. Make sure the lift-over isn’t 
so high that it’s hard to load items.

Check the small-item storage for your phone, 
coffee cup and navigation device so they’re 
handy.

n.V.h
That's N.V.H. as in Noise, Vibration and 
Harshness. Turn off the stereo and listen to the 
car. You’re on the hunt for such things as an 
engine that’s too loud or buzzy, excessive road 
noise or wind whistles, squeaks and rattles, vib-
ration, or a droning exhaust. There will be some 
suspension noise on a bumpy road, but watch for 
really hard banging over bumps and potholes.

Each type of vehicle will have its own characte-
ristics, so be fair in your assessment and listen for 
noises beyond what’s expected of the segment. 
An economy car’s engine will get noisy when you 
accelerate hard, and a sports car’s exhaust will 
growl, but neither one should rattle your teeth 
when you’re sitting at idle. 

ride
The ride will depend on the type of vehicle you 
test, so assess it for what it is. You want to weed 
out those models that aren’t up to the standards 
of their segment, while finding those that match 
your definition of a comfortable ride. With SUVs, 
a true truck-based 4x4 is going to ride much 
firmer than a car-based all-wheel drive model. 
Even a luxury vehicle should have some degree 
of firmness, since a too-soft ride compromises 
handling. Assess how you’ll use the car, too. A 
kidney-jolting performance car will be great fun 
on a twisty road, but can you live with it if it’s 
going to be your daily driver? 

acceleration
You may want a small engine for fuel economy, 
but don’t discount the importance of being able 
to accelerate. No, you’re not street racing, but 
you need enough power to safely merge onto 
the highway, pass at speed, and be able to get 
out of trouble if something’s coming your way. 
If you carry lots of passengers all the time, a 
too-small engine will strain. Increasingly, more 
automakers are turbocharging their smaller 
engines – not making them into performance 
cars, but producing useful torque with smaller-
engine fuel consumption while still running on 
regular-grade gasoline.

handling
Like ride, handling characteristics will vary with 
the type of vehicle you test, but all of them should 
meet several basic requirements. The steering 
wheel should turn smoothly and with no free play 
before the front wheels start to move. The car 
should turn in a smooth arc, rather than a series 
of jerky movements. At higher speeds, the front 
end shouldn’t feel “floaty,” as if the tires aren’t 
firmly planted on the road, and the car shouldn’t 
hop sideways when going over bumps. On the 
highway, you shouldn’t have to keep correcting 
the steering to stay in a straight line. Check the 
turning radius: if it’s too wide, it will be difficult to 
manoeuvre the car or park it in tight spots.

controls
All controls should be easy to reach without moving 
your hands too far from the steering wheel. Simple 
is better: you shouldn’t have to take your eyes off 
the road to find the right button. Switches and dials 
should move smoothly and not feel or sound cheap. 
Buttons for the cruise control, Bluetooth telephone 
and stereo are often available on the steering wheel.

Watch for frequently-used items that are difficult 
to access. Seat heaters and climate modes should 
be readily-available buttons, and not on a page 
that you have to find in the computerized screen 
functions. If possible, check the car out in a dark 
area to see if you like the instrument cluster lighting 
and if night driving will be to your liking. Remember, 
today’s cars with lots of computer screens and 
controls have a learning curve.

saFety
All new light vehicles in Canada must have two 
front airbags, and as of the 2012 model year, 
standard Electronic Stability Control (ESC), which 
includes an Anti-lock Braking System (ABS). 

Front seat side and curtain airbags aren’t manda-
tory, but are included on most models as standard 
or optional equipment. Look for vehicles that have 
active front head restraints, which move forward 
in a rear-end collision to help prevent whiplash. 
Some models also have standard or optional front 
seat knee airbags and rear seat side airbags. If you 
have kids, the latter is not recommended due to the 
injuries a deploying airbag can cause.

Tires are the most important safety item on any 
vehicle, but remember large or unusual wheel sizes 
can make them very expensive to replace too. Find 
out if winter tires are readily available and how 
much replacement tires cost. 

