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Abstract

The following report compares the new Honda Insight, a hybrid car that is powered partially by gas and partially by electricity, to the Honda Civic. The Civic has a long-standing reputation of reliability and a strong customer base, plus it is classified as a compact car, making it a practical vehicle to compare to the Insight. 

Our research shows that the Insight excels in terms of fuel costs and environmental friendliness.  In terms of performance, the Civic tends to outdo the Insight because it is larger and has more power.  As for safety, the two cars are relatively similar, although the Civic rates slightly higher.  Determining how the Insight compares to the Civic in cost and maintenance proves to be difficult, since the Insight has not been available for long.  In the case of cost, the Insight is more expensive up front, but could turn out to save some consumers some money in the long run, depending on how much gasoline they use.  The difficulty and cost of maintaining the Honda Insight is also unknown at this point, although the report speculates that the Insight could be competitive with the Civic in terms of maintenance, if the Insight’s new technologies are as easy to maintain as our sources claim.


The conclusion of this report suggests that the Insight is a good vehicle for drivers who want an environmentally friendly alternative to traditional cars, but it does not have enough appeal to be a viable alternative for North American drivers in general.
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Introduction


The end of the Second World War was the beginning of a new era for the North American citizen.  The cause of this revolution was prosperity created by one of the largest industrial booms in history, as well as access to cheaper fuels: this was the birth of the automobile.  For the past fifty years, the automobile has helped to forge North American society.  Thanks to the automobile we are moving to suburbia, commuting to work, and travelling to distant places with more ease than before.


The road has not been without its bumps, however.  The energy crises of the seventies were the first signs of a passing age.  The price of gasoline has been increasing steadily since that time, and it is expected to continue increasing well into the 21st century (Energy Information Administration, 2001).  The cause of this price increase stems from an increase in the demand for gasoline, and also an increase in the production cost due to the increasing demand (Energy Information Administration, 2001).  The benefits of introducing compact and economy sized vehicles into the marketplace have been counterbalanced by the increased use of trucks and sport utility vehicles; there is little to no regulation on the amount of gasoline that trucks and SUVs may consume.

In 2001, Honda is introducing a new “hybrid” vehicle to the North American market, which runs on a combination of gasoline and electricity.  This report will compare the new vehicle, known as the Insight, to Honda’s flagship economy car, the Honda Civic.  The two vehicles will be compared in important areas including cost, safety, maintenance and environmental impact to determine what advantages and disadvantages the Insight has compared to traditional gas-fuelled cars.

Performance


The Consumer Guide Auto Series quoted the Civic as a "perennial Best Buy" (December 2000, p.88).  The 2001 model is the seventh generation of the Civic’s design. Honda offers 4 different versions of the Civic, but for the purpose of this report, the DX 2-door hatchback model would serve best for comparison with the Insight in terms of performance. The 5-seater DX comes equipped with a 1.6L 4-cylinder engine that delivers 106 horsepower and 136lbs/ft of torque.  There are two options for the transmission: 5-speed manual or 4-speed automatic. All models come with a sizable amount of features, including driver and passenger side airbags, power steering, and a base stereo system.  In terms of fuel economy, this model offers 28/35 city/highway mpg. (Consumer Guide, May 2000, p.92)


The Insight is the first gas/electric hybrid to appear on the North American market.  The way the car works is simple: during deceleration, the electric motor acts like a generator to recharge the car's battery, so the owner does not have to do so.  When the car is coasting or standing still, an "idle-stop" feature shuts off the engine to save fuel. (Consumer Guide, May 2000, p.92)


A 1.0L 3-cylinder gasoline engine/electric motor drives this subcompact 2-seater, delivering 73 horsepower and 91lbs/ft of torque.  The only transmission available is a 5-speed manual.  The Insight comes with nearly the same package of features as the Civic DX.  As for fuel economy, the Insight offers the best: 61/70 city/highway mpg. (Consumer Guide, May 2000, p.92)

Table 1 Summation of ratings given to the Civic DX and the Insight by the Consumer Guide Auto Series of May 2000

ASPECT
HONDA  

CIVIC
HONDA INSIGHT


Rating
Comments
Rating
Comments

Acceleration
3
Average
2
Adequate, but slow starts and passing

Fuel Economy
5
29.1 mpg
5
56 mpg

Ride Quality
3
Smooth, absorbent 
3
Smooth, except over

large bumps

Steering/Handling
4

4
Quick steering, 

tires grip well

Braking
4
Above average
4
Smooth response

Quietness
4
Good, except at

very high rpm
2
Minimal wind noise but lots of external noise

Driver Seating
4
Comfortable, large windows
4
Good, high tail may

block rear viewing

Instruments/Controls
4
Simple
5
Effective layout

Room/Comfort (front)
4
Roomy
2
Fairly comfortable

Room/Comfort (back)
2
Not much leg room,

tight entry/exit
N/A
2-seater

Cargo Room
3
Spacious trunk
1
Minimal

Value for the money
5
All-round value
2
Expensive for its size and speed







TOTAL
45

34



While the ratings in Table 1 are only representative of the Consumer Guide auto tests, it is clear that preference is given to the Civic.  There are some possible explanations for this: perhaps the Civic has had a chance to improve and better itself over the years; perhaps it simply represents good value.  There is also the possibility that the attitudes of North American drivers, including the testers, had an effect on the Insight’s ratings.  Finally, the Insight has only been on the market for a year, so these ratings may be slightly premature.  A more conclusive comparison could be made in a few years when the Insight has had the chance to improve, as most cars do.


