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INTRODUCTION: WHY WHEEL
TRUING MATTERS FOR EVERY
CYCLIST

A  wobbly  wheel  is  one  of  the  most
frustrating issues a cyclist  can face.  It
can cause brake rub, uneven tire wear,
and  a  noticeable  loss  of  control,
especially at higher speeds. Fortunately,
learning how to true a bike wheel is a
skill that saves time, money, and keeps
your  ride  smooth.  While  many  riders

assume  wheel  truing  is  a  job  for  a
professional mechanic, the reality is that
with a few basic tools and a methodical
approach, you can restore a bent rim to
near-perfect  condition  in  your  own
workshop.  This  guide  will  walk  you
through  the  entire  process,  from
identifying a warped wheel to adjusting
spoke tension with confidence.
Wheel  truing  is  not  just  about  fixing  a
vis ib le  wobble—it  is  a lso  about
maintaining even spoke tension,  which
extends  the  life  of  your  wheels  and
improves  overall  bike  performance.

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 How To True A Bike Wheel 2023-02-19

Whether you are a weekend commuter
or  a  competitive  racer,  understanding
how to true a bike wheel empowers
you to solve problems on the road and at
home.  In  the  sections  below,  we  will
cover the anatomy of a wheel, the tools
required, step-by-step truing procedure,
and advanced tips for achieving perfect
centering. By the end, you will have the
knowledge to tackle both minor tweaks
and more significant rim corrections.

UNDERSTANDING WHEEL
ANATOMY AND COMMON ISSUES

The Role of

Spokes and
Nipples
Every wheel consists of a hub, spokes,
nipples, and a rim. Spokes connect the
hub  to  the  rim  and  are  tensioned  to
create a rigid structure. When a wheel is
out of true, it means the rim no longer
rotates in a flat plane, either side-to-side
(lateral  deflection)  or  up-and-down
(radial  deflection).  Lateral  wobble  is  the
most  common  issue  and  the  primary
focus when learning how to true a bike
wheel. Each spoke has a nipple at the
rim end that can be turned with a spoke
wrench to increase or decrease tension.
Tightening a spoke pulls the rim toward
that side, while loosening allows the rim
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to  move  away.  Understanding  this
pulling effect is the foundation of truing.

Common Causes
of Wheel Wobble

Impact damage: Hitting a
pothole, curb, or rock can bend the
rim or break spokes.
Uneven spoke tension: New
wheels may settle, or wheels that
have never been maintained can
develop loose spokes.
Rim wear: Over time, braking
surfaces wear unevenly, causing
false wobbles that look like truing
issues but are actually thickness
variations.

Spoke fatigue: A single broken
spoke can instantly throw the
wheel out of alignment.

Before you begin truing, inspect the rim
for  cracks,  dents,  or  severely  bent
sections.  A  rim  that  is  structurally
compromised  should  be  replaced,  not
trued. For minor bends, how to true a
bike  wheel  becomes  a  prec ise
adjustment  process.

TOOLS YOU NEED FOR WHEEL
TRUING

Having the right equipment makes the
difference  between  a  successful  truing
and a frustrating struggle. Here is a list
of essential tools:

Spoke wrench: Choose the1.
correct size for your nipples
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(commonly 3.2mm, 3.3mm, or
3.5mm). A four-sided spoke
wrench is ideal because it reduces
the chance of stripping the nipple.
Truing stand: While you can use2.
the bike frame itself as a
makeshift stand, a dedicated
truing stand with adjustable
calipers makes the job far easier
and more accurate. Popular
options include models from Park
Tool, Feedback Sports, or Minoura.
Spoke tension meter: Not3.
essential for beginners, but very
helpful for achieving even tension
across all spokes. Consistent
tension is as important as lateral
and radial trueness.
Lubricant (e.g., WD-40 or light4.
oil): Apply a drop to each nipple

spoke thread if the wheel is old or
corroded. This prevents nipples
from seizing as you turn them.
Truing stand adapters or a zip5.
tie: If using the bike frame, attach
a zip tie to the seat stay or fork as
a fixed reference point to gauge
the wobble.
Ruler or caliper: For measuring6.
rim offset from the frame or truing
stand calipers.

Once  you  have  these  tools,  you  are
ready  to  learn  how  to  true  a  bike
wheel systematically.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO
TRUE A BIKE WHEEL
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Step 1: Mount
the Wheel and
Identify the

Wobble
Place the wheel into your truing stand
(or mount it on the bike and use a zip tie
as  a  pointer).  Tighten  the  stand’s
calipers to just barely touch the rim at
the point  of  greatest  lateral  deviation.
Spin the wheel slowly and watch where
the rim moves toward the caliper. If you
are using the bike method, attach the zip
tie to the frame so its tip is about 2mm
from the rim’s side. As the wheel rotates,

the gap will change; the areas where the
rim touches or moves away from the zip
tie are the spots that need correction.

Step 2: Locate
the Problem Area
and Determine
Direction
Mark the worst wobble with a piece of
tape or a marker. The rim moves either
left or right relative to the centerline. If
the rim shifts to the right, it means the
right side spokes are too tight relative to
the left side (or the left side is too loose).
The rule is simple: to move the rim to
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the  left,  tighten  left  side  spokes  or
loosen  right  side  spokes.  Always
remember that tightening a spoke pulls
the rim toward that side, and loosening
pushes it away.

