
Many traditional brake fluids are hygroscopic. This means they 
attract and absorb moisture from the atmosphere. Water vapour 
molecules can gradually penetrate flexible rubber brake hoses, 
and this process happens throughout the service life despite brake 
fluid being in a “sealed” brake system. 

Over time, this lowers the boiling point of the brake fluid and 
increases the risk of corrosion to metal components. As the level 
of moisture in the brake fluid rises, the boiling point will eventually 
reach a critical level where it becomes dangerous. 

Vehicle brakes work by clamping a brake pad or shoe against a 
moving disc or drum. The friction generates significant heat, with 
much of it dissipating into the atmosphere. However, some heat 
transfers to the wheel cylinders and calipers, which contain brake 
fluid. If the temperature approaches the boiling point of the brake 
fluid, bubbles of vapour (gas) form in the brake system. Unlike a 
liquid, a gas is compressible.
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It can be easy to forget about and neglect your brake fluid, but doing so can result in 
a total braking failure. For a better understanding of why, how, and when you should 
be testing (and changing) brake fluid, look no further than NAPA Know How. 
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WHY DOES BRAKE FLUID NEED TO BE CHANGED?
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The next time the brake pedal is pressed, its travel 
may be used entirely to compress the vapour, 
resulting in a complete loss of braking. 

This extremely dangerous phenomenon is known as 
‘vapour-lock’ or ‘brake fade.’ 

The lower the boiling point, the greater the danger 
of vapour-lock occurring. Checking and replacing 
the brake fluid on occasion can prevent this. 

VAPOUR-LOCK



For further information and advice, speak to one of our experts at 0117 428 8090  
or visit www.NAPAautoparts.eu to find or become a NAPA stockist.

BOILING POINT TESTERS

WHEN SHOULD YOU CHANGE BRAKE FLUID?

The recommended intervals for changing brake fluid vary drastically between 
manufacturers. Some recommend as often as every two years, while others say 
it’s never needed. This can cause great confusion for vehicle owners and the 
workshops providing the service.

CONDUCTIVITY TEST PENS
Conductivity test pens will estimate the water content electronically by 
measuring the conductivity of the fluid, which in theory increases as water 
is absorbed. The tester then converts this measurement into a supposed 
boiling point. In practice, this method of measurement is dangerously 
flawed as the conductivity of new brake fluids varies significantly 
depending on manufacturer, DOT grade, and formulation. 

Unless this type of tester is calibrated for one manufacturer’s product and 
used for that product only, it is likely to give very inaccurate, misleading, 
and dangerous results.

DID YOU KNOW?
NAPA DOT 4 brake fluid is recommended for use in all vehicle applications that 
specify a glycol-based DOT 3 or 4 fluid. NAPA DOT 4 ESP brake fluid ensures 
maximum safety levels for the ESP system in all DOT 4-specified vehicles.

In contrast, boiling point testers heat a sample of the fluid to establish the 
boiling point, removing the problem of varying conductivities. These provide the 
best balance of performance and economy currently available.

For accuracy and vehicle safety, brake fluid should be tested with a boiling 
point device. Keep in mind, however, that caution, careful handling, and regular 
calibration are still required if results are to be reliable. 

HOW DO YOU TEST THE BOILING POINT OF BRAKE FLUID?

Electronic devices to test brake fluid when in service are increasing in popularity. When designed and used correctly, they 
can improve road safety while providing profit opportunities for garages. However, it’s important to be aware that some 
designs are much more accurate than others. 

NAPA recommend that brake fluid be replaced every 2 years or when the boiling point drops below 200°C. If the boiling point 
reads below 180°C, the brake fluid should be replaced immediately.
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