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conducted in the laboratory. Each car is “driven” on a dyna-
mometer through a very specifi c, repeatable sequence or 
schedule. The urban schedule is more than 11 miles long. 
The highway cycle is 10 miles. (For the PM test, we drove 
120 miles through Los Angeles and 450 miles of Califor-
nia freeway.) The EPA tests include several parameters that 
seem out of step with how most people drive: Air condi-
tioners are never used; the average highway speed is 48 
mph, never topping 60 mph (far slower than traffi c fl owed 
during PM’s test); and the city cycle averages 21.2 mph, 
never topping 56 mph. But here’s the real kicker: The EPA’s 
city test schedule includes 23 stops and about 51⁄1⁄1

2⁄2⁄  minutes 
(out of 31) of idling. Since hybrid engines usually shut 
down during stops, this parameter tends to exaggerate 
hybrid mileage results.

The EPA acknowledges the problems and plans to cor-
rect them. “We are to propose changes to fuel-economy 
estimates that would go into effect for the 2008 model 
year,” says John Millett, EPA spokesman. “The numbers 
will more precisely simulate the real world.”

In the meantime, hybrid owners can come closer to the 
EPA estimates by tinkering with one variable: their own driv-
ing. Many hybrid owners told us that dashboard instrumen-

tation showing how much energy is 
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 car manufacturers may only advertise fuel econ-

omy figures provided by the Environmental Protection Bomy figures provided by the Environmental Protection BAgency. These are the numbers that are coming under BAgency. These are the numbers that are coming under Bincreasing scrutiny as hybrid car owners do their own Bincreasing scrutiny as hybrid car owners do their own B
calculations—and come away disappointed. Popular 
Mechanics found discrepancies across the board.

The EPA fuel economy guide rates the 2006 Honda Civic 
Hybrid at 49 mpg in the city and 51 mpg on the highway. 
In the Popular Mechanics test, we got 39.6 mpg in our 
urban loop and 42.7 mpg on our highway run. We con-
sider the numbers excellent for a fi ve-passenger compact 
car, but they do fall short of EPA estimates: We missed the 
EPA’s city number by 19 percent, the highway fi gure by 16 
percent. By comparison, the Civic EX we tested exceeded 
its EPA estimates for urban driving (30 mpg) by 12 percent. 
It missed its highway target (40 mpg) by 9 percent.

The Toyota Highlanders we tested missed all their 
EPA estimates. The disparity was similar in both the gas-
powered and hybrid models.

The problem here is not with the vehicles—or, it should 
go without saying, PM’s methods—but with how the EPA 
tests cars. For the sake of consistency, the EPA’s tests are 

The Power Flow
The electric motor also is a generator.
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Vehicle 
stationary

ASSISTCHARGE

ENGINE OFF

No power fl ow 
when the car is 
stopped. The 
engine is off . 

Startup 
acceleration

ASSISTCHARGE

STARTUP ASSIST

The batteries 
power the elec-
tric motor to 
assist the gas 
engine.

Low-speed 
cruising

ASSISTCHARGE

MOTOR-POWERED 
OPERATION

Under no-load 
cruising, the 
engine runs at 
idle with some 
electric assist.

Acceleration

ASSISTCHARGE

ACCELERATION 
ASSIST

During accel-
eration the bat-
teries power the 
motor to help 
the engine.

High-speed 
cruising

ASSISTCHARGE

ENGINE-POWERED 
OPERATION

To maintain 
speed, all of the 
engine’s power 
is directed to 
the wheels.

Deceleration

ASSISTCHARGE

REGENERATIVE 
BRAKING

As the car 
slows, the motor 
reverses fi elds 
to recharge the 
batteries. 
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