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US: Does diesel have staying power?
Now “clean,” but consumers still need convincing

March 2013

Obstacles abound

With several new diesel offerings on the market, light-duty applications 
automakers are once again testing the waters for the fuel efficient technology.  
However, automakers will have to do more than just convince US auto 
consumers that diesel is no longer a “dirty word.” 

Now clean,  but consumers still need convincing

With such benefits, one would expect that 
consumers would be lining up for diesels but is not 
the current reality for several reasons. Perhaps the 
most immediate turnoff is the sticker shock. OEMs 
have taken different pricing strategies, and while 
some have experimented with a zero price 
difference, the current premium is between $2,000 
to $5 000  depending on the application  While 

25*

Take two

It’s really not fair to compare the clean-burning 
diesel engines of today to their black smoke pluming 

to $5,000, depending on the application. While 
arguments can be made around the total cost of 
ownership of diesels, consumers generally have a 
very short attention span in terms of a payback 
period for any given technology, and will likely find 
it difficult to justify the premium.

Another key issue is the price of diesel. Global 
demand for ultra-low-sulfur-diesel (ULSD) has 
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*Number of light-duty vehicles to be 
offered in the U.S. by the end of 2013

diesel engines of today to their black smoke pluming 
predecessors of the 1980s. However, the majority of 
US consumers maintain this negative perception, 
but US automakers are hoping to shed this 
inaccurate but commonly held notion with several 
recent high-profile announcements of light-duty 
diesel applications. For starters, diesel is roughly 
30% to 40% more fuel efficient than it’s gasoline 
counterpart  meaning more miles per gallon and 

steadily increased in the US since its introduction  in 
mid-2006, though supply has remained relatively 
static.  With roughly half of the European market 
also reliant on this fuel, any significant penetration 
of light-duty diesels in the US market would more 
than likely result in a price increase, thus eroding 
the benefits of its on-road fuel efficiency.

With the continued advances in gasoline engine counterpart, meaning more miles per gallon and 
fewer fill-ups at the gas station. Another key benefit  
that few US auto consumers realize is the near mind-
blowing level of torque that comes with diesel power 
plants.  The torque level of an I4 diesel engine is 
comparable to that of a high-performance V6 
gasoline engine, while a V6 diesel can easily 
outmatch v8 gas engine. While the bulk of auto 
marketing focuses on horsepower, torque is what 

With the continued advances in gasoline engine 
technology, primarily through the addition of direct 
injection, turbocharging and micro hybridization, 
it’s difficult to foresee diesel gaining any significant 
traction in the light-duty space.  Niche opportunities 
do exist, particularly with the introduction of diesel 
into the mid and full-size pickup segments.  And 
there are also a steadily growing number of 
enthusiasts singing diesel’s praises, so automakers 
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marketing focuses on horsepower, torque is what 
truly gets you off the line and helps you pass that 
tractor trailer in the slow lane.

g g p ,
will likely remain optimistic for improved “clean 
diesel” technology.



By the end of 2013, there is expected to be an estimated 25 light-duty 
nameplates on the market with an available diesel engine option, mostly 
from European automakers. The US market will continue to see a steady 

100%

flow of new introductions, but only a small to moderate increase in market 
share is expected for diesel, primarily due to their price premium and 
historically negative perception among mainstream consumers.

Fuel Comparison: Energy Content by Fuel Type
Btus per gallon (thousands)

North America: Engine Consumption by Fuel Type
2004 – 2019 (percent share)
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US: On-Highway Diesel vs. Unleaded Fuel Prices**
2003 – 2013 YTD (monthly) (US$ per gallon)
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Source: Alternative Fuels Data Center (www.afdc.energy.gov), Autofacts 2013 Q1 Data Release     *Btu/lb **ULSD prices referenced from February 2007
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