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Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021: The Ultimate Resource for 
Smart Purchases

Buying a car is more than a simple transaction; it’s an investment that can shape your lifestyle, finances, and daily 

routine for years. In 2021, the automotive market saw an influx of new models, shifting consumer preferences, and 

evolving technology. Amid this dynamic landscape, one resource stands out for its impartial research, 

comprehensive data, and real-world testing: the Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021. This guide offers a

roadmap for navigating the complexities of car ownership, from selecting the right vehicle to securing the best

financing terms.

Whether you’re a first �time buyer, a seasoned enthusiast, or someone looking to upgrade, this article will walk you

through the most critical aspects of the guide, explain why it matters, and show you how to leverage its insights to

make a confident, informed purchase. By the end, you’ll have a clear understanding of how the guide’s data,

ratings, and recommendations can save you time, money, and headaches.

Why Consumer Reports is the Gold Standard for Car Buyers

Consumer Reports has earned a reputation for transparency and rigor. Unlike manufacturer �run publications or paid

reviews, its methodology relies on independent testing, anonymous surveys, and a large pool of real owners.

Here’s why the guide is indispensable:

•  Unbiased Data Collection: Vehicles are evaluated by a team of automotive experts who conduct rigorous 

on �road and laboratory tests, ensuring consistency across all models.

•  Owner Satisfaction Scores: The guide aggregates feedback from thousands of owners, providing a realistic 

picture of how cars perform in everyday life.

•  Reliability and Maintenance Insights: By tracking repair frequencies and costs, Consumer Reports helps 

buyers anticipate future expenses.

•  Safety Ratings: Crash test results and safety feature evaluations give you peace of mind about your and your 

family’s protection.

•  Long �Term Value Assessment: Depreciation data and resale value predictions help you gauge the total cost of 

ownership.

In short, the Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021equips you with the most comprehensive, data �driven

perspective on every vehicle on the market.

How to Use the Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021 Effectively

To get the most out of the guide, follow these steps:

1.  Define Your Priorities: List what matters most—fuel economy, safety, cargo space, technology, or resale 

value.

2.  Use the Interactive Filters: On the online platform, filter by body style, price range, engine type, and more.

3.  Compare Ratings: Pay attention to the overall rating, which aggregates safety, reliability, owner satisfaction, 

and cost of ownership.



4.  Read the Detailed Reviews: Each model’s review includes pros, cons, and a section on “What Buyers Should 

Know.”

5.  Check the “Owner Satisfaction” Section: This section highlights common complaints and praises from real 

users.

6.  Consult the “Reliability” Chart: Look at the number of problems per 100 vehicles and the average repair cost.

7.  Explore the “Safety” Summary: Verify crash test results and active safety features.

8.  Use the “Cost of Ownership” Calculator: Estimate fuel, insurance, maintenance, and depreciation over five 

years.

By systematically reviewing these elements, you can narrow down your choices to a handful of vehicles that truly

align with your needs.

Top 2021 Picks According to Consumer Reports

The 2021 guide highlights several standout models across key segments. Below is a curated list of vehicles that

consistently score high in safety, reliability, and owner satisfaction.

SUVs & Crossovers

•  2021 Mazda CX �5 – Praised for its upscale interior, sharp handling, and strong safety ratings.

•  2021 Honda CR �V – Known for spaciousness, fuel efficiency, and low maintenance costs.

•  2021 Toyota RAV4 – A reliable choice with a robust resale value and advanced safety tech.

Sedans

•  2021 Subaru Legacy – All �wheel drive, excellent safety scores, and a comfortable ride.

•  2021 Hyundai Sonata – Offers a long list of standard features and a strong warranty.

•  2021 Toyota Camry – Consistently reliable, with a smooth powertrain and good fuel economy.

Trucks

•  2021 Ford F �150 – The best-selling truck with a versatile powertrain lineup and high owner satisfaction.

•  2021 Ram 1500 – Known for a comfortable interior and strong towing capability.

•  2021 Chevrolet Silverado 1500 – Offers a range of efficient engines and a spacious cabin.

Electric & Hybrid Vehicles

•  2021 Tesla Model 3 – High safety ratings and a powerful electric drivetrain.

•  2021 Toyota Prius Prime – Combines plug �in capability with proven reliability.

•  2021 Hyundai Ioniq 5 – A futuristic design, fast charging, and excellent efficiency.

