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AUTOMOTIVE RESEARCH CENTER


What Repairs Are Needed When Cars Break Down And How Much Do They Cost?
Automotive Research Center
Emergency Road Service (ERS) is the number one reason members join AAA. Members value the peace of mind that comes from knowing that AAA will come to their rescue with quality service if they have any car-related difficulties on the road. Even with AAA roadside service, however, car breakdowns are a stressful experience.

The Automobile Club of Southern California’s AUTOMOTIVE RESEARCH CENTER (ARC) works to identify preventative maintenance and proactive repair steps motorists can take to prevent breakdowns from happening in the first place. One of the steps in this process is to learn what actually goes wrong with cars that break down.
To answer this question, ARC collected data from AAA’s Approved Auto Repair (AAR) program. Approved Auto Repair is a referral program allowing AAA members to find trusted, high-quality car repair facilities that meet stringent standards regarding technician training and licensing, quality of facilities, and binding arbitration for member disputes. Whenever a member’s car is towed by any AAA contractor to an Approved Auto Repair facility, the type of call and the subsequent necessary repairs are loaded into a database, which was used for this research project.   
The ARC analyzed this data for 6,466 completed repairs at participating AAR facilities in Southern California from May 15, 2008 to Nov.15, 2010. The average cost of these repairs, including any incidental maintenance (i.e. an oil change) that might have been performed at the same time, was $629. The following table lists the type of repairs, their average cost, the average AAA member discount, and the number of those repairs conducted.
The most common repairs needed on towed vehicles were:


1) Fuel pump (543) 
2) Alternator (347) 
3) Battery (308) 
4) Starter (277)

5) Radiator (216) 
6) Transmission (194) 

7) Hoses (168)  

Motorists can avoid many of these breakdowns by taking some simple preventative steps. For example:
· Fuel pump life can be extended by avoiding driving with the fuel level below1/8 tank and by changing the fuel filter according to manufacturer’s recommendations (often every 30,000 miles).
· Batteries should be tested (once or twice per year) by a qualified technician after they reach 3 years of age. When the battery becomes weak, it should be replaced before it fails. The AAA battery service can check your battery and charging system, and if needed replace your battery with a competitively-priced high quality unit at your home or office. Also, battery life can be extended by keeping the terminals clean and by being sure the water is always filled on non-sealed batteries.
· Radiators and transmissions will last longer if you follow the manufacturer’s recommendations for coolant/lubricant changes. Be sure to use the correct fluids as specified by the manufacturer.
· Hoses and belts can be inspected visually. Replace cracked or frayed belts and hoses that are bulging, seeping, or are exceedingly brittle or mushy. These should be changed according to the manufacturer’s maintenance schedule regarding mileage or length of service.
· Tire inflation pressure should be checked at least once per month when the tires are cold. Use the manufacturer’s recommended inflation settings (not the number on the tire sidewall). These values can be found on a label located in the driver side door jamb, glove box, or fuel filler flap. Rotate your tires according to the schedule and pattern in the owner’s manual. These steps will enhance the durability of your tires, while improving your fuel economy, handling and safety. Tread depth should be periodically checked, and when the tread gets low, the tires should be replaced.
Finally, breaking down on the side of the road, or even in your driveway, is always a stressful situation. Some instances are unavoidable, but you can reduce your chances of having these experiences by following all of the vehicle maintenance recommendations in your owner’s manual. The ARC also recommends periodic vehicle inspection by a qualified technician. AAA Approved Auto Repair facilities often offer specials on vehicle inspections and discounts for AAA members. You can locate these high-quality facilities at www.aaa.com.  

