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INTRODUCTION:
WHY CLEANING
SPARK PLUGS
MATTERS

When your engine
starts to hesitate,
misfire, or guzzle more
fuel than usual, the
culprit is often a small
but mighty component:
the spark plug. Over
time, spark plugs
accumulate carbon
deposits, oil residue,
and other
contaminants that
interfere with the
electrical spark needed
to ignite the air-fuel
mixture. While
replacing spark plugs is

the ultimate solution,
knowing how to clean
spark plugs can
extend their life, save
you money, and
restore engine
performance in a
pinch. This article
walks you through the
entire cleaning
process, the tools you
need, and the signs
that cleaning is worth
your time.

WHAT YOU WILL
NEED TO CLEAN
SPARK PLUGS

Before you get your
hands dirty, gather the
following items:

e Socket wrench
with an


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

extension bar
and spark plug
socket

e Torque wrench
(for
reinstallation)

e Wire brush (brass
bristles are ideal)

e Fine-grit
sandpaper or
emery cloth
(300-400 grit)

e Compressed air
or a can of brake
cleaner

e Gap gauge or
feeler gauge

e Cleanrag or
paper towels

e Dielectric grease
(optional, for
reinstallation)

Having these tools
ready ensures you can
clean without
interruption. Working
in a well-ventilated
area is also
recommended,

especially when using
chemical cleaners.

STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE: HOW TO
CLEAN SPARK
PLUGS

Step 1:
Remove
the Spark
Plugs
Safely

Start with a cool
engine. Attempting to
remove spark plugs
from a hot engine can
damage the threads in
the cylinder head.
Disconnect the battery
negative terminal to
prevent accidental
ignition. Then, label
each spark plug wire or
coil pack to avoid
mixing them up later.
Carefully pull off the
boot, using a twisting
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motion if it's stuck. Use
the spark plug socket
with an extension to
loosen and remove
each plug. Place them
in order on a clean
surface.

Step 2:
Inspect
the
Condition
of Each
Plug

Before cleaning,
examine the spark
plugs. Heavy oil
fouling, melted
electrodes, or cracked
ceramic insulators

mean the plug is
beyond saving. In
those cases,
replacement is the only

option. However, if you
see light tan or gray
deposits, or dry black
carbon buildup,
cleaning is worthwhile.
Also note any
differences  between
cylinders — an
unusually dirty plug
might indicate a
deeper engine issue.

Step 3:
Clean the
Threads
and
Electrode
S

Take the wire brush
and gently scrub the
threads to remove
loose carbon and dirt.
Be careful not to
damage the electrode



tip. For stubborn
deposits on the center
electrode and ground
strap, use fine-grit
sandpaper or emery
cloth. Fold a small
piece and lightly rub
the electrode surfaces
until they regain a
metallic shine. Avoid
filing or grinding — you
only want to remove
the insulating layer of
carbon, not the metal
itself.

Step 4.
Use
Compress
ed Air or
Brake
Cleaner

Once the wvisible
deposits are gone,

blow out any debris
from the spark plug
with compressed air. If
you don’t have an air
compressor, a can of
brake cleaner works
well. Spray the cleaner
onto the plug
(especially into the gap
between the center
and ground electrode)
and let it evaporate.
Wipe dry with a lint-
free cloth. This step
ensures no particles
remain that could
cause pre-ignition or
misfire.

Step 5:
Adjust
the Spark
Plug Gap

After cleaning, the gap
between the center
and ground electrode
may have changed
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slightly. Use a gap
gauge to measure the
existing gap. Consult
your vehicle's owner
manual or the spark
plug manufacturer’s
spec for the correct
gap. Gently bend the
ground electrode using
the tool — never pry
against the center
electrode. Recheck the
gap until it matches
the specification
exactly.

Step 6:
Reinstall
the Spark
Plugs

Apply a tiny dab of
dielectric grease inside
the spark plug boot to
prevent moisture and
corrosion. Hand-thread
each plug into its hole
to avoid <cross-

threading. Once finger-
tight, use a torque
wrench to tighten to
the manufacturer’s
recommended torque
spec (typically 15-30
Ib-ft, but always
verify). Overtightening
can crack the ceramic;
undertightening leads
to heat transfer issues.
Reconnect the plug
wires or coil packs in
the correct order.

