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CERtIFIED used cars

Drive with
confidence
Inspections, warranties
set these vehicles apart



CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  overview

a smart Way to Drive
GEt nEW-CaR PERks WIth a usED-CaR PRICE

Today, though, there is a 
third option that falls right in 
between the two. Certified 
pre-owned vehicles are lightly 
used and thoroughly inspect-
ed, letting savvy shoppers 
save money by buying a used 
car that’s in as close to new-
car condition as possible.

PEaCE oF MInD
For many people, buying a 

used car can be one of their 
most stressful purchases 
because — let’s face it — it’s 
a bit of a gamble.

Private sellers sometimes 
offer cars with a sketchy his-
tory, even if they’re shined 
up to look beautiful for 
shoppers. Unless you’re a 
professional mechanic, it 
can be hard to tell which 
ones have been maintained 
properly and which ones are 
lemons.

Certified used cars aim to 
take away this worry in sev-
eral ways. First, they’re 
inspected for a long list of 
defects or malfunctions. 
Second, any problems that 
are found get fixed before it 
goes on the lot. And third, 

most certified pre-owned 
vehicle plans offer extended 
warranties that provide 
added protection for buyers.

When done right, a certified 
used car can make the buying 
process a better experience 
and provide many years of 
trouble-free service from a 
quality vehicle.

sMaRt BuY
While certified used cars 

are typically priced slightly 
higher than the non-certified 
variety because of the cost of 
doing inspections and 
repairs, the benefits out-
weigh the costs for most 
shoppers.

When you buy a non-certi-
fied car, chances are that it’s 
going to need some repairs 
soon after the purchase. 
They could be minor, or they 
could be very expensive, 
depending on what you dis-
cover after driving the car for 
a few weeks or months.

By getting a car that’s 
already been inspected and 
professionally repaired, 
you’re saving money and 
trouble down the road.

Years ago, there was 
only one basic choice 
when buying a car: 

new or used.
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certified pre-owned car programs aim to minimize the difference between new and used vehicles.

Questions to ask your dealer:
• Who performed the inspection?
• Who is offering the certification? Dealer or manufacturer?
• How much of the new-car warranty is remaining?
• What is the mileage or age limit for the warranty?
• Does the warranty have a deductible?
• Do you have a return policy?
• What service has been done on the car?



CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  picking tHe best

types of Plans

ManuFaCtuRER  
Vs. DEaLER

One of the most important distinc-
tions is whether the certification is 
provided by the manufacturer or the 
dealer.

Anybody who sells a car can put the 
word “certified” on it and hope to 
fetch a higher price, which is one rea-
son car experts generally recommend 
looking for manufacturer certification 
programs.

When certified by a manufacturer, 
not only is the inspection done by a 
trained, in-house expert, but it should 
be consistently applied across the 
United States. The manufacturers use 
quality control measures to make sure 
the certification is done right, because 
their warranty coverage and national 
reputation are riding on it.

Dealerships can also offer their own 
certification programs, but their qual-
ity and reputation will vary widely 
from dealer to dealer. Some are better 
than others, and warranties will typi-
cally be provided by third-party com-
panies rather than the manufacturer 
warranties like new cars come with.

LuXuRY  
Vs. stanDaRD

Certified used car programs were 
started by luxury brands, beginning 
with Mercedes-Benz in 1989. By the 
1990s, as more buyers saw the bene-
fits of buying certified cars, nearly 

every luxury car company offered a 
certified pre-owned program.

Today, the benefits of certification 
have been expanded even further. 
Every major automotive company 
offers some type of certified used-car 

program, even for budget brands.
Look closely at what each company 

offers and what perks, such as road-
side assistance or bumper-to-bumper 
warranties, are available. 

Buying certified luxury cars remains 

a popular option today, and it’s a 
trend that seems to be growing with 
each passing year. It makes sense for 
many luxury buyers because of how 
expensive premium cars can be to 
repair.