	Repair

	Odometer

	Service Cost

	SYCS Discount

	# of Repairs


	Fuel pump

	120962

	$706

	$36

	543


	Alternator

	131756

	$432

	$28

	347


	Battery

	97736

	$214

	$12

	308


	Starter

	124921

	$380

	$28

	277


	Radiator

	137755

	$610

	$35

	216


	Transmission

	129719

	$2,424

	$59

	194


	Hose(s)

	139389

	$247

	$19

	168


	Brakes

	117531

	$599

	$40

	130


	Water pump

	135993

	$605

	$30

	129


	Tire(s)

	85911

	$262

	$13

	126


	Ignition switch/cylinder/lock

	133721

	$440

	$26

	114


	Timing belt\

	148854

	$782

	$44

	98


	Belts & pulleys/brackets

	141267

	$372

	$27

	90


	Belt(s)

	118264

	$294

	$16

	88


	Clutch

	124175

	$1,178

	$43

	88


	Crankshaft position sensor

	122905

	$346

	$31

	76


	Battery cable/terminal

	124332

	$183

	$9

	73


	Thermostat

	131187

	$330

	$26

	73


	Idle air control valve

	103202

	$478

	$43

	71


	Shifter/cable/linkage

	135181

	$371

	$16

	66


	Wiring

	169321

	$290

	$16

	58


	Alternator and battery

	129734

	$543

	$34

	57


	Head Gasket

	135830

	$1,767

	$31

	57


	Ignition coil

	138442

	$356

	$22

	52


	Engine rebuilt/replaced

	121024

	$3,584

	$72

	49


	AC

	95,237

	$808

	$57

	47


	Fuse/fuse box/fusible link

	114327

	$179

	$10

	44


	Distributor

	156398

	$538

	$33

	43


	Repair

	Odometer

	Service Cost

	SYCS Discount

	# of Repairs


	Bypass hose

	187485

	$229

	$18

	42


	Alarm

	121239

	$175

	$9

	37


	Clutch cable/pedal/hydraulics

	126954

	$481

	$27

	37


	Tensioner

	170552

	$329

	$28

	35


	Ignition module

	101298

	$402

	$38

	34


	Radiator and thermostat

	135559

	$641

	$33

	34


	Key

	77937

	$190

	$22

	33


	Electrical repair short or open

	140644

	$296

	$26

	32


	Fuel line

	112123

	$243

	$13

	32


	Alternator and belt

	133659

	$465

	$35

	31


	Major engine repair

	114269

	$2,627

	$27

	29


	ECM/PCM

	102849

	$608

	$25

	28


	Battery charge

	105370

	$77

	$6

	26


	Fan

	108888

	$480

	$28

	26


	Coolant

	194478

	$79

	$1

	25


	Out of fuel

	102181

	$83

	$7

	24


	Water pump and timing belt/chain

	119224

	$783

	$49

	24


	Battery & cable/terminal

	138561

	$207

	$8

	23


	Brake line

	124973

	$579

	$29

	22


	Radiator cap

	138239

	$82

	$3

	22


	Sparkplugs

	119879

	$365

	$26

	22


	Thermostat and hoses

	100671

	$648

	$34

	21


	Front axle

	110288

	$366

	$20

	20


	Throttle body

	102192

	$385

	$14

	20


	Fuel filter

	136846

	$277

	$12

	19


	Incorrect fuel

	50321

	$319

	$22

	19


	Oil pan/gasket

	94963

	$995

	$89

	19


	Sparkplug threads

	127245

	$421

	$22

	19


	Mass air flow sensor

	98615

	$455

	$32

	18


	Repair

	Odometer

	Service Cost

	SYCS Discount

	# of Repairs


	Transmission cooler and/or cooler line

	166348

	$286

	$11

	18


	Transmission fluid

	104097

	$209

	$5

	18


	Ball Joint

	155229

	$564

	$25

	17


	Battery and starter

	121399

	$525

	$28

	17


	Carburetor

	54785

	$541

	$22

	17


	Camshaft position sensor

	85558

	$296

	$23

	16


	Differential

	115393

	$1,172

	$35

	16


	Fuel injector

	106103

	$712

	$64

	16


	Power steering hose

	119769

	$347

	$39

	16


	Tune up

	143538

	$501

	$32

	16


	Water pump and belt(s)