The most critical aspect in driving a new car 
is finding the right seating position. To be 
comfortable and have full control, you have 
to be seated correctly.

Start by adjusting the seat so you can 
depress the pedals without fully extending your 
legs. This is for control, but also safety. In an 
accident with your leg straight, broken bones 
are likely. Don't forget some cars have 
adjustable pedals. Now change the seatback 
angle so you can reach the wheel with your 
elbows bent. Ideally, the car you're driving has 
steering adjustment for both height and reach. 
I usually pull the wheel as close as possible, but 
25 cm is a safe distance. If you can't sit this far 
back and still safely operate your vehicle, you 
may be eligible to have the airbag deactivated .

Depending on your height, you may have to 
adjust the seat height substantially to ensure the 
best sightlines in all directions. Don't forget to 
set the mirrors before you head out, too.

With each car I test, the first impressions I 
gather are focused on its steering, brake 
pedal feel and throttle response. Those are 
the fundamental aspects that have me ask 
myself, "Can I live with a car that drives like 
this everyday?"

Think about whether the steering provides 
enough feedback and whether it feels too light 
or too heavy both on the highway and in a 
tight parking lot. When you step on the 
brakes, does the car react smoothly or are the 
brakes grabby? Is the throttle easy to modulate 
or is it abrupt or too slow?

As you test your chosen vehicles, be sure to 
experience them 
in similar driving 
situations that you 
encounter 
regularly. Even 
better, drive them 
on familiar roads. 
It's the best way to 
evaluate each in 
"real world" 
settings.

unless you’re just buying a car to look at it, an extensive test-drive is essential.

our road tester and racer on how he 
tests 75-plus cars a year.

TesT drive liKe a Pro

eXpert 
adVice:

BRiAn mAksE
resident racer, 

sympatico.ca 
autos

step 4
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car name car name car name car name

styling/appearance:

perFormance:

Vehicle dynamics:

Quality

Exterior

Interior

occupant 
enVironment:

noise/ViBration/
harshness

Driver Position/Ergonomics

Visibility

Roominess/Comfort/Access

Convenience/Entertainment 
Features

Throttle Response

Engine Smoothness/
Refinement

Transmission/Drivetrain

Ride Comfort

Steering

Handling

Braking Feel/Effectiveness

additional 
comments:

pros:

cons:

your TesT drive cHecKlisT
rate From 1-10

total
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Depending on the auto manufacturer, options can be purchased separately, bundled 
together as a package, or added with each successive trim level. Consider the pros and 
cons when you’re checking off the list, since ordering numerous options can send your 
new car's price soaring. In some cases, if you’re adding enough to your purchase, you 

might be better off looking at the next model up. However, options aren’t a bad thing: 
they can increase your level of satisfaction with the vehicle, and popular ones might 
improve the car’s desirability and its resale value when it’s time to trade. And, of course, 
there’s nothing wrong with ordering something just because you’ve always wanted it...

Bigger engine
Many models offer a choice of 
four- or six-cylinder engines, or 
six- or eight-cylinder engines. As 
a rule, the larger engines will be 
less fuel-efficient. They’ll also cost 
more to buy, especially since they’re 
often bundled with several standard 
upscale features that are optional or 
unavailable with the smaller engine. 
The larger engine may also be 
necessary if you want to upgrade to 
all-wheel drive.

On the other hand, a larger engine 
may be a better choice in a heavy 
vehicle, or if you’re consistently 
carrying a lot of passengers or cargo. 
A smaller engine may not perform 
satisfactorily and may even use as 
much or more fuel as it works harder 
to move the load.

Some manufacturers are now 
offering turbocharged engines that 
are smaller than the naturally-aspi-
rated choice, but which produce 
more power and get the same or 
better fuel efficiency. They’ll pro-
bably cost more initially, so do the 
math and determine if you’ll make 
back the difference with the fuel 
savings.