Every certified used-car program is different. Mileage and age  
limits, the complexity of the inspection and the length and type  
of additional warranty will all vary, so it’s important to shop 

around for the program that best fits your needs as a car buyer.
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picking the right certified used-car program is just as important as picking the car itself. You want it to be a good match for your 
needs.



CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  inspection

Look at the Checklist
knoW What’s BEEn tEstED BEFoRE You MakE thE PuRChasE

Buyers should dig in to the 
details of the inspection pro-
cess. Who inspected the car? 
What did they look at? What 
repairs or service were per-
formed on it?

While many certification 
programs pride themselves 
on the number of “points” in 
their inspections, the total 
number doesn’t matter nearly 
as much as what’s being 
inspected.

For example, while a manu-
facturer might tout their “200-
point inspection” as part of 
the deal, many of those points 
might be things that are obvi-
ous to a careful car shopper 
anyway. You want to make 
sure the inspection includes 
digging deep into the vehicle, 
looking under the hood and 
into all the finer points of its 
mechanical operation.

In other words, a good 
inspection will go more than 
skin deep. It should expose 
and fix problems that a buyer 
normally wouldn’t have the 
opportunity or expertise to 
evaluate on their own.

ask FoR  
FuLL DEtaILs

Ask your dealer to give you 

a complete copy of the 
inspection report. The paper-
work should tell you who per-
formed the inspection, when 
it was done, what things were 
checked, along with the con-
dition or status of each item 
on the checklist.

Try to get as much docu-

mentation about the vehicle 
maintenance as possible. This 
can be important to keep 
after you purchase the vehi-
cle, too. Knowing what prob-
lems were found, along with 
when the repairs were made, 
can help you keep it properly 
maintained over time.

GEt a hIstoRY 
REPoRt

Finally, see if you can get the 
dealer to include a vehicle his-
tory report on the car.

Many, but not all, certifica-
tion programs will offer a 
report from CARFAX or a simi-

lar provider at no extra charge. 
This can give you information 
about how many owners a car 
has had, whether it has been in 
a major accident, was flooded 
or had odometer problems, 
among other information. 

It’s a nice bonus for buyers 
who want extra peace of mind.

At the heart of every certified used-car program is one thing: the vehicle 
inspection. A good, thorough inspection gives certified used cars a big 
advantage over traditional used cars, so pay close attention to exactly 

what has been checked and what hasn’t.

Photo: courtesy of general Motors

the most important part of any certified used-car program is its inspection, something that varies with each manufacturer.
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Can You Return It? Maybe.
a sELECt FEW PRoGRaMs LEt You BRInG a CaR BaCk

For the vast majority of car purchases, though — which are much more 
important and expensive than clothing — you don’t have that luxury. Once 
you decide to buy the car, you typically can’t take it back to the dealer to 
get your money back.

A select few certified pre-owned vehicle programs make an exception to 
that policy, though, which is a good advantage if you can find it.

haRD to FInD
Return or exchange policies are extremely rare in the automotive indus-

try. Only a few brands offer them — including Mercedes-Benz, Buick, 
Chevrolet, GMC and Acura — but they aren’t necessarily offered on every 
single certified car or at every dealership. 

Like the certification process itself, each brand sets its own rules about 
which cars can be exchanged and for what period of time, typically three 
to seven days. They also have mileage limits.

If you’re thinking about buying a car with a return policy, make sure you 
know all the rules and limitations.

EXtEnDED tEst DRIVEs
Since most brands don’t offer an exchange or return option, the best 

thing to do is make absolutely sure that the car is the right one for you.
And what better way to do that than with an extended test drive?
See how much time the dealer will allow you to spend with the car 

before you settle on your purchase. Ideally, you’ll want to do more than 
the typical five-minute test drive around the block.

Some dealers have been known to let their most trusted customers keep 
a car for an afternoon, or even overnight, to evaluate it. This is rare, but it 
doesn’t hurt to ask, especially if you’ve already got a good relationship with 
the dealer.