Step 3: Work in
Small
Adjustments
Using  your  spoke  wrench,  turn  the
nipples  in  quarter-turn  increments.  Do
not tighten or loosen more than a half
turn  at  a  time;  massive  changes  can
cause  new  problems  like  detensioning
neighboring spokes or creating a radical
hop. Focus on the center of the wobble

area. For a lateral deviation of 2–3 mm,
start with the spokes at the apex of the
bend.  Tighten  the  side  opposite  the
direction you want to move the rim. For
example,  if  the rim bows to the right,
tighten  the  left-side  spokes  in  that
region (or loosen the right-side spokes
slightly).  After  three  or  four  quarter-
turns,  spin  the  wheel  and  check
progress.

Step 4: Check
Radial Trueness
(Roundness)
Sometimes  wobble  involves  the  rim
moving up and down (a “hop”) as well.
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Adjust the truing stand calipers to touch
the rim from the top or bottom (radial
check).  If  the rim lifts  upward (toward
the top caliper), tighten spokes on both
sides equally in that area—this pulls the
rim  down.  Conversely,  if  the  rim  dips
downward, loosen both sides to allow the
rim to rise. Radial adjustments must be
balanced  to  avoid  introducing  lateral
wobble. A good rule: each quarter turn of
both sides changes rim radius by roughly
0.1–0.2 mm.

Step 5: Even Out
Spoke Tension
Once the rim is relatively straight (within
0.5 mm lateral and 1 mm radial), use a
tension meter to check spoke tensions.

Aim for all spokes on the same side to be
within 10–15% of each other. If you do
not  have  a  tension  meter,  pluck  the
spokes  like  guitar  strings;  they  should
sound similar. Uneven tension leads to
future failure. Learning how to true a
bike wheel  includes developing a feel
for balanced tension. If you find a spoke
that is  very tight,  loosen its neighbors
slightly and tighten the loose spoke.

Step 6: Repeat
and Refine
Truing  is  an  iterative  process.  After
adjusting  a  group  of  spokes,  spin  the
wheel  and  reassess.  The  rim  wil l
gradually  come  into  alignment.  Be
patient—small corrections compound. A
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perfect true might require going around
the wheel three or four times. When the
rim no longer touches the caliper at any
point during rotation (or barely kisses it
in  the  same spot  on  both  sides),  you
have achieved a satisfactory true. Do not
aim for  absolute  perfection on your  first
attempt;  a  0.5  mm  lateral  runout  is
acceptable for most riding.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID
WHEN TRUING A WHEEL

Over-tightening: When learning
how to true a bike wheel, it is
tempting to crank spokes to force
the rim into shape. This can
damage nipples, crack the rim, or
snap spokes. Use gentle, even
torque.
Ignoring spoke tension

balance: A wheel can be perfectly
true but have wildly uneven
tension, causing it to go out of true
after a few rides. Always check
tension after truing.
Truing a severely bent rim: If
the rim has a permanent dent or a
flat spot, truing will not fix it. In
that case, replace the rim or the
entire wheel.
Forgetting to lubricate nipples:
Especially on older wheels,
corroded nipples can strip or seize.
A drop of penetrating oil makes
adjustments smoother.
Not checking dish (centering):
After truing, the wheel might be
centered relative to the hub but
not relative to the frame. Use a
dishing tool to ensure the rim is
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precisely between the locknuts.

ADVANCED TIPS FOR
PROFESSIONAL-LEVEL RESULTS

Using a Dishing
Tool and
Centering the
Wheel
A  dishing  tool  (or  simply  flipping  the
wheel in the truing stand) allows you to
check whether the rim is offset from the
centerline.  If  you  true  the  wheel  only
laterally in the stand, you might end up
with a rim that is shifted left relative to

the  hub.  This  can  cause  misalignment
with  the  brake  calipers  and  poor
handling.  After  initial  truing,  use  a
dishing  tool  to  compare  the  distance
from  the  rim  to  the  locknut  on  both
sides. Adjust spoke tension on the side
that is too far out to bring the rim back
to center. This step is critical for wheels
with  off-center  hubs  (e.g.,  rear  wheels
with  a  cassette).

Dealing with a
Broken Spoke
A  broken  spoke  requires  replacement
before truing. Remove the broken spoke
and install a new one of the same length
and  gauge.  Thread  the  new  spoke
through the hub flange and nipple,  then
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tighten it to approximate tension based
on adjacent spokes. Then proceed with
the truing process. A single new spoke
can significantly  alter  wheel  balance,  so
be prepared to adjust many neighbors.

When to Seek
Professional Help
While  how to  true a  bike wheel  is
learnable,  some  situations  warrant  a
bike  shop:  catastrophic  rim  damage,
extreme  wobble  (>5  mm),  carbon  fiber
rims (which are more fragile), or if you
lack the patience or tools.  Professional
mechanics  can  also  rebuild  a  wheel
entirely if needed. However, for routine
maintenance,  self-truing  is  highly
rewarding.

CONCLUSION: MASTERING
WHEEL TRUING SAVES MONEY
AND ENHANCES SAFETY

Learning how to true a bike wheel is
an  essential  skill  for  any  cyclist  who
wants  to  maintain  a  reliable,  smooth
ride.  By understanding the relationship
between spoke tension and rim position,
and  by  using  the  correct  tools  and  a
methodical  approach,  you  can  correct
most lateral and radial wobbles in under
an hour. Not only does this save you the
cost of frequent shop visits, but it also
gives you a deeper connection with your
bike.  A  properly  trued  wheel  ensures
even  brake  pad  contact,  reduces
vibration,  and  prevents  unnecessary
stress on spokes and rims. As with any
mechanical  skil l ,  practice  builds
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proficiency—so do not  be discouraged if
your  first  few  attempts  are  imperfect.

With the steps outlined in this guide, you
now  have  a  clear  roadmap  to  true
wheels confidently and safely.