Bodykits/spoilers
If you’re looking at a six-figure 
exotic super car, order the gnarliest 
combo the company offers, and 
then go to the track and have 
some high-speed fun. If you’re 
considering pretty much any other 
vehicle though, these add-ons are 
really just about looks. Given the 

importance of fuel economy as a 
selling point these days, chances 
are very good that if body panels 
dramatically improve the aerodyna-
mics, they’re probably already part 
of the standard design.

Some kits considerably reduce 
the car’s ground clearance. These 
tend not to look quite as nice 
once they’ve been smacked into 
parking lot curbs or snowbanks. 
And if you’re buying a 4x4, what’s 
the point of getting great off-road 
clearance and then putting plastic 
parts in the way?

Spoilers on sedans are mostly 
for show, but they can be a valu-
able add-on to a hatchback or 
minivan. They reduce air turbu-
lence, which in turn can substan-
tially reduce the amount of rain 
or mud that splashes up onto the 
back window in bad weather.

in-car 
entertainment
Just about every vehicle comes 
with a decent stereo these days, 
but that’s not enough for most 
drivers. Depending on the vehicle, 
available options may include 
DVD players, upgraded speaker 
systems, satellite radio, hard disc 
stereos that can store music, stre-
aming audio and even in-car WiFi 
connections that can be shared 
among passengers’ devices.

The DVD system may be moun-
ted in the roof, in the front-seat 
head restraints, or as a flip-up 
screen on the rear of the centre 

console. Dual-screen systems can 
mean two separate screens or one 
that “splits” into two views. These 
may be preferable for multi-child 
families, since two movies, or a 
movie and video game, can be 
played at the same time.

Check to see that you’ve got all 
you need. Some USB ports work fine 
with your iPod’s standard cable, while 
others will require you to purchase a 
special cable for the player to inter-
face properly. Some manufacturers 
include satellite radio pre-wiring as 
standard equipment, but you have to 
order the subscription separately. 

naVigation
The days of stopping to ask for 
directions are long over. In-dash navi-
gation units and alternatives each 
have pros and cons. Portable units 
cost less and can be moved between 
vehicles, but you need a place to 
stick them. In-dash units are more 
expensive, but there’s no clutter and 
theft is far less of an issue.

Check in-dash systems for ease 
of use. Touchscreen systems tend 
to be simpler and quicker than those 
that require you to use a controller 
to find and type in each letter. Voice-
activated systems will let you input 
information while driving, which can 
be handy if you need to add a desti-
nation once you’ve already entered 
the highway. Many systems limit 
what you can enter manually when 
the vehicle is moving.

Even more avant-garde are sys-
tems that let you upload a pre-selec-
ted route to your car from your home 
computer or call an operator through 
the vehicle, give your destination, 

and directions are downloaded and 
relayed to you through the stereo 
speakers and instrument cluster. 
The latter will require you to pay for a 
renewal once the initial subscription 
runs out.

sport package
Auto manufacturers use the 
“sport package” name to describe 
numerous options, and while some 
will actually improve the car’s 
performance, many of them simply 
make it look sportier. Not that there’s 
anything wrong with that, but be sure 
you know exactly what you’re getting.

Sporty-looking options can 
include larger wheels or a different 
wheel design, body kits, diffe-
rent grilles, and metallic or faux 
carbon-fibre interior trim pieces. 
Items that can improve the driving 
experience include sports seats, 
aluminum pedals, lap timers and 
stopwatches, sport-style steering 
wheels and shifter knobs, and on 
cars with automatic transmissions, 
paddle shifters. 

True performance options are 
generally reserved for sportier 
models. These can include perfor-
mance tires, lightweight carbon-fibre 
panels, racing-derived ceramic 
composite brakes, cold air intakes and 
adjustable sport suspensions. 