Buying a car isn’t like buying 
anything else. If you pick up 
a sweater at the store, then 

bring it home and decide the color 
is all wrong, you can return it and 
get your money back.
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in case you change your mind, a few certified used-car programs will let you exchange a car 
after you’ve already purchased it. be aware of the limitations, though.



CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  upkeep

Built-in Extra Protection
CERtIFIED CaRs CoME WIth LonGER, BEttER WaRRantIEs

Because certified used cars 
have been inspected and 
fixed, manufacturers are will-
ing to back them up with lon-
ger warranties and better cov-
erage than other used cars, 
often at no additional charge.

Every certification program 
offers some type of additional 
warranty protection, ranging 
from simply extending the 
original new-car warranty to 
adding extra benefits on top 
of the basic warranty cover-
age.

A few even offer full, 
bumper-to-bumper warranty 
coverage for a period of time, 
even if it has expired under 

the new-car policy.
It’s important to check into 

the details about each war-
ranty, because every manu-
facturer has different rules. 
Many of them also offer 
choices of warranties, differ-
ences in policies based on 
whether the new-car warranty 
has expired or not, and 
optional upgrades that you 
can pay for.

knoW What  
It CoVERs

Every warranty will come 
with some exclusions and 
limitations. You’ll want to get 

a copy of the warranty and 
read it thoroughly to know 
what is protected and what is 
not, and for what period of 
time the protection lasts.

Pay close attention to the 
mileage limits. Most people 
will hit the mileage limit 
before they reach the vehicle 
age limit, so it can help to 
know roughly how many 
miles you plan to drive each 
year.

DoEs It 
tRansFER?

If you think you might sell 
your car before the certified 

warranty has expired, it’s a 
nice plus to find a warranty 
that will transfer to the next 
owner.

This might not matter for 
people who plan to keep their 
car long after the warranty is 
out of effect.

But, if the next owner will 
get the protection of the war-
ranty you paid for, it could be 
an excellent sales tool that 
helps you fetch a higher resale 
price at the end.

natIonWIDE 
CoVERaGE

While you might not think 

about it now, the nationwide 
coverage of a manufacturer’s 
warranty could be priceless if 
you do a lot of traveling or 
move away from your home 
in the coming years. 

Manufacturers usually offer 
to service their cars under 
warranty at any dealer across 
the United States. If you’re on 
vacation out of state and want 
to drop your car off for service 
while you spend a day at the 
beach, that shouldn’t be a 
problem.

Ask about how many loca-
tions you’ll be able to get your 
car serviced under warranty if 
it’s required later.

You can tell 
when a 
company 

believes in their 
products. They 
put their money 
where their 
mouth is.
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CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  Money

offering added Value
a QuaLItY, FuLLY REPaIRED CaR WILL saVE You MonEY

To stay in tip-top condition, every car needs ongo-
ing maintenance and repairs as it goes through its 
life. Any mechanic can tell you that deferred or 
ignored maintenance will be much more expensive 
later on, so knowing that all the proper service has 
been performed on your vehicle is critical to making 
a purchasing decision.

RECoRDs
The best way to know if a car has been properly 

serviced is to follow the paper trail. You should ask 
about any receipts, warranty records or dealer service 
documents that the vehicle comes with.

If you can’t find proof that something has been 
done on the car, you should always assume it hasn’t 
been. Making the assumption that a previous owner 
changed the timing belt on time, for example, has 
ruined many an engine.

Certified used cars should be properly maintained 
and come with some documentation to prove it.

MaIntEnanCE sChEDuLE
Every car comes with a unique maintenance sched-

ule: a list of required services at different mileage 
intervals to keep the car running properly.

Before you buy a car, make sure you look up the 
maintenance schedule for it. Not only should you 
look to make sure all the previous maintenance has 
been done on time, but you can also use it to plan 
ahead for the future.

The important thing is that you don’t skimp on the 
maintenance of your car, and you should do your best 
to make sure the previous owner did the same.

