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The first Corporate Average Fuel Economy 
(CAFE) standards on automakers were 
implemented in the late 1970s. Typically 
they are expressed in miles per gallon, 
or mpg. However, in order to show how 
the standards affect fuel consumption, 
many economists explain CAFE standards 
in terms of gallons used per 100 miles, 
as shown here. They have been changed 
several times, resulting in a significant 
decrease in the number of gallons used per 
100 miles—from 5.5 gallons in 1978 to 3.3 
gallons in 2011 for cars (Figure 1).

Recently, even stricter standards have 
been established, this time under two new 
regulations. The first sets minimum limits 

for 2012 to 2014 model year cars and light 
trucks and the second for 2017 to 2025 
model years. For the first time, both fuel 
economy and the associated greenhouse 
gas emissions from vehicles will be regu-
lated by the standards, which have been 
jointly established by the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) and 
the Environmental Protection Agency.

Figure 2 captures the predicted effects 
of the new revised CAFE standards for 
cars on the two goals of reducing fuel 
consumption (gallons used per 100 miles) 
and greenhouse gas emissions (grams per 
mile). Similar standards exist for trucks. 
The greenhouse gas emissions from the 
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Figure 1. Gallons Used per 100 Miles by Cars
The impact of fuel efficiency standards (1978 and 2011) 

In
fo

g
ra

p
h
ic

1978 2011
MILES

5.5 3.3 



7

so each manufacturer faces a separate 
standard. Previously they were based on 
a single average standard for all vehicles. 
The reductions in fuel use and emissions 
are based on NHTSA predictions of car sales 
and technology adoption.

new vehicle fleet are expected to fall by 
close to 40 percent by the 2025 model year 
compared with current levels.

The standards after 2011 are based on 
a vehicle’s footprint (the area between 
the vehicle’s four wheels on the ground), 

Figure 2. Predicted Effects of the New CAFE Standards for Cars 
Gallons used per 100 miles and grams of CO2 emitted per mile

*Based on augural standards.

Source: McConnell, Virginia D. 2013. The New CAFE Standards: Are They Enough on Their Own? Discussion paper 13-14. Washington, DC: 
Resources for the Future.
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