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Fuel Prices and Belt Tightening:  
A Canadian Perspective

Gasoline prices were on a roller coaster ride
for much of 2008.  In mid July, the average
price of a litre of gas in Canada topped $1.40.
Nearer to the end of the year, the retail price
of gasoline fell sharply to nearly half that,
although consumers continued to exhibit
changed behaviours in their lifestyle based on
the impact of record fuel prices. 

The mid-year spike in gasoline prices was not
just a North American phenomenon;
consumers all over the world were scrambling
to respond to the sudden change in their cost
of living.  Nielsen conducted a survey among
shoppers in 51 countries to investigate the
impact of higher fuel prices on consumers and

Average Gasoline Price Cents/Litre
National - Biweekly

Source: http://fuelfocus.nrcan.gc.ca

how their purchase and lifestyle decisions may
have changed as economic times drive them to
do some belt tightening.

Fuel prices and car use
Almost 80% of Canadians surveyed own a
vehicle for which they must provide fuel.  Of
these vehicle owners, almost three quarters
(73%) report that higher price of fuel has
affected, at least somewhat, how they use
their vehicles.  In the U.S., the impact on the
consumer was even more pronounced, with
84% of respondents indicating that higher fuel
prices changed their vehicle use.

Do you have a car for which you are mainly
responsible for paying the fuel costs?
% Yes

Global

Canada

US

62%

79%

85%

Are the recent increases in the price of fuel
affecting how you use your car in any way?
% A lot or somewhat

Global

Canada

US

73%

73%

84%

About the Survey 
The Nielsen Global Online Consumer Survey was conducted in October
2008 among more than 28,000 internet users in 51 markets. The largest
half-yearly survey of its kind, it provides insight into current confidence
levels, spending habits/intentions and the major concerns of consumers
across the globe. 



Using my car less

Using my car less in
peak traffic times and

more in other times

Trying harder to
combine errands/trips

Giving up my car
altogether

Using public transport
more

Using a bicycle more

Car pooling (sharing a
car with others)

Planning to buy a new
car that is more fuel

efficient

Trading in my car for a
motorcycle or scooter

Trading in my vehicle
for a bicycle

Other
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What impacts have higher fuel prices had on how you use
your car?

Global Canada US
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For Canadians, the most common changes consumers were making in vehicle
use were to combine errands and to generally use the vehicle less if possible.
This was similar for American car owners, although a much higher
percentage was trying to use their cars less and combine errands.  Globally,
one fifth of respondents were trying to use public transit more, but this was a
much less likely response in either Canada or the U.S.

Fuel prices and the cost of living
Fuel prices affect the price of almost every consumer good.  Added to this is
the impact of rising produce and food commodity prices.  North American
and global consumers are faced with sharp increases in the cost of their
everyday purchases.  When asked what actions they were taking to stay
within budget in the face of rising prices, Canadians were most likely to
respond that they would spend less on clothes, followed by trying to save on
gas and electricity, using the car less, cutting back on take-away meal
purchases and trying to buy cheaper grocery brands.  American consumers
were most likely to employ similar belt tightening strategies with a higher
focus on cutting down on out of home entertainment than Canadians had. 
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13%
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Conclusion
It is evident that soaring fuel prices and subsequent squeeze on consumer
pocketbooks is having an effect on the way Canadians use their vehicles as
well as forcing belt-tightening in other areas such as clothing purchase and
grocery item selection.  It will be interesting to see if consumers revert back
to old habits as fuel prices drop, or if the current economic crisis will have
them continuing to look for ways to cut back on expenditures.

Use my car less often

Cut down on at-home
entertainment

Cut down on out-of-home
entertainment

Cut down on take-away meals

Cut down on smoking

Spend less on new clothes

Switch to cheaper grocery
brands

Cut down on telephone
expenses

Try to save on gas and
electricity

Cut down on holidays / short
breaks

Cut out annual vacation

Cut down on or buy cheaper
brands of alcohol

Look for better deals on home
loans, insurance, credit cards, etc.

Delay the replacement of
major household items

Delay upgrading technology,
e.g., PC, Mobile, etc.

I wouldn't take any actions

At times when the cost of living is rising rapidly, which of the
following actions would you take in order to stay within your
budget:

Global Canada US
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