By picking a certified used car that’s had all the proper 
work done on time by professionals, you’ll save money 
over time — even if it costs a bit more up front.

One of the biggest costs associated with a pre-owned 
car is not the payment, the insurance and the  
gasoline. It’s the upkeep.
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the service performed on certified pre-owned cars is among the reasons they’re becoming so popular with buyers.



CERtIFIED usED CaRs  |  sHopping

Ease and Comfort
BY LookInG at onLY thE BEst CaRs, You’LL  
MakE thE shoPPInG EXPERIEnCE sIMPLER

A good certified used-car program is like having someone help 
you do the shopping. It weeds out all the bad or ordinary cars 
and lets you pick from the very best, the cream of the crop.

saVE tIME
Many buyers find it simpler and easier to look only at certified 

used cars when doing their shopping. When you only look at 
cars that come with a solid stamp of approval, you won’t waste 
your time driving from dealership to dealership only to be dis-
appointed that the car doesn’t meet your expectations or needs 
a lot of work.

If you do a lot of shopping around online, like most car buyers 
do, check on your favorite manufacturers’ websites to learn 
about their certification programs and any perks — such as spe-
cial financing — that are available right now.

You should also be able to see the entire inventory of certified 
pre-owned cars at your local dealers, letting you find the perfect 
vehicle that’s already been inspected and approved.

The only thing left to do should be the test drive.

PEaCE oF MInD
Finally, buying a certified used car can help you sleep at night.
When you pick a car that’s been thoroughly inspected, recon-

ditioned and sold with a solid warranty to back it up, you won’t 
have to worry about whether you made the right decision. 

There will be no second-guessing or wondering if the engine 
will blow up tomorrow. An inspector has already checked it out. 
Even if your car did break down, it should be covered under a 
warranty, so there’s no financial worry.

By shopping around for the best certification program with 
the best warranty, as well as the best vehicle, you’ll have what 
every car buyer wants: the comfort of knowing you made a 
smart decision.

One of the biggest advantages of certified used cars isn’t 
usually advertised by dealerships. It’s how much easier 
the buying process can be.
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choosing a certified used car makes the purchase process simpler and more worry-free. 



at a GLanCE Certified used Car Comparison Chart  |  part 1

alWaYs cHeck WitH Your local Dealer for tHe Most up-to-Date, coMplete inforMation on certifieD useD cars.

BRanD aGE/MILEaGE LIMIts InsPECtIon hIstoRY REPoRt  REtuRn PoLICY WaRRantY
acura 6 years/80,000 miles 150 points carfaX 3 days  12-month/12,000-mile certified limit-

ed warranty and 7-year/100,000-mile 
powertrain limited warranty

audi 5 years/60,000 miles 300+ points carfaX n/a  6-year/100,000-mile limited warranty 
from the date the car was first sold

BMW 5 years/60,000 miles comprehensive carfaX n/a  6-year/100,000-mile limited warranty 
from the date the car was first sold

Buick 5 years/75,000 miles 172 points carfaX 3 days, 150 miles  12-month/12,000-mile bumper-to-
bumper warranty, 5-year/100,000-
mile limited warranty from the date 
the car was first sold

Cadillac 4 years/50,000 miles 172 points Yes n/a  6-year/100,000-mile certified pre-
owned limited warranty from the 
date the car was first sold

Chevrolet 5 years/75,000 miles 172 points carfaX 3 days, 150 miles  12-month/12,000-mile bumper-to-
bumper warranty, 5-year/100,000-
mile limited warranty from the date 
the car was first sold

Chrysler 5 years/75,000 miles 125 points carfaX n/a  3-month/3,000-mile Maximum care 
Warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile pow-
ertrain limited warranty

Dodge 5 years/75,000 miles 125 points carfaX n/a  3-month/3,000-mile Maximum care 
Warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile pow-
ertrain limited warranty

