
How to Check Car Lights Like a Pro and Stay Safe
on the Road
Every driver has been there. You pull into the driveway at dusk, hit the switch, and nothing
happens. Or a friend waves you down in a parking lot and tells you one of your tail lights is out.
It is a small thing, but a burned-out bulb can get you pulled over, cause a rear-end collision, or
leave you stranded in the dark. Knowing how to properly check car lights is a basic skill that
every driver should have, and it does not require a trip to the mechanic.

I have spent years working on cars, both my own and for friends, and I have seen the same
mistakes over and over. People assume their lights are fine because they work in the driveway,
but they forget about the reverse lights, the turn signals under load, or the brake lights that only
fail when the pedal is pressed halfway. A thorough check car lights routine catches these
issues before they become hazards.

Why a Simple Glance Is Not Enough
Most drivers do a quick walk-around at night. They see the headlights shining on the garage
door and assume everything is fine. But headlights have two beams, low and high, and both
need to be aimed correctly. A misaimed beam can blind oncoming traffic or leave a dark spot
right in front of your bumper. The same goes for fog lights, if your vehicle has them. They are
not just for decoration; they help you see and be seen in low visibility.

The real trick is to check car lights in a way that mimics real driving conditions. For brake
lights, you need someone behind the car or a reflective surface. For turn signals, you need to
listen for the relay click and watch the dashboard indicator, but also verify that the bulbs are
actually flashing outside. I have seen a car where the dash arrow blinked like normal but the
bulb was dead. The driver had no idea until a cop told them.

What Lights Should You Inspect?
To do a complete check, you need to look at every light on the vehicle. Here is the list I use
when I walk around a car:

Headlights (low beam, high beam, and any auxiliary driving lights)

Tail lights and brake lights (including the center high-mounted stop lamp)

Turn signals (front and rear, left and right)

Reverse lights (put the car in reverse with the parking brake on and look behind)
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License plate lights and side marker lights (often forgotten, but required by law in
most states)

That may sound like a lot, but it takes less than five minutes once you have a system. The
hardest part is the brake lights, because you need help or a way to see the rear of the car while
pressing the pedal. A piece of cardboard, a long stick, or a smartphone camera propped
against a wall can work if you are alone.

When to Check and How Often
The best time to do a complete check is once a month, and always before a long trip. But you
should also do a quick visual check every time you walk up to your car at night. Just glance at
the lenses. Look for cracks, moisture inside the housing, or a bulb that looks dimmer than the
others. That quick habit has saved me from getting a ticket more than once.

If you drive on rough roads or live in an area with extreme temperatures, bulbs burn out faster.
Vibration from potholes can loosen a bulb or break the filament. Moisture can get into a
cracked lens and short out the socket. I have replaced tail light assemblies that looked fine
from the outside but had corroded contacts inside. A regular check car lights routine catches
these things early.

How to Check Car Lights Without a Second Person
You do not always have someone to stand behind the car. Here are a few methods that work
when you are solo:

Back up to a wall or garage door at night. Put the car in reverse and watch for the
white reverse lights. Then shift to park, step on the brake, and look for the red glow on
the wall.

Use a stick or a long object to press the brake pedal while you walk to the rear. A
broom handle works. Just be careful not to damage the pedal or the steering column.

Record a video on your phone. Prop the phone against something behind the car,
press the brake, and then play back the footage. You can also check turn signals this
way.

The key is to test each function separately. Do not assume that because the tail lights come
on, the brake lights are working. They share the same bulb in some cars, but in many modern
vehicles they are separate LEDs or use a dual-filament bulb where one filament can fail while
the other still works.

Tools and Replacement Basics



When you find a burned-out bulb, the fix is usually simple. Most tail light and turn signal bulbs
are accessible from inside the trunk or behind a panel in the cargo area. Headlight bulbs vary
by make and model. Some are easy, others require removing the entire front bumper. I always
keep a spare set of the most common bulbs for my car in the glove box. A basic toolkit with a
screwdriver and a pair of pliers is enough for most replacements.

But not all lights are bulbs. Many newer cars use LED modules that are sealed into the housing.
If one of those fails, you have to replace the whole assembly. That is more expensive, but LEDs
last much longer, often the life of the car. The downside is that when they do fail, you cannot
just swap a bulb. That makes regular inspection even more important, because you want to
catch a failing LED early while you still have time to order parts.

Common Mistakes People Make
One mistake is checking lights only in daylight. You can see that a bulb is glowing, but you
cannot tell if it is bright enough or if the beam is aimed correctly. Do your check at dusk or in a
dark garage. Another mistake is forgetting to check the dashboard indicators. Some cars have
a warning system that tells you when a bulb is out, but not all do. Even if yours does, the sensor
can fail. I have seen a car that showed no dashboard warning despite having three dead bulbs.

A third mistake is ignoring the color temperature of replacement bulbs. If you replace one
headlight bulb with a different brand, the beam color may be slightly different. One side might
look blue-white while the other is warm yellow. That is not a safety issue, but it can be annoying
and draws attention from law enforcement. Stick with the same brand and model on both
sides.

When to Call a Professional
If you are not comfortable working around electrical systems, or if your car has complex LED
assemblies, it is fine to have a shop do the check for you. Many auto parts stores will also
check your lights for free and help you find the right bulb. But even if you never touch a wrench,
you should still know how to check car lights visually so you can spot a problem between
services.

I have a friend who drives a car with a known wiring issue in the tail light harness. Every few
months, a connection loosens and one side goes dark. He knows how to wiggle the connector
to get it working again, but he also knows that is just a temporary fix. He checks his lights
every week because he cannot trust them. That is the kind of awareness that keeps you safe.

The bottom line is that a few minutes of preventive checking can save you a ticket, an accident,
or a roadside breakdown. Make it a habit. Include it in your regular maintenance routine. And if



you ever feel unsure, just do a quick walk-around and check car lights the way I described. It is
one of the easiest things you can do to protect yourself and everyone else on the road.


