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How to Push Start a Car: A Step by Step Guide for Roadside Emergencies

Have you ever found yourself stranded with a dead battery, only to realize your car’'s engine refuses to turn over?
Push starting—also known as push starting, push starting a car, or push starting a vehicle—is a lifesaver for those
moments when a jump starter or a spare battery isn't at hand. While it may sound intimidating, the process is
straightforward if you follow a clear set of steps and keep safety in mind. This guide will walk you through everything
you need to know to push start your car successfully, from the tools you'll need to common pitfalls to avoid.

What Is Push Starting?

Push starting is a method of starting a gasoline engine that has a dead battery but still has a functioning starter
motor and ignition system. The technique leverages the kinetic energy generated by rolling the car forward (or
backward) while the clutch is depressed and the engine is in gear. When the engine’s crankshaft turns fast enough,
the starter motor engages, and the engine fires.

Push starting works best with manual transmission vehicles because you can control the clutch and gear selection
manually. Many modern automatic cars also support push starting, but the procedure is slightly different and often
requires a helper or a “push start” mode in the transmission’s settings.

When Should You Use Push Starting?

¢ Dead battery: The most common scenario—your battery is completely drained, but the starter motor and
ignition are still operational.

* No spare battery or jump starter: You're on a long trip and your roadside assistance has not yet arrived.

¢ Maintenance check: You want to test your engine’s mechanical readiness before a long drive.

¢ Emergency: You're stranded in a remote area and need to get the car moving to seek help.

Tools and Preparations

Before you attempt to push start a vehicle, gather the following items and perform these checks:

1. Two or more strong, willing helpers: A push start typically requires at least one helper to push the car while
you operate the clutch and gear shift.

2. Safety gear: Gloves, safety shoes, and a helmet if you're in a rough area.

3. Manual transmission check: Ensure the clutch pedal is fully depressed and the gear shift is in the correct
position.

4. Check the engine bay: Make sure the engine is cold, the ignition is off, and the parking brake is engaged.

5. Locate the gear shift lever: In a manual car, you'll need to put the car in first gear (or reverse if you're in a
low traffic area).

6. Verify the battery: Even though it's dead, confirm that it's not severely damaged or corroded. A damaged
battery can cause a fire or short circuit.

7. Prepare the environment: Choose a flat, straight stretch of road or driveway. Avoid traffic or obstacles.
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1. Get the Car in the Right Gear

For a manual transmission, shift the gear lever into first gear. For an automatic, set it to “Drive” (or “Reverse” if
you're in a safe, low traffic area and have no other option).

2. Depress the Clutch Pedal Completely

Press the clutch pedal all the way to the floor. This disconnects the engine from the transmission, allowing the car
to roll without turning the engine.

3. Engage the Handbrake

Pull up the handbrake (parking brake) to keep the car from rolling backward while you're preparing.

4. Have Helpers Push the Car

Ask your helpers to start pushing from a standing position. They should push the car at a steady, moderate speed—
about 5-10 mph (8-16 km/h). The goal is to generate enough momentum for the engine to turn.

5. Release the Handbrake and Release the Clutch

When the car is moving, release the handbrake and then gradually let out the clutch pedal. As you do this, the
engine will start turning. Keep your hands on the steering wheel for stability.

6. Let the Engine Run

Once the engine starts, keep the clutch pedal fully depressed for a few seconds to allow the battery to recharge
slightly. Then, slowly release the clutch and let the car move under its own power. If the engine stalls, repeat the
process—push, clutch, and release until it starts.

7. Drive to a Safe Location

After the engine is running, drive to a safe spot to check the battery, get a jump starter, or call roadside assistance.

Safety Tips for Push Starting

* Never push a car with a damaged or leaking battery: This can release harmful gases.
¢ Use a flat, straight surface: Uneven terrain can cause the car to roll unpredictably.

« Keep the gear engaged: If you shift out of gear accidentally, the car may roll back.

* Communicate with helpers: Clear signals help prevent accidents.

Check for obstructions: Ensure no pedestrians, animals, or debris are in the path.

e Use a seat belt: Stay secured during the maneuver.

Common Issues and How to Resolve Them

1. Engine won't turn over: The battery may be completely dead or the starter motor may be faulty. Try a different
gear or increase the speed of the push.

2. Engine stalls after starting: The battery may not be holding charge. Jump start the battery or replace it.

3. Clutch slips: If the clutch is worn, the engine may not engage properly. Let the clutch pedal fully engage
before releasing.

4. Transmission damage: For automatic cars, pushing too hard can stress the gearbox. Keep the push
moderate.

Push Starting in Automatic Cars

Modern automatics often have a push start mode that disables the automatic clutch. To push start an automatic



vehicle, follow these steps:

Turn the ignition key to the “ON” position without starting the engine.
Shift the gear lever into “Drive” or “Reverse.”

Depress the brake pedal fully.

Have helpers push the car until it reaches 5-10 mph.

Release the brake pedal while keeping the gear engaged.

Allow the engine to start; it should turn over automatically.
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Not all automatics support push starting. Check your vehicle’s owner’'s manual for specific instructions.

Alternative Methods for Dead Battery Situations

e Jump Starter Pack: A portable battery pack can quickly revive a dead battery.
< Battery Replacement: If the battery is old or damaged, replace it.

* Roadside Assistance: Call for professional help if you're unsure.

e Battery Charger: Plug in a charger to slowly recharge the battery.

FAQs About Push Starting

Can | push start a hybrid or electric vehicle?

No. Hybrid and electric vehicles rely on high voltage battery packs that cannot be revived by push starting. You'll
need a jump starter or professional assistance.

Is push starting safe for all vehicles?

It's safe for most gasoline engines with manual or compatible automatic transmissions, but always consult your
owner’s manual and use caution.

How many people should | have pushing the car?

At least two helpers are recommended. More people can provide better control but ensure everyone is coordinated.

What speed should the car reach during a push start?

5-10 mph (8-16 km/h) is typically sufficient. Too fast can damage the transmission.

Can | push start a car with a dead battery in a parking lot?

Yes, as long as the area is clear and flat. Avoid heavy traffic or obstacles.

Conclusion

Push starting a car is a practical skill that can save you time, money, and frustration when you're stranded with a
dead battery. By understanding the mechanics behind the process, preparing properly, and following a clear
step by step routine, you can safely get your engine running again and head to a service station or home.
Remember to prioritize safety, communicate with your helpers, and be prepared for any setbacks. With a little
practice, push starting will become a reliable emergency tool in your automotive toolkit.
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