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How to Gap Spark Plugs: A Complete Step by Step Guide

When you hear that your car is misfiring, sputtering, or losing power, one of the first places you should check is the
spark plug gap. A properly gapped spark plug delivers the precise spark needed to ignite the air fuel mixture in each
cylinder. If the gap is too wide or too narrow, the engine may run rough, consume more fuel, or even fail to start. In
this article we’ll walk you through everything you need to know about how to gap spark plugs, from the tools you'll
need to the exact measurements for most engines. By the end, you'll feel confident that your spark plugs are set to
give your engine the performance it deserves.

Why Spark Plug Gapping Matters

Modern engines are engineered for tight tolerances. The spark plug gap is a critical component of the ignition
system. If the gap is not within the manufacturer’s specification:

* Too Wide: The spark may not jump the gap, leading to misfires, reduced power, and higher emissions.
e Too Narrow: The spark will jump too easily, causing a rough idle, increased fuel consumption, and potentially
damaging the spark plug over time.

By ensuring each plug is correctly gapped, you maintain optimal combustion efficiency, improve fuel economy, and
extend engine life.

Tools You’ll Need

Gapping spark plugs is a straightforward process, but having the right tools makes it easier and more accurate.

1. Spark Plug Gap Tool: This can be a simple spring-loaded ruler or a more advanced adjustable wrench.
Choose one that can measure gaps from 0.1 mm to 0.7 mm (0.004” to 0.027").

2. Torque Wrench: While not directly related to gapping, you'll need this to reinstall the plugs at the correct
torque.

3. Socket Set or Spark Plug Socket: For removing and reinstalling the plugs.

4. Anti Seize Lubricant: Optional, but useful for preventing corrosion.

5. Gloves and Safety Glasses: Protect your hands and eyes from debris.

Step 1: Gather Information

Before you even touch a plug, find out the recommended gap for your vehicle. Check:
* Owner's manual.
¢ Manufacturer’s service booklet.

¢ Online databases (e.g., SparkLibrary.com).
e Dealership or repair shop.

Typical gaps range from 0.4 mm (0.016") to 0.7 mm (0.027”). Some high performance or turbocharged engines may

have narrower gaps.

Step 2: Remove the Spark Plugs

Safety first: ensure the engine is cool and the battery is disconnected. Use the appropriate socket to loosen each
plug. Keep the plugs organized to avoid confusion.



Step 3: Measure the Current Gap

Place the spark plug on the gap tool. The tool will indicate the distance between the center electrode and the
ground electrode. If the measurement is off by more than 0.05 mm (0.002"), you'll need to adjust.

Step 4: Adjust the Gap

There are two primary methods to adjust the gap: tapering the electrode or using a gap tool with a built in spring
. Here’s how to do each:

1. Place the plug on a flat, non metallic surface.

2. Using a fine file or a dedicated spark plug gapping tool, gently file the ground electrode until the gap matches
the specification.

3. Check the gap after each small adjustment. Over filing can be difficult to reverse.

1. Insert the plug into the gap tool’s jaws.

2. When the tool’s spring pushes the electrodes apart, you'll feel a slight resistance. This indicates the correct
gap.

3. Remove the tool and re measure to confirm.

Remember: never adjust the center electrode. Only the ground electrode should be altered.

Step 5: Reinstall the Spark Plugs
Re install the plugs using a torque wrench. Follow the manufacturer's recommended torque sequence—usually a
“crank first, then torque” method. This ensures a proper seal and prevents overheating.

Common Mistakes to Avoid
¢ Using a tool that cannot measure the required range.
e Over filing the electrode, which can damage the plug.
¢ Installing the plugs too tight or too loose, leading to heat soak.
¢ Not checking the gap after removal.
When to Gap Spark Plugs
Consider gapping spark plugs in these situations:
e After replacing old plugs or when new plugs arrive out of the box.
* When switching to a different brand or type of plug.
e When your engine’s performance has noticeably declined.
¢ During routine maintenance every 30,000-50,000 miles, depending on your vehicle’s recommendations.
Special Cases: Dual Spark Engines

Some modern engines feature dual spark plugs per cylinder to improve combustion. Each plug may have a different
gap. Verify each plug’s specification individually and adjust accordingly.

Using a Spark Plug Gap Tool: A Visual Guide

Below is a simple diagram of a typical gap tool. The key parts are:

e Jaws: Hold the plug.
e Spring: Applies pressure to widen the gap.
¢ Indicator: Shows the measured gap.

Always align the plug so the center electrode is vertical. This ensures accurate measurement.

Tips for Maintaining Proper Gap Over Time



. Check the gap after every major service or when you notice performance issues.
. Store spark plugs in a cool, dry place to prevent corrosion.

. Use anti seize lubricant sparingly on the threads before installation.

. Keep a spare set of gapped plugs on hand for quick swaps.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

e Can | use aregular ruler to gap a spark plug? A ruler may give a rough estimate, but a dedicated gap tool
provides the precision needed for modern engines.

« What happens if | leave the gap too wide? The spark may fail to ignite the mixture, leading to misfires, rough
idle, and increased emissions.

 Is it okay to gap a plug on a hot engine? No. Heat can warp the electrodes, giving inaccurate measurements.

e Do all spark plugs need to be gapped? Some aftermarket plugs come pre gapped, but it's still good practice to
verify the gap against the manufacturer’s spec.

Conclusion

Properly gapping your spark plugs is a small but vital task that can significantly influence engine performance, fuel
efficiency, and longevity. By following the steps outlined above—using the right tools, measuring accurately, and
reinstalling correctly—you’ll ensure your engine receives the precise spark it needs. Remember to check the gap
during routine maintenance, especially after replacing plugs or when you notice any performance changes. With a
little attention to detail, you'll keep your vehicle running smoothly and reliably for years to come.
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