Ford 6 years/80,000 miles 172 points Yes n/a  12-month/12,000-mile comprehen-
sive limited warranty, 
7-year/100,000-mile powertrain lim-
ited warranty

GMC 5 years/75,000 miles 172 points carfaX 3 days, 150 miles  12-month/12,000-mile bumper-to-
bumper warranty, 5-year/100,000-
mile limited warranty from the date 
the car was first sold



alWaYs cHeck WitH Your local Dealer for tHe Most up-to-Date, coMplete inforMation on certifieD useD cars.

at a GLanCE Certified used Car Comparison Chart  |  part 2

BRanD aGE/MILEaGE LIMIts InsPECtIon hIstoRY REPoRt  REtuRn PoLICY WaRRantY
honda 6 years/80,000 miles 150 points carfaX n/a  12-month/12,000-mile certified limit-

ed warranty and 7-year/100,000-mile 
powertrain limited warranty

hyundai 5 years/60,000 miles 150 points carfaX n/a  10-year/100,000-mile powertrain 
limited warranty

Infiniti 4 years/60,000 miles 150+ points carfaX n/a 6-year/100,000-mile limited warranty

Jaguar 5 years/60,000 miles 150 points Yes n/a  6-year/100,000-mile certified limited 
warranty

Jeep 5 years/75,000 miles 125 points carfaX n/a  3-month/3,000-mile Maximum care 
Warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile pow-
ertrain limited warranty

kia 5 years/60,000 miles 150 points carfaX n/a  10-year/100,000-mile certified pre-
owned limited powertrain warranty

Land Rover 5 years/60,000 miles 150 points Yes n/a  6-year/100,000-mile certified limited 
warranty

Lexus 6 years/70,000 miles 161 points carfaX n/a  3-year/100,000-total-mile limited 
warranty that starts on your date of 
purchase

Lincoln 6 years/80,000 miles 200 points Yes n/a 6-year/100,000-mile limited warranty

Mazda 5 years/60,000 miles 150 points Yes n/a  12-month/12,000-mile additional 
limited warranty, 7-year/100,000-
mile limited powertrain warranty

Mercedes-Benz 6 years/75,000 miles 164 points carfaX 7 days, 500 miles  12-month additional/100,000-to-
tal-mile limited warranty

MInI 5 years/60,000 miles rigorous carfaX n/a  2-year/50,000-mile additional certi-
fied warranty
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at a GLanCE Certified used Car Comparison Chart  |  part 3

BRanD aGE/MILEaGE LIMIts InsPECtIon hIstoRY REPoRt  REtuRn PoLICY WaRRantY
Mitsubishi 5 years/60,000 miles 123 points Yes n/a  10-year/100,000-mile powertrain 

limited warranty

nissan 5 years/60,000 miles 142 points Yes n/a  7-year/100,000-mile warranty from 
date of original purchase

Porsche 6 years/100,000 miles 100+ points Yes n/a  6-year/100,000-mile limited warranty 
from the original date of purchase

Ram 5 years/75,000 miles 125 points carfaX n/a  3-month/3,000-mile Maximum care 
Warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile pow-
ertrain limited warranty

scion 5 years/65,000 miles 160 points carfaX n/a  12-month/12,000-mile comprehen-
sive warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile 
limited warranty from the date the 
car was originally sold

subaru 5 years/80,000 miles 152 points carfaX n/a  6-year/100,000-mile classic plan 
warranty with optional upgrades

suzuki 5 years/80,000 miles 144 points carfaX n/a  48-month/48,000-mile comprehen-
sive warranty from original date of 
sale

toyota 7 years/85,000 miles 160 points carfaX n/a  12-month/12,000-mile comprehen-
sive warranty, 7-year/100,000-mile 
powertrain warranty

Volkswagen 5 years/75,000 miles 112 points carfaX n/a  2-year, 24,000-mile additional limited 
warranty

Volvo 5 years 130 points carfaX n/a  6-year/100,000-mile exclusionary 
cpo warranty