Options that actually change the 
vehicle’s performance are a must if 
you’re planning on taking your car 
to the track, but if you're just hea-
ded for the street, check how much 
it’ll cost to replace those expensive 
tires or brakes when they wear out.

wHaT oPTions sHould you geT?

step 5
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luXury Features
These range from relatively simple 
features, such as leather upholstery, 
to such items as massaging seats, 
refrigerators and power-closing 
doors. What constitutes a “luxury” 
will largely depend on the vehicle. 
A $1,000 option is barely a blip on 
a $100,000-plus sports car, but it 
could be more than five percent of a 
compact car’s sticker price.

If you drive a lot, comfort features 
can really help improve the daily 
commute. Dual-zone automatic 
climate control, heated and cooled 
seats, and a power-sliding sunroof 
can all add considerably to your 
comfort level – and while money 
can’t buy happiness, it can make 
sitting in traffic a bit easier to take. 
For the more exotic and expensive 
options, think about how often you’ll 
actually use them and what alterna-
tives you have. How many times can 
you stop and buy a cold drink for the 
price of a $900 in-car refrigerator? 
Remember, too, that pricey items 
might turn off a buyer at resale time 
if he fears they’ll be expensive to 
repair out of warranty.

all-wheel driVe & 
Four-wheel driVe
All-wheel drive and four-wheel 
drive share the common trait of 
endowing a vehicle with power 
from more than just two wheels 
– but that’s where most of the 
similarities end. By and large, 
AWD systems are designed for 
maximizing on-road traction – in 
the wet and dry – not beating down 
a rugged trail. Even here, there are 
two types of systems: ones that 

power all wheels all the time and a 
reactive design. The latter’s more 
fuel-efficient because it normally 
turns just two wheels until extra 
traction’s required.

4WD, on the other hand, is for 
tough terrain and heavy towing 
usage. It’s often more interactive with 
activation required from the driver. 
The 4WD mechanical bits are also 
more robust (and heavier) to deal with 
the hard work the system faces. You’ll 
hear terms like ‘locking differentials,’ 
and ‘two-speed transfer cases.’ These 
parts are generally ordered as indivi-
dual components according to  your 
needs, so do your research here.

trailer towing 
package
Factory towing packages are much 
more than just a hitch. When an 
automaker puts a hitch on a new 
vehicle, it will likely also bolt in other 
upgraded components, such as a 
larger radiator, an oil cooler, a heavy-
duty alternator, a stronger battery 
and wiring connections for your 
trailer’s lighting, etc. These items 
mostly compensate for the added 
heat and strain that a trailer will put 
on a vehicle that is towing, but do add 
weight and dial down fuel economy.

With this in mind, when 
purchasing a vehicle that will be 
towing, it’s wise to have the factory 
install these items. Typically they 
will come as a “tow package” and 
the cost will include all the items 
mentioned. Bonus: they’re all 
covered under warranty.

Once you pass the 3,500 lbs. 
threshold for towing, trailer brakes 
are a requirement in most of North 
American and as such must be pow-
ered and controlled by an on-board 
brake controller. Again, this is an 
item that is available in the aftermar-
ket, however more and more manu-
facturers are now offering integra-
ted controllers as part of their tow 
packages. Because this feature also 
comes with the complete, installed 
wiring harness – it too is a must and 
well worth the cost.

tech tantrums
Good for kids. Bad for mom and dad.

It was recently announced that Toyota and Microsoft will introduce 
“telematics” to vehicles via cloud computing capabilities. What does 
this mean for car owners? They’ll be able to livestream music into their 
car and connect to the internet for information and entertainment. 

Sure, this advancement is great, but as the mother of four, I would 
be more impressed if companies teamed up to get more information 
and noise out of my car, and into a cloud way, way above the roof of 
my often discombobulated and rollicking van. (When my van is a 
rocking, it’s generally because two kids are beating each other up). 
More music streaming into the car, for example, is only a good thing 
if it’s music I want to listen to. I still can’t talk about the road trip fea-
turing the stylistic sounds of Mary Kate and Ashley for 10-12 hours. 
Do you see where I’m going here?   