While these models are highlighted, the guide also covers many other vehicles that may suit niche needs—such as

compact cars, minivans, and luxury options. Always cross �check with your personal criteria before making a final

decision.

Financing and Leasing: How the Guide Helps You Get the Best Deal

One of the most common pain points for car buyers is securing favorable financing or leasing terms. The 

Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021 offers tools and insights that can give you a competitive edge.

Understanding Your Credit Score

Before you even step onto a dealership lot, know your credit score. Consumer Reports explains how different score

ranges affect interest rates and loan terms. A higher score typically translates to lower monthly payments.

Loan vs. Lease Decision Matrix



•  Lease: Lower monthly payments, but you’ll need to watch mileage limits and wear �and �tear penalties.

•  Loan: Higher upfront cost or monthly payment, but you own the vehicle outright after the term.

The guide provides a calculator to compare total cost of ownership for both options, factoring in depreciation,

insurance, and maintenance.

Negotiation Tactics Backed by Data

Consumer Reports offers a “Negotiation Tips” section that includes:

•  How to use the “Invoice Price” as a starting point.

•  When to negotiate on the vehicle price versus add �ons like extended warranties.

•  Best times of the month or year to buy for maximum discounts.

Armed with these strategies, you’re less likely to overpay.

Test Drive Checklist: Turning Data Into Experience

A test drive is your final opportunity to validate the data you’ve read. Use this checklist to ensure you cover all

critical aspects:

1.  Comfort & Ergonomics: Seat adjustability, steering feel, and cabin noise.

2.  Handling & Braking: Responsiveness, stability at high speeds, and stopping distance.

3.  Technology: Infotainment usability, connectivity, and driver �assist features.

4.  Visibility: Blind spots, rear �view camera, and side �view mirrors.

5.  Noise & Vibration: Road noise at highway speeds and engine vibration at idle.

6.  Cargo Space: Easy fold �down seats, trunk volume, and storage solutions.

Take notes on each point and compare them with the Consumer Reports ratings. If a vehicle falls short in a critical

area, it may be time to consider another option.

Maintenance & Warranty: Long �Term Value Matters

Even if a car is a perfect fit initially, its long �term cost can surprise you. The guide’s “Reliability” section highlights the

average number of repairs per 100 vehicles, while the “Cost of Ownership” calculator estimates future maintenance

expenses.

Warranty Coverage Overview

•  Manufacturer’s Warranty: Typically covers 3–5 years or 36,000–60,000 miles.

•  Covers major components like engines and transmissions.

•  Extended Warranty: Optional coverage that can be purchased for additional peace of mind.

Consumer Reports lists warranty durations and coverage details for each model, allowing you to factor this into

your decision.

Routine Maintenance Tips

•  Change oil and filter every 5,000–7,500 miles.

•  Replace brake pads and rotors as recommended in the owner’s manual.

•  Check tire pressure monthly to improve fuel economy.

•  Keep an eye on fluid levels—coolant, brake, and transmission.

By following these practices, you can maximize the lifespan of your vehicle and keep unexpected costs at bay.



Common Mistakes New Car Buyers Make (and How to Avoid Them)

Even seasoned buyers can fall into pitfalls. Here are some common errors highlighted in the guide and how to

sidestep them:

•  Ignoring the Total Cost of Ownership: Focusing only on sticker price can lead to higher long �term costs. Use 

the guide’s calculator to compare total expenses.

•  Skipping the Test Drive: Data is valuable, but real �world experience matters. Never skip this step.

•  Overlooking Safety Features: Advanced driver assistance systems (ADAS) can reduce accident risk. Verify 

that the model offers the features you need.

•  Neglecting Financing Options: Shop around for loans and leases; dealerships may offer promotional rates that 

are not always the best.

•  Failing to Negotiate: Many buyers accept the first offer. Use the negotiation tactics from the guide to secure a 

better price.

Conclusion: Your Roadmap to a Smart Car Purchase

In an era where information is abundant yet often contradictory, the Consumer Reports Car Buying Guide 2021

stands out as a beacon of clarity. By combining rigorous testing, owner feedback, safety data, and cost �of �ownership

analysis, the guide empowers you to make a purchase that aligns with your priorities, budget, and long �term goals.

Start by defining what matters most to you, filter and compare vehicles using the guide’s interactive tools, and don’t

forget to test drive each contender. Armed with the guide’s insights, you’ll be able to negotiate confidently, secure

the best financing terms, and enjoy a vehicle that delivers reliability, safety, and value for years to come.

Happy driving!
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