Ford Explorer Transmission Problems

ford explorer transmission problems

ford explorer transmission problems are a concern for many owners of this popular
SUV. Known for its versatility and family-friendly features, the Ford Explorer has been a
staple on roads for decades. However, like any complex mechanical system, its
transmission can experience issues that can range from minor annoyances to significant
costly repairs. This comprehensive guide delves into the common ford explorer
transmission problems, exploring their causes, symptoms, and potential solutions. We'll
cover a range of model years and transmission types, providing valuable insights for
current and prospective owners seeking to understand and address transmission-related
concerns. From shifting hesitation to complete transmission failure, this article aims to
equip you with the knowledge to identify, diagnose, and manage potential ford explorer
transmission issues.

Common Ford Explorer Transmission Problems by
Model Year

The Ford Explorer, while a reliable vehicle, has seen its share of transmission-related
complaints across various model years. Understanding these common issues can help
owners be proactive in maintenance and diagnosis.
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Early Generation Ford Explorer Transmission Issues
(1991-2001)

Early models of the Ford Explorer, particularly those equipped with the 4R55E and 5R55E
transmissions, were known for certain recurring transmission problems. These
transmissions, while robust for their time, could exhibit issues related to solenoid failure,
torque converter shudder, and occasional hard shifting.

Mid-Generation Ford Explorer Transmission Concerns
(2002-2010)

During this period, the Ford Explorer transitioned to different transmission platforms,
including the 5R55W and later the 6R60/6R80. While generally improved, some model
years saw reports of transmission fluid leaks, premature wear of clutch packs, and
electronic control module (ECM) glitches affecting shifting performance. Specific concerns
often revolved around the 5R55W's tendency for solenoid pack failure.

Latest Generation Ford Explorer Transmission
Complaints (2011-Present)

The introduction of the 6-speed 6R80 transmission and the subsequent 10-speed 10R80
transmission in newer Ford Explorer models brought advancements but also new potential
issues. Common complaints include rough shifting, hesitation during gear changes,
transmission overheating, and problems with the transmission control module (TCM)
software. Specific issues have been noted with the 2011-2017 Explorer's 6-speed
automatic and the 2020+ Explorer's 10-speed automatic.

Symptoms of Ford Explorer Transmission
Problems

Recognizing the early warning signs of transmission trouble is crucial to preventing minor
issues from escalating into major, expensive repairs.

Shifting Hesitation or Delay

One of the most common symptoms of a struggling transmission is a noticeable delay or
hesitation when shifting gears, whether it's from Park to Drive, or between gears while
driving. This can manifest as the vehicle feeling sluggish to engage into gear.



Rough or Hard Shifting

Instead of smooth transitions, you might experience jolts or harshness when the
transmission shifts gears. This can feel like a clunk or a sudden jerk, indicating a problem
with clutch engagement or hydraulic pressure.

Slipping Gears

Gear slipping is a serious symptom where the engine revs up, but the vehicle doesn't
accelerate proportionally, or it feels like the transmission is momentarily disengaging from
the gear it's supposed to be in. This can be intermittent or constant.

Transmission Slipping Out of Gear

This is a more severe form of slipping, where the transmission completely disengages from
the selected gear, often causing a sudden loss of power and requiring the driver to
manually shift back into gear.

Strange Noises

Unusual sounds emanating from the transmission area are a strong indicator of trouble.
These can include whining, clunking, grinding, or humming noises that change with
vehicle speed or gear selection.

Burning Smell

A burning smell, often described as burnt toast or burnt rubber, typically signals that
transmission fluid is overheating and breaking down. This can be due to low fluid levels,
internal leaks, or a failing torque converter.

Transmission Fluid Leaks

Visible puddles of reddish or brownish fluid under the vehicle, especially after it has been
parked, indicate a transmission fluid leak. The color and smell of the fluid can also provide
clues about the nature of the problem.



Check Engine Light or Transmission Warning Light

Modern vehicles have sophisticated diagnostic systems. If the Check Engine light or a
dedicated transmission warning light illuminates on your dashboard, it's a clear sign that
the vehicle's computer has detected a fault in the transmission system.

Inability to Engage Gears

In severe cases, the transmission may refuse to engage into any gear, rendering the
vehicle undrivable. This often points to a major internal failure or a critical electronic
control issue.

Common Causes of Ford Explorer Transmission
Failures

Several factors can contribute to the premature failure or problematic operation of a Ford
Explorer transmission.

Low or Contaminated Transmission Fluid

Transmission fluid is the lifeblood of the transmission. Low fluid levels due to leaks can
cause overheating and increased wear on internal components. Contaminated fluid, often
due to burning or debris, loses its lubricating properties and can lead to friction and
damage.

Overheating

Transmissions generate a significant amount of heat during operation. If the cooling
system is compromised, or if the transmission is under heavy load, it can overheat, leading
to fluid degradation, seal damage, and failure of friction materials.

Solenoid Malfunction

Solenoids are electro-hydraulic valves that control fluid flow within the transmission,
dictating when and how gears are engaged. If a solenoid fails or becomes clogged, it can
cause erratic shifting, engagement issues, or complete loss of functionality.



Torque Converter Issues

The torque converter is a fluid coupling that transmits engine power to the transmission.
Problems can include shuddering (due to worn torque converter clutch), leaks, or internal
component failure, leading to poor acceleration and inefficient power transfer.

Worn Clutch Packs

Inside the transmission, clutch packs are responsible for engaging different gear ratios.
Over time and with heavy use, these friction materials can wear down, leading to slipping
and inefficient gear changes.

Transmission Control Module (TCM) Problems

The TCM, or Powertrain Control Module (PCM) which often includes transmission control,
is the computer that governs transmission operation. Software glitches, electrical failures,
or damaged sensors can result in improper shifting commands and performance issues.