Also, with sweeping legislation about smartphones and driving, 
these new technologies will either require a permanent co-pilot or 
many roadside stops to legally and fully take advantage of these 
admittedly fantastic features. Of course 
you could ask the three-year-old in the seat 
behind you to takeover, but then Bieber is 
but a keystroke away.

With the ability to livestream Google 
into the car too, the days of pretending to 
know everything about landmarks passed 
will be long gone for dads. There’s really 
nothing more annoying than a child using 
actual facts to prove you wrong.  

All this to say that sometimes technology 
needs to live in the cloud… and out of my car.

eXpert 
adVice:

kAthy
BuckWoRth

contributor
sympatico.ca 

autos
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Your best strategy is going into a dealership knowing how much you should be 
paying for your next car. Websites such as CarCostCanada.com, the Automobile 
Protection Agency (ApA.ca), Consumer Reports (CrCanadaCars.org) and even 
the manufacturers’ websites should give you an idea of what the bottom line 
should be (some sites will charge for these services).

From these resources, determine the price you are willing to pay and then nego-
tiate. A trade-in or financing method should only change the final figure, not the 

new car’s price, so come to a deal before you talk about these. If the salesperson won’t 
meet your price, don’t be afraid to walk away. You can always come back if necessary. 
You may have to accept the original offer, but at least you know you did your best.

The dealer has to make some profit on the deal, though. Treating them with 
respect will go a long way toward establishing a good relationship, which will work 
in your favour in the future when you’re getting your car serviced, seeking warranty 
repairs or purchasing your next one.

geTTing THe besT deal

step 6

Bill oF sale
Warranty Effective Date:
Make sure this is the same date as when you take 
delivery of the vehicle. The warranty clock starts 
ticking from this day.

MSRP: 
Manufacturer’s Suggested Retail Price. 
“Suggested” is the key word here: the dealer is free, 
within reason, to sell the car for more or less than 
the MSRP.

Pre-Delivery Expenses: 
Charged by the dealer to cover the cost of getting 
the car ready for delivery: removing the shipping 
wraps, pre-delivery inspection, cleaning it and 
filling it with gas. You may have some room for 
negotiation here.

A/C Levy: 
Ottawa charges a $100 “environmental fee” for 
your air conditioner. This is paid by the manu-
facturer and passed along to you. If you’re buy-
ing an entry-level car without A/C, make sure 
you’re not charged.

Net Price: 
If you’ve traded in a vehicle, its value will be deducted, from your new car's price and you only pay tax on the 
difference. Any down payment you’ve made doesn’t reduce your tax, however.

Trade-In Record: 
The information on the vehicle you’re trading in. 
If there is no damage on it, make sure that fact is 
written in. Don’t leave it blank.

Options and Extra Equipment: 
These are the extras that you’ve added on the 
option list. Any environmental levies set by your 
province are usually included here too.

Freight: 
Charged by the auto manufacturer to cover getting 
the vehicle from the factory to the dealer. It’s aver-
aged across Canada, so it’s the same price whether 
you live beside the auto plant or on the other side 
of the country. If it’s an in-stock unit, though, you 
might be able to haggle somewhat on this.

Administration Fee:
What the dealer charges for the paperwork: licen-
sing the car (although you pay the cost of your 
plates separately), processing any financing or insu-
rance, registering the warranty, etc. This is another 
place where you can negotiate.



c a r  b u y i n g  m a d e  e a s y

Autos.sympAtico.cA |  11 

This is where you’ll be offered financing, service plans, extended warranties and other 
services and accessories. Some of them may be of use to you, but ordering them at this 
stage will mean paying a premium for the convenience. 

You’ll be introduced to the business manager, who needs to see you to “verify some 
figures.” Your salesperson will now disappear. You’re sitting across from someone 
whose job it is to “upsell” the deal you’ve made. Remember:
- Unless you’re planning on dealer-arranged financing, you’re under no obligation to 
visit the business office, no matter what the salesperson tells you.
- You are not required to say how much you are willing to spend for monthly payments 
before the financing terms are calculated. 
- The manufacturer’s warranty is not dependent on you purchasing extended warranty 
or other items such as rustproofing. You are not required to purchase an extended 
warranty even if the length of financing exceeds that of the manufacturer’s warranty.
-You’ll probably also be offered “vehicle protection,” including rustproofing, fabric 
and paint protection, and theft protection, which etches identification numbers on the 
glass. You’ll pay a lot for these items, which cost the dealer very little, but if they’re a 
must-have for your lifestyle, weigh the cost versus benefit.

