Starter Solenoid Testing & Repair 101

By Mark Shively

Test the starter solenoid primary windings by isolating the solenoid from other components. Disconnect the solenoid’s small electrical wire and leave the large wires connected. With ignition power off check the primary windings by connecting a multimeter (VOM/ohmmeter/continuity tester) to the small wire and solenoid metal body. Connect the meter’s (red) Positive test lead to the small wire. Connect the meter’s (black) Negative test lead to the solenoid’s metal body. The meter reading should indicate continuity or little resistance for the primary windings to function properly under normal starting conditions.
 

Test the solenoid secondary windings by listening or feeling for a “click” noise when starter button is depressed. When you hear the click, the solenoid becomes an electro-magnet. When the starter button is depressed, battery voltage passes through the small wire and primary windings creating a magnetic field inside the solenoid. The magnetic field attracts the high current contact (a spring-loaded T-shaped contact inside the solenoid) to move upward or downward depending upon solenoid design, and connect with the terminals on top of solenoid. When the connection is completed, high electrical current flows to the starter motor for overcoming cylinder compression, friction, and starting the engine. 

 

Bench test the solenoid by removing it from the frame and connecting the solenoid small wire to a 12 VDC battery Positive terminal while grounding the solenoid body to the battery Negative terminal. Feel and listen for the solenoid to click and jump when voltage is applied. This test verifies total solenoid operation.

 

Disassemble, inspect, and repair solenoids, though internal parts are not available. Disassembly requires de-soldering of the small wire from the solenoid cap, and bending metal body retainer tabs to remove cap. Once separated and opened, clean and file the high current contacts to restore proper operation. 
Electrical current arcing between contacts as contacts open and close may pit or burn the contact surfaces. This is normal wear. In severe cases, pitted and burned contacts may cause engine-starting problems.

Solenoid parts nomenclature: 
· Cap
· Body
· T-contact
· Contact return spring
· Small primary winding wire
 

Use dielectric grease on electrical connectors such as multi-connectors and bullet type connectors. Dielectric grease helps to prevent shorting due to rain and washing and helps to prevent the formation of corrosion. 

