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AmeriChoice’s Ultimate Guide to Auto Buying:  
Roadmap to Finding your Next Car
The car buying experience doesn’t have to be a stressful process. If you go 
into it prepared, you can make educated decisions and find the right car at 
the best price. This auto buying roadmap consists of five important steps:

1.  Learning if it’s the right time for you to buy

2.  Determining your budget

3.  Finding the right car for your situation

4.  Getting pre-approved for a loan

5.  Making the purchase

Follow this 5-step guide to make a confident car-buying decision!
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Rule of Thumb
Kelley Blue Book and NADA provide great guides to determine the value of 
your vehicle. A good general rule of thumb is if repairs cost 50% of what your 
car is worth, it’s time to replace your car.

Step 1: Is it the Right Time to Get a New Vehicle?

Purchasing a car can be exciting. However, it can be easy to get so caught-up in the idea of a new 
car that you overlook if it is the right decision for you. Consider these simple questions when you 
are deciding if it is the right time to purchase a car.

Yes No

Are you currently making car payments?

Is your car reliable?

Are repairs and maintenance less than the car is worth?

Do you feel safe in your car?

Are you happy with the car that you have?

If you answered NO to a majority of these questions, then it might be the right time for you to 
find a new vehicle.

Don’t wait until you are desperate

If you are desperate, you run the risk of having limited options, making impulse decisions, and 
time constraints. Use this guide to help you determine when it is the right time for a new car.
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Step 2: Determine Your Budget

Vehicle Budget

Available Down Payment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$ 

Trade-in Value   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .$ 

Expected Tax, Title, and Tag fees   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .$  
(In PA, tax is 6% in most counties, plus $51 for title and $45-70 for registration and plate transfer)

Maximum Monthly Payment   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .$ 

Decide if you’re buying new or used, or leasing a vehicle.

The wide array of vehicle choices within your budget can be overwhelming. Regardless of your 
budget, you can find choices of new cars that you can buy or lease, certified preowned cars or 
used cars. You should decide what direction to take, since there are trade-offs with each.

You’re likely to get the best value if you buy a used car, although you’ll pay a higher interest 
rate, have a shorter warranty period, and won’t know the car’s full history.

You’ll be able to get a high-end car if you lease, but you won’t own the car, and you’ll need to 
be careful to stick within the parameters of the lease to avoid penalties.

Buying a new car means you’ll get fewer car features for the same amount of money, but 
you’ll get the full warranty and lower interest rates, as well as free maintenance and roadside 
assistance in many cases.

For many, a certified preowned car is the ideal compromise. These cars are cheaper than their 
new counterparts, but they usually have some warranty left and must meet certain criteria to 
help ensure their reliability and condition.

Check out AmeriChoice’s online loan calculators to help you determine what 
exactly you can afford.

CLICK TO USE CALCULATOR

http://www.nadaguides.com/Cars
http://www.bankrate.com/finance/auto/buying-certified-pre-owned-car.aspx
https://www.americhoice.org/products/loans/auto-buying/?utm_source=auto-workbook-page-4&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Auto%20Workbook
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Step 3: Finding the Car that is Right for You

There are many factors to consider when researching the type of vehicle you want. It’s important 
to do the research before walking on to a dealership’s lot, because if you don’t, you run the 
risk of making impulse decisions based on flashy features. Make sure you research what cars 
fit your current situation, and will also fit your situation in 5-10 years. Will a car seat fit in the 
back? Finally, understand the overall cost of the car, not just the list price. Fuel economy and 
maintenance can also add unforeseen expenses.

Car Wish List
Use this chart to help you decide what features are most important.

Must Have Nice to Have Not Important

Fuel Economy (MPG)

Seating Capacity

4-Wheel Drive

Sunroof

Storage Space

Safety Features
(Blind spot warning, back-up cameras, airbags, etc)

Technology Features
(Heated seats, back-up cameras, GPS, BlueTooth, TV, etc)
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Step 4: Get Pre-approved

Getting pre-approved for an auto loan by your lender of choice is a MUST before seriously 
shopping around at dealerships. It will allow you to know exactly what you can afford by an 
impartial party – not a dealership that is trying to make a sale. 

Other benefits include:

• Will often provide better rates than what you would get at the dealer

• Allows you to know what you can afford before you begin shopping for a new vehicle

• Makes the car buying process simpler

• Gives you leverage to negotiate

Tips from the Experts: Don’t Focus on Lowering Your Monthly Payment

This is easier said than done, but you have to bear in mind that too much emphasis on lowering 
your monthly payment will ultimately cost you thousands of dollars more in interest by extending 
the length of your loan’s repayment period. When you walk onto a dealership’s lot committed 
to a set monthly payment, you could be throwing away any opportunity you have to negotiate 
lowering the actual cost of the vehicle. If you get pre-approved, it will allow you to have a “bottom 
line” figure that you can use to negotiate lower costs, while still feeling confident you could afford 
the monthly payments. 

Understand Your Credit Score
Know your credit score before you start shopping for a new car. If you know your 
credit score, you will understand the loan options available to you and can work 
to get the best possible interest rate. You’ll get the best interest rates and loan 
options if your credit score is greater than 680.
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Now that you have done all your research, know the car you want, and have your pre-approval, it 
is time to go get your new vehicle. While making your final purchase, keep these tips in mind:

• Always take a test-drive (and don’t rush it).

• Take a friend if you are not car savvy

• Don’t be afraid to ask questions

• Visit more than one dealership to compare prices

• Don’t let a salesperson push you into buying before you’re ready

Car Comparison Chart
Use this chart to help you compare your top three choices.

Notes Car #1 Car #2 Car #3

Dealership

Contact

Phone #

Year

Make

Model

MSRP

MPG

Warranty

Insurance Cost

Test Drive Notes

Step 5: Go Make Your Purchase
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A Quick Checklist

These five steps will help you keep your car buying journey on track, and help you make 
the most educated decisions you can.

 Decide if you’re ready to buy a new car

 Determine your budget

 Pick the right car for your situation

 Get pre-approved by your lender of choice

 Shop around at dealerships and make the purchase

If you successfully used this eGuide as your car buying roadmap, hashtag your new auto 
purchase with #AmeriChoiceDrive for a FREE car wash coupon! 



Ready to get started?

Visit the AmeriChoice Auto Buying center to get pre-approved, learn 
how you can finance your new car, see current rates, and even find your 
new set of wheels!

LEARN MORE

https://www.americhoice.org/products/loans/auto-buying/?utm_source=auto-workbook-page-4&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=Auto%20Workbook


2175 Bumble Bee Hollow Rd.
Mechanicsburg, PA 17055
717-697-3474
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