ALTERNATIVE
CLEANING
METHODS:
SANDBLASTING
VS. CHEMICAL
SOAKING

Some DIYers swear by
sandblasting spark
plugs using a small
abrasive blaster. While

this can <clean
thoroughly, it risks
damaging the

electrode if not done
carefully. A safer
alternative is chemical



soaking: place spark
plugs in a small
container filled with
carburetor cleaner or
gasoline for 20-30
minutes, then scrub
gently. Both methods
require rinsing and
drying thoroughly
before reinstallation.
For most people, the
manual wire brush and
sandpaper approach is
safer and equally
effective.

WHEN NOT TO
CLEAN SPARK
PLUGS

Cleaning is not a
universal solution.
Avoid cleaning spark
plugs in these
situations:

e Severe wear: If
the electrodes
are rounded,
pitted, or the gap
is too large to
adjust within
spec.

e Oil fouling from
worn rings or
valve seals: The
plug will quickly
foul again
because the root
cause remains.

e Iridium or
platinum plugs
with thin
electrodes:
These are more
fragile, and
cleaning can
damage the
precious metal
tips. They are
best replaced.

e After 50,000+
miles (80,000
km): By then,
replacement is
often more cost-
effective than
cleaning.

BENEFITS OF
REGULARLY
CLEANING SPARK
PLUGS

Even if you don't plan
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to make cleaning a
routine, knowing how
to clean spark plugs
is a valuable skill for
any car owner. Here’'s

why:

Improved fuel
economy: A
clean spark plug
produces a
stronger spark,
leading to more
complete
combustion and
better mileage.
Smoother
idling and
acceleration:
No more
hesitation or
misfires at
stoplights.
Cost savings:
Extends plug life
by several
thousand miles,
delaying the
need for a new
set.

Lower
emissions:
Complete

combustion
reduces unburnt
hydrocarbons
leaving the
tailpipe.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN
CLEANING SPARK
PLUGS

1. Using a wire
brush on
precious metal
plugs: This can
scratch the
iridium or
platinum coating.
Stick to
sandpaper if you
must clean these
types.

2. Forgetting to
gap after
cleaning: The
physical act of
scrubbing can
alter the gap by
a few
thousandths of
an inch, which



matters.

3. Not labeling
the wires:
Mixing up firing
order can cause
engine to run
rough or
backfire.

4. Applying too
much anti-
seize: Modern
spark plugs often
come with a
factory coating;
extra compound
can cause over-
torquing.

5. Reinstalling
dirty plugs: If
after cleaning
the plug still
looks heavily
stained or
corroded, replace
it.

SIGNS THAT YOU
NEED SPARK PLUG
CLEANING OR
REPLACEMENT

Recognizing the

symptoms early can
help you decide
whether cleaning is
enough or replacement
is necessary. Look out
for:

e Engine misfires
at idle or under
load

e Rough idling or
stumbling

e Difficulty starting
the engine

» Noticeable drop
in acceleration
power

e Increased fuel
consumption

e “Check Engine”
light with misfire
codes (P0301,
P0302, etc.)

If you experience any
of these, pull a spark
plug and inspect it.
Light carbon fouling
suggests a cleaning is
in order; heavy fouling
or mechanical damage
calls for replacement.
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FREQUENTLY
ASKED QUESTIONS
ABOUT SPARK
PLUG CLEANING

Can |
clean
spark

plugs
with a
torch?

While some people
heat spark plugs with a
propane torch to burn
off carbon, this method
is not recommended.
The intense heat can
damage the ceramic
insulator and change
the internal resistance.
Stick to mechanical
cleaning or chemical
methods.

How
often
should
spark
plugs be
cleaned?

There’s no set interval
for cleaning. Most
modern spark plugs
last 30,000 to 100,000
miles depending on
material. If you notice
performance issues,
inspect them. Cleaning
is @ maintenance step,
not a scheduled
service. Many
mechanics prefer
replacement over
cleaning for peace of
mind.
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Knowing how to clean

cleaningix buss .

spark

plugs
really
work?

Yes, particularly for
carbon-fouled plugs
that still have good
electrode condition. A
thorough cleaning can

ightforward

that can keep your
engine running
smoother, save you
from unnecessary trips
to the shop, and
stretch the life of your
spark plugs. The
process is simple:
remove, inspect, clean,
gap, and reinstall. But
remember, cleaning is
not a substitute for
replacement when
plugs are old or
damaged. Use the
inspection step to
decide wisely. With the
right tools and a little
patience, you can bring
a fouled spark plug
back to life and enjoy
better performance
and fuel economy — at
least until it's time for
a fresh set.

restore spark
efficiency, improve
combustion, and
reduce misfires.
However, it's a
temporary fix —
eventually, electrode
wear will make
replacement
necessary.
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