There are pros and cons to extended warranties. They take the sting out of major 
repairs, and if you plan to sell your car privately in the future, the extra-long war-
ranty makes it more appealing (make sure it’s transferrable though and find out if 
there are any costs to do so). Most require a deductible for each repair, so include 
that in your calculations: a $100 deductible over five repairs ups the cost of your plan 
by $500. If you roll the plan into the financing, you’re paying interest on it, too.

If you buy one, we recommend the manufacturer’s plan. Third-party war-
ranties may be cheaper, but they usually have numerous restrictions, including 
repair preauthorization and very specific maintenance – we’ve seen claims 

refused because the oil change was 20 kilometres overdue. Every dealer has to 
honour its manufacturer’s extended warranty, but aren’t required to accept third-
party contracts, and you may have to pay up front and wait to be reimbursed.

It’s far more important to know what the plan doesn’t cover than what it 
does. See what parts, fluids, seals or labour you’ll have to pay for yourself. 
Make sure the plan starts only when the manufacturer’s warranty ends, so 
you’re not paying for double coverage. Don’t pay big bucks for towing and 
rental coverage if you have auto club service like CAA or if you can grab a cab 
when your car’s in the shop. 

The financing will be through a bank, finance company or the auto manufacturer’s 
own financing division. The dealer will likely add a percentage or two to the inte-
rest rate for its profit, although the terms may still be favourable enough to work 
for you.

On the pro side, you don’t have to arrange your own loan, and if zero percent 
financing is offered, it could work in your favour (though you’ll probably need a 
near-perfect credit score to qualify). On the other hand, you may be able to get a 
better rate on your own – the dealer isn’t going to shop around for the best rate. 
You’ll also have to hand over your personal financial information to the dealership.

Never go in without a copy of your credit score, and make sure the rate offered 
is in line with it. The better your score, the lower the cost of borrowing should be. 
Consider loan pre-approval from your bank, which you can use to finance the car 
or negotiate a lower rate on the dealer’s financing. If you’re asked how much you 
can afford to pay each month, don’t answer. That just gives the business manager a 
final figure from which to work backwards.

By now we’ll assume that you’ve made your purchase and congratulations are in order.  So, con-
gratulations!  We hope our guide has helped find the perfect car for your lifestyle and budget.

As you step into your new vehicle and prepare for your first journey together, maintenance, tires 
and fuel economy are probably the last things on your mind.  But that won’t always be the case.  
Before you know it, you’ll be ready for an oil change, new wiper blades and more.  Rest assured, 
we’ve got your back with expert advice on everything that happens between now and when you’re 
ready for your next car.  Check out autos.sympatico.ca/advice-guides for up-to-date tips that 
will save you time and money at every turn with your new vehicle.  

If you’ve got a question about a topic that we haven’t yet covered, feel free to drop us a note 
in the forum (forum.autos.sympatico.ca).  It’s completely free and our experts will answer you 
within two business days.  

We’re here to take the mystery out of car ownership so you can focus on the good stuff, like 
dropping the kids at school…

you’ll be steered into the business office after the sale is complete. 
understanding the services being presented to you is key.

they’re really just insurance policies: great if you need to use them, and money wasted if you don’t.

the dealership isn’t financing the car itself; instead, it’s arranging 
a loan for you through a third party.

Know your rigHTs Financing

exTended warranTies

enJoy and learn

step 7

mikE lynEtt
publisher, 

sympatico.ca
autos

visiT autos.sympatico.ca dAily For neWs updATes From ACross THe AuTomoTive World



Breaking news and information
on all your favourite topics