Internal Seal or Gasket Failure

Degradation or damage to internal seals and gaskets can lead to fluid leaks, loss of
hydraulic pressure, and subsequent operational problems. This can affect everything from
shift quality to the ability to hold gears.

Driving Habits and Stress

Aggressive driving, frequent towing without proper precautions, and prolonged periods of
high-stress operation (like driving in extreme heat or stop-and-go traffic without adequate
cooling) can accelerate wear on transmission components.

Addressing Ford Explorer Transmission Problems:
Diagnosis and Repair

When transmission issues arise, proper diagnosis is key to effective and lasting repair.



Professional Diagnosis of Transmission Problems

The first and most crucial step is to have a qualified mechanic or transmission specialist
diagnose the problem. They have the tools and expertise to pinpoint the exact cause of the
issue, whether it's electronic, hydraulic, or mechanical.

Transmission Fluid Check and Replacement

A simple transmission fluid check is often the initial diagnostic step. If the fluid is low,
discolored, or has a burnt smell, a fluid and filter change may be recommended. However,
in many cases of transmission problems, a fluid change alone may not resolve underlying
mechanical issues.

Solenoid Replacement

If diagnostics indicate a faulty solenoid or solenoid pack, replacement is often the solution.
This can range from replacing a single solenoid to replacing the entire solenoid pack,
depending on the transmission design and the extent of the failure.

Torque Converter Rebuild or Replacement

When the torque converter is the source of the problem, it typically requires either
rebuilding or replacing the unit. This is a significant repair that involves removing the
transmission from the vehicle.

Transmission Rebuild

For more extensive internal damage, such as worn clutch packs, damaged planetary gears,
or bearing failure, a complete transmission rebuild may be necessary. This involves
disassembling the transmission, replacing worn or damaged parts, and reassembling it to
factory specifications.

Transmission Replacement

In cases of severe, irreparable damage or when a rebuild is not cost-effective, a complete
transmission replacement with a new, remanufactured, or used unit is the recommended
course of action. This is often the most expensive repair option.



Software Updates for Transmission Control Module
(TCM)

For certain transmission performance issues, particularly those related to shifting logic or
delayed engagement, a software update for the TCM may resolve the problem. This is a
relatively simple and cost-effective repair that can often be performed by a dealership or
qualified independent shop.

Preventative Maintenance for Ford Explorer
Transmissions

Proactive maintenance can significantly extend the life of your Ford Explorer's
transmission and help avoid costly repairs.

Regular Transmission Fluid and Filter Changes

Adhere to the manufacturer's recommended intervals for changing transmission fluid and
the transmission filter. Even if your owner's manual suggests "lifetime" fluid, regular
checks and changes (e.g., every 50,000-100,000 miles, or more frequently under severe
use) are highly beneficial.

Check Transmission Fluid Level and Condition
Regularly

Periodically check your transmission fluid level and condition. Look for leaks and check
the fluid color and smell. If the fluid is dark, smells burnt, or appears contaminated, it's
time for a service.

Avoid Overloading or Excessive Towing

While the Ford Explorer is capable of towing, be mindful of its towing capacity.
Overloading the vehicle or towing consistently in demanding conditions without proper
transmission cooling can lead to premature wear and overheating.

Allow Transmission to Warm Up

Especially in colder climates, allow the vehicle to warm up for a minute or two before



driving. This allows the transmission fluid to circulate properly and reach optimal
operating temperature, reducing initial stress on components.

Drive Responsibly

Avoid aggressive driving, such as rapid acceleration and hard braking. Smooth driving
habits put less stress on the transmission and contribute to its longevity.

Address Leaks Promptly

If you notice any transmission fluid leaks, have them addressed immediately by a qualified
mechanic. Small leaks can quickly turn into major problems if left unattended.

Consider a Transmission Cooler for Heavy-Duty Use

If you frequently tow or carry heavy loads, consider installing an aftermarket auxiliary
transmission cooler. This can significantly reduce transmission temperatures and prevent
overheating, especially during demanding operations.

e Regularly inspect the transmission for leaks.

e Maintain the correct transmission fluid level and condition.

e Adhere to recommended transmission fluid and filter change intervals.
e Avoid aggressive driving and excessive strain on the transmission.

¢ Address any unusual noises or shifting problems immediately.

e Consider upgrading cooling systems for towing or heavy use.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the most common Ford Explorer transmission
problems reported by owners?

Owners frequently report issues such as slipping gears, rough shifting, delayed
engagement, transmission overheating, and complete transmission failure. Specific model
years and transmission types (like the 6F50/6F55) are often cited.



Are there specific Ford Explorer model years known for
transmission issues?

While problems can occur in various years, certain model years, particularly those around
2011-2014 with the 6-speed automatic transmission, have been more frequently associated
with widespread transmission complaints and recalls.

What causes Ford Explorer transmissions to overheat?

Overheating can be caused by low transmission fluid levels, a clogged transmission cooler,
a faulty transmission cooler, or internal transmission issues that create excessive heat due
to friction or slipping components. Overloading the vehicle can also contribute.

How can I tell if my Ford Explorer transmission is
failing?

Signs of a failing transmission include slipping out of gear, rough or delayed shifts,
strange noises (whining, clunking), burning smells, a check engine light or transmission
warning light illuminated, and a noticeable loss of power or inability to move.

What are the typical repair costs for Ford Explorer
transmission problems?

Repair costs can vary significantly depending on the issue. Minor repairs like fluid
changes or valve body adjustments might range from a few hundred dollars, while a
complete transmission rebuild or replacement can cost anywhere from $2,000 to $7,000 or
more, depending on the transmission type and labor rates.

What steps can I take to prevent Ford Explorer
transmission problems?

Regularly checking and changