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SPECIAL SECTION //  AUTOMOTIVE

Protect your engine 
Expert info about the correct oil for your vehicle 
by TOM BEAMAN

warranty and potentially cause operating 
difficulties or harm to an engine and  
exhaust system. 
 
CC How do I know if I am buying a quality 
motor oil?
TG Determining the quality of one motor 
oil compared to another starts with reading 
the product labels. Look for the specifica-
tions the product meets. These include the 
SAE viscosity grade, the API [American 
Petroleum Institute] category, European 
Automobile Manufacturers’ Association 
[ACEA] or Japanese Automotive Standards 
Organization [JASO] service categories, 
International Lubricant Specification 
Advisory Committee [ILSAC] standards, 
General Motors’ dexos® and other original 
equipment manufacturer specifications,  
and any other specifications recommended 
in your vehicle owners manual. 

To get a stamp of approval from these 
organizations and bear their certification 
marks or symbols, the motor oil must meet 
clearly defined specifications. In addition, 

o matter what kind of vehicle you 
drive—tiny or massive, diesel or 
gas—it’s going to need oil. But what 
kind? What type is best? What do 

those numbers and letters mean? 
The Costco Connection recently spoke 

with Thomas Glenn, president of the 
Petroleum Quality Institute of America 
(PQIA) to discuss how to determine the 
quality of motor oils and a variety of other 
automotive oil-related topics. 

Costco Connection How do I choose the 
right oil for my car? 
Thomas Glenn First and foremost, check 
your owner’s manual to determine the SAE 
[Society of Automotive Engineers] viscosity 
grade, specifications and standards recom-
mended by the manufacturer for your vehi-
cle’s motor oil. Then, carefully read the labels 
on the oil you are considering to confirm it 
meets these specifications and bears the rec-
ommended certifications or symbols shown 
in the owner’s manual. 

Use of motor oils that fail to meet these 
recommendations can void your vehicle’s 
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Kirkland Signature™ 
Motor Oil is avail - 
able in various 
viscosities and 
pack sizes in 
Costco ware-
houses, Costco 
Business Delivery 
Centers and at 
Costco.com. 
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many such motor oils are subject to after-
market testing programs to assure the  
products comply with these specifications.

CC What do the motor oil numbers and  
letters, like SAE 5W-30, stand for?
TG The viscosity or thickness of oil changes 
with temperature. Multi-grade motor oils 
assure that the viscosity of the oil is low 
enough to enable starting in cold tempera-
tures, and high enough to provide engine 
protection at higher operating temperatures. 
These numbers and letters identify the SAE 
viscosity grades at both low and high tem-
peratures. The number preceding the W, 
which stands for “winter,” identifies the vis-
cosity of the oil during cold start conditions, 
and the second number identifies the oil’s 
viscosity when the engine is fully warmed 
up. The owners manual will specify the oil 
viscosity grade for your engine.

CC Do diesel engines require a special  
type of oil?
TG Yes. Gasoline engine oils rarely meet 
most modern diesel engine oils’ performance 
specifications. Diesel engines by design pres-
ent a different operating environment for 
the oil than gasoline engines, particularly 
with respect to temperatures and pressures. 
Therefore, diesel engine oils generally utilize 
different additive formulations and must 
meet different specifications. 

As with gasoline engine oils, the SAE  
viscosity grade and specifications recom-
mended for diesel oils are spelled out in  
the owners manual. Using motor oils that 
fail to meet these specifications can void 
your vehicle’s warranty and potentially cause 
operating difficulties or harm to an engine.  

Tom Beaman is a Rochester Hills,  
Michigan–based freelance writer.

Kirkland Signature  
Motor Oil 
Introduced in 2020, the Kirkland 
Signature™ line of motor oils  
offers quality protection for your 
engine at a fraction of the price 
of major brands.  

Kirkland Signature motor  
oils are blended exclusively for 
Costco by Warren Distribution, 
an Omaha, Nebraska–based, 
family-owned company that has 
been around since 1922. 

“These oils meet or exceed 
all standards set by the 
American Petroleum Institute 
and the International Lubricant 
Specification Advisory Commit-
tee, including manufacturing 
integrity, performance charac-
teristics and environmental 
sustainability,” says Jacob 
Zegers, Costco’s quality assur- 
ance manager.

“The PQIA [Petroleum 
Quality Institute of America]  
was impressed with the level of 
due diligence Costco employed 
to assure the quality of its motor 
oils and qualify potential sup- 
pliers prior to introducing its 
product,” says Thomas Glenn, 
president of PQIA. 

“In order to obtain an inde- 
pendent perspective, Costco 
reached out to the PQIA on 
several occasions in the early 
stages of product development 
with numerous questions about 
motor oil quality, specifications, 
lubricant blending and packaging, 
and other critical issues pertain- 
ing to the quality of motor oils. 

“The depth and breadth of 
the questions spoke volumes 
about Costco’s intent to offer 
quality motor oils under its 
Kirkland Signature brand.”—TB

 Why use synthetic oil?
Thomas Glenn, president of the 
Petroleum Quality Institute of 
America, says the primary difference 
between synthetic and conventional 
oils is the type of base oils they use. 

Base oils comprise about 80% of 
the volume in the bottle, the balance 
being additives to improve perfor-
mance, he explains. 

Conventional motor oils use base 
oils that have been refined from 
crude oil, while synthetic base oils 

can come from many sources and 
processes and provide enhanced 
performance over conventional oils. 
“This leads to higher performance 
and it enables the use of lower- 
viscosity products to improve fuel 
economy,” Glenn says.—TB