	137148

	$429

	$26

	16


	Axle

	111395

	$1,238

	$36

	15


	Engine oil level improper

	104639

	$92

	$10

	15


	Heater core

	106898

	$759

	$32

	15


	Idler pulley

	133130

	$455

	$26

	15


	Expansion tank

	106047

	$370

	$30

	14


	Ignition coil and tuneup

	120237

	$553

	$36

	14


	Oil pressure sending unit

	115320

	$180

	$12

	14


	Vacuum leaks

	111376

	$212

	$15

	14


	Catalytic converter

	119861

	$1,003

	$24

	13


	Fuel pump and relay

	121681

	$902

	$38

	13


	Intake gasket

	108341

	$950

	$32

	13


	Radiator and hoses

	104494

	$666

	$38

	13


	Water pump and thermostat

	111330

	$827

	$32

	13


	Evaporative system

	58077

	$317

	$26

	12


	Master cylinder

	105417

	$488

	$32

	12


	Sparkplug wires

	132082

	$214

	$30

	12


	Brake light switch

	149568

	$207

	$5

	11


	Repair

	Odometer

	Service Cost

	SYCS Discount

	# of Repairs


	Cylinder head/valve job

	115433

	$1,830

	$59

	11


	Driveshaft

	134724

	$404

	$29

	11


	Radiator, thermostat, and hoses

	134936

	$705

	$34

	11


	Throttle linkage

	127196

	$140

	$6

	11


	Alternator & battery cable/end

	144040

	$480

	$31

	10


	Fuel cut off switch

	84,968

	$342

	$12

	10


	Oil change

	127895

	$45

	$2

	10


	Oxygen sensor

	124688

	$468

	$21

	10


	Transmission pan

	105491

	$431

	$8

	10


	Valve cover gasket

	130148

	$821

	$29

	10


	Crank and cam position sensors

	120197

	$563

	$30

	9


	Fuel pump relay

	165870

	$220

	$24

	9


	Fuel tank

	101210

	$755

	$25

	9


	Hose clamp

	109277

	$178

	$11

	9


	Power steering pump

	122807

	$415

	$32

	9


	Relay

	137756

	$320

	$15

	9


	Tie rod end(s)

	115902

	$671

	$12

	9


	Timing chain

	159534

	$611

	$22

	9


	Water outlet

	135458

	$337

	$13

	9


	Rack and pinion

	112602

	$1,340

	$64

	8


	Air intake boot

	128268

	$155

	$11

	7


	Ball Joint and axle

	136215

	$1,047

	$89

	7


	EGR

	66676

	$334

	$14

	7


	Fuel pressure regulator

	130281

	$501

	$29

	7


	Main relay

	152297

	$315

	$15

	7


	Radiator cap and thermostat

	116167

	386₮
	28₮
	7


	Shock absorbers/struts

	85792

	$732

	$44

	7


	Smog Check

	109172

	$154

	$2

	7


	Repair

	Odometer

	Service Cost

	SYCS Discount

	# of Repairs


	Valve job

	134449

	$2,244

	$43

	7


	Coolant temperature sensor

	56902

	$241

	$11

	6


	Distributor cap

	164264

	$255

	$14

	6


	Fan controller

	114709

	$315

	$24

	6


	Fuel pump and battery

	141,452

	$838

	$48

	6


	Harmonic balancer

	106080

	$420

	$35

	6


	Manifold air pressure sensor

	78093

	$629

	$33

	6


	Sparkplugs and wires

	143788

	$820

	$21

	6


	Spindle and bearings

	105031

	$1,054

	$30

	6


	Steering column

	109247

	$786

	$41

	6


	Water pump, hoses and thermostat

	146561

	$937

	$43

	6


	Wheel studs

	94715

	$232

	$10

	6


	Distributor cap and rotor

	153054

	$385

	$112

	5


	Freeze plugs

	143922

	$366

	$32

	5


	Radiator and water pump

	119350

	$934

	$50

	5


	Starter and belts

	72292

	$522

	$38

	5


	Thermostat and expansion tank

	61890

	$436

	$6

	5


	Accelerator pedal

	138208

	$179

	$12

	4


	Adjust brakes

	150102

	$64

	$14

	4


	Battery and front brakes

	104258

	$656

	$32

	4


	Contaminated fuel

	62058

	$293

	$0

	4


	Fan clutch

	73177

	$619

	$38

	4


	Fuel pump module

	101186

	$764

	$40

	4


	Heater control valve

	166017

	$381

	$7

	4


	Lug nuts

	105524

	$31

	$0

	4


	Rodent damage

	96902

	$612

	$27

	4


	Universal joints

	131859

	$329

	$15

	4


	Ignition coil wire

	174821

	$237

	$18

	3
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