With the current information available, it is clear that the Civic is a good choice overall.  Consumer Guide says that it presents consumers with durability, practicality, and a high resale value (December 2000, p.88). The Insight, however, provides unbeatable mileage which, when combined with its environmentally friendly image, may be more important to certain car buyers. The underlying problem is that the high mileage comes through low weight and minimal soundproofing, as Alan Vonderhaar notes in his column in the Enquirer (2000). When evaluating the higher mileage of the Insight against its higher cost (by about USD 2,000), he states, "At current gasoline prices, the typical [15, 000 km per year] driver would save perhaps $500 a year in the Insight, vs. a comparable subcompact; a 4-yr payback period," (Vonderhaar, 2000). Being a gasoline engine/electric motor hybrid, the Insight is far more practical than a purely electric car, but considering its high price and relative weakness in such areas acceleration and comfort, it may not be practical for some drivers.  

Cost


The Insight is a new car, so the price is still rather high compared to the Honda Civic.  The Insight currently sells for 26,000 Canadian Dollars (Honda, 2001), whereas the Civic sells for 18,000 Canadian Dollars.  There is a significant gap between the two prices, with the Civic clearly in the stronger position.

To determine the real difference in cost, however, one must take other things into account.  The cost of gasoline is relatively high, but the cost of maintenance is still largely unknown for new hybrid vehicles like the Insight.  InsightCentral.net (2001) asserts that the largest maintenance cost to be incurred is in replacing the battery, if this is necessary. The cost to replace the battery is approximately 1,800 Canadian dollars.  The battery is covered by a warranty for eight years, but since the Insight is just being introduced to the market, it will be at least eight years before it is known if the battery will last longer than that.


The Civic has maintenance costs similar to those of most cars in its class.  This means that in terms of cost, the main difference between the Insight and the Civic will probably be the cost of fuel.  Insightcentral.net maintains a database of owner opinions on the car, and many of them have seen their fuel bill drop to one-third of what it would normally be.  This is especially relevant as the cost of gasoline is increasing by approximately 2.4% each year.  

Maintenance

Since the Insight is a hybrid its maintenance is a relatively new topic.  The Civic requires regular maintenance and routine oil changes.  The chart in Appendix A shows a detailed maintenance chart for the Insight.  There is no mention of replacing the electric motor however it must be taken into account.  It is a common misunderstanding that the Insight runs on a battery that requires changing every few years.  Actually, the Insight has an electric motor that runs on a normal battery pack that would require changing every few years; the cost for this is insignificant.  One useful feature of the Insight is that it has a warning light that alerts owners when the car needs maintenance.  Even though the Insight uses new technology, it is not too complicated to maintain.

Overall, the time spent on maintaining the Insight should not be much different from the time spent maintaining the Civic.  In terms of cost, the Insight could be cheaper to maintain because of its impressive fuel consumption, but that will not be known for certain until this vehicle has seen a few more years on the road.

Safety



Safety is an important point for most consumers.  The Insight is a compact car that is making use of new technology, which could cause safety concerns among consumers. According to Insightcentral.net, the Insight was carefully engineered with safety in mind.  It has a solid aluminum body, which has a better absorbing potential than steel.  The Insight is also equipped with state of the art side impact beams, and it has engine crumple protection that meets the 2003 American standards.  The Insight received four stars in NHTSA (National Highway Traffic Safety Administration) front-impact testing (June 16, 2001).  It also includes all standard safety equipment such as seat belts, dual front-side airbags and anti-lock brakes.

The Civic also has an excellent track record when it comes to safety.  In fact the 2001 Civic has similar features to the Insight; the major difference between the two vehicles is that the Civic does not have an aluminum body.  In spite of this difference, crash tests gave the 2001 Civic four and five star ratings for all crash tests, putting it slightly ahead of the Insight (NHTSA, June 16, 2001).

Based on the crash test results, the Civic appears to have a small advantage over the Insight in terms of safety.  However, the Insight is still a very safe car, especially considering it is the only vehicle currently classified as a “mini car” by the NHSTA.

Environmental Impact


The American Federal Transportation Commission has rated the Honda Insight as an ULEV (Ultra Low Emissions Vehicle), and as such, it produces a much lower amount of engine emission.  In fact, according to the comparisons that have been done, the Insight actually decreases emissions to a level that is one-tenth of the normal rating for LEV’s (Low Emission Vehicles), which is what the current Honda Civic is rated as.  Therefore, the Insight is obviously a much more environmentally friendly car than the Civic, not to mention traditional gas-powered vehicles in general.

Conclusion


While the Honda Insight is a much more environmentally friendly car than the Civic, it cannot decisively beat the Civic in any other category.  The cost of gasoline has been rising for some time now, so it seems possible that the Insight might eventually outdo other vehicles in terms of cost, but it is hard to determine if that will be the case. Consumers are essentially being asked to ignore the other factors, since the Insight’s only definite advantage over similar cars is its fuel economy.  It seems unlikely that North American drivers will give up the power and roominess of the automobiles they usually drive for the tiny Insight, especially considering its high price tag.


However, the Insight is new to the market, and it could improve with time.  As manufacturing and design techniques for the car become standardized, the Insight may become less expensive, more comfortable and more powerful.  Overall, the Insight does not offer enough advantages to be purchased over the Civic for the average consumer.  However, the fact that it is friendlier to the environment, and gas bills, makes the Insight a good choice for consumers that aren’t concerned about its shortcomings.
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Appendix A  Maintenance
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The following maintenance charts are from Insightcentral.net (2001).
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