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Used Car Tips 
 History: Go to Yahoo or Google and type in 

“car history” to find companies that provide  

reports on a vehicle’s repair history. You can 

see if it has been in a major accident, salvaged 

or has had recurring problems. 

 

Ask for the vehicle’s service and maintenance 

records. You can see what problems it has had 

in the past and it may help predict if the vehicle  

is likely to perform well in the future. 

 

 Inspect: BEFORE you buy, take the vehicle to 

a reliable mechanic for inspection. You’ll have 

to pay for it but it may save you down the road. 
 

Ask for a written estimate of the costs to repair 

any problems and use that as a bargaining chip 

when you make your offer on the vehicle. 
 

 Warranties: You have the right to see a copy of 

the dealer’s warranty before you buy. Review it 

carefully to determine what is covered. It should 

give detailed information on how to get repairs 

for a covered system or part and who is legally 

responsible for fulfilling the terms of the war-

ranty. If it’s a third party, be sure to check them 

out with the Better Business Bureau. 
 

Better Business Bureau (Houston) 
713.868.9500, www.bbbhou.org 

 

National Automobile Dealers Association 
703.821.7000, www.nada.org 

 

 

Auctions are becoming increasingly popular. 

But you will need to remember:  

1.  Getting a warranty is rare. 

2.  You’ll need funds for on-the-spot payment. 

3.  It’s unlikely you’ll be able to test drive or 

take it to a mechanic before you buy it.  
 

Bank & Loan Companies will sell repossessed 

vehicles. The type and condition varies greatly, 

but it is possible to get a good price. 
 

Car Rental Agencies will sell off 1 or 2-year 

old vehicles usually with less than 25,000 miles. 

Good records are kept and it’s possible to get a 

limited warranty. Wear and tear varies but can 

be heavy due to the number of different drivers. 
 

Dealerships will offer “Certified” used vehicles 

meaning it has passed a dealer inspection. Prices 

are usually higher but it may come with a limited 

warranty and financing.  
 

Private Owners advertise their vehicles in the 

newspaper or online. It’s possible to get a well-

maintained car cheaper than you could at the 

dealership.  
 

Used Car Superstores offer a high-tech, no-

haggle way of buying a used car. They often 

offer warranties and financing. 
 

NOTE: In Texas, used vehicles are sold “as is” 

meaning the seller makes no promises to fix it. 
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STEP ONE: Research 
1. Time needed: Consider 

how long you need the 

vehicle. A couple of 

years or much longer? 

2. Purpose: Are you only using it 

locally to and from work or are you driving long 

distances regularly to visit family and friends? 

3. Type, size, style: Car or truck? Do you need to 

carry more than 2 people? 2 or 4-door?  

4. Features: Identify needs vs. wants. A/C is usually 

a must but an MP3 player probably isn’t. 

5. Money: Be realistic about how much you can 

afford to pay monthly (including insurance). 

6. Homework: Check prices, ratings and recalls at: 

www.nhtsa.dot.gov  www.kbb.com 

www.edmunds.com  www.autos.msn.com 

STEP TWO: Check it out 
Comfy? Is the vehicle easy 

to get in and out of? Is there 

enough headroom, legroom 

when the seat and steering 

wheel are properly adjusted? 

Exterior: Look for rust, blisters, mismatched 

paint and body panels. Open and close all doors, 

windows, and trunk - if they do not close tightly, 

this vehicle could have been in an accident. 

How large is the trunk? Do the rear seats fold 

down for extra room? Will the opening be big 

enough to fit bulky items and still close?  

Interior: Try all the accessories (radio, heater, 

A/C, and power features) to see if they operate to 

your liking. Are the gauges easy to read? 

Make sure the brake lights, headlights, back up 

lights, turn signals, windshield wipers, and seat 

belts are in good working order.  

USED Car Checklist 
Battery: Most modern batteries 

are sealed and maintenance-free 

with no removable caps. If it has 

removable caps, make sure the 

fluid covers the metal plates inside. 

Cables and terminals should be snug and free of 

corrosion. If you must clean or retighten, be 

aware when you disconnect the battery, you may 

have to re-enter a security code in the radio or 

navigation system. 

Fluids: Oil that is whitish or has white 

bubbles in it may mean that water has 

gotten into the system which could 

cause major mechanical problems.  

Check the radiator fluid; it should 

look bright green, not rusty. Look 

for leaks and stains under the car or engine and 

around hoses and valve covers. 

Tailpipe: Black, gummy soot in 

the tailpipe can mean worn rings 

or bad valves = costly repairs.  

Shock absorbers: Push down hard on a 

corner of the vehicle and release it. If it 

keeps rocking, the shocks may need 

replacing soon. 

Odometer Accuracy - Look for 

signs of odometer tampering: 

white lines between the numbers 

that don’t line up or vibration of the 

1/10 mile numbers while the car is moving.  

Water damage: Does the vehicle 

smell musty or moldy? Do the floor 

mats, upholstery or  seat belts 

show signs of being flooded?  

TIP: Remove the spare tire , if there’s rust in the wheel-

well, the vehicle may have been underwater. 

Before 

you sign: 
1) Be sure all blank spaces are 

filled in and any warranties 

or verbal promises are 

included in writing. 

2) If a deposit is required, ask whether it is 

refundable and what you would have to do to 

get your money back. 

3) Take your time to read and understand the 

entire written agreement. Ask questions and 

STEP THREE: Test Drive 
At Start up: The vehicle 

should start easily and 

without excessive noise.  

Hit the road: Take the ve-

hicle out on a variety of sur-

faces -- city street, freeway, two-lane highway, 

rough paved surfaces. How does it handle? 

Try out the acceleration (especially with A/C on) 

and hard braking. For manual transmissions, 

check the action of the shifter and clutch.  

If it has antilock braking (ABS), stamp hard on 

the brake pedal, you’ll probably feel some puls-

ing which means the system is working. 

Does the suspension absorb road irregularities 

well? Is it too soft or too hard? 

Listen for the engine, wind, and road noise. Any 

unusual vibrations, noises, or odors? These could 

mean major trouble. Finally, park the vehicle to 

check for blind spots.  

TIP: See if you can rent what 

you want before you buy one. 

You can drive it for a longer 

time and see how it has held up 

after a few thousand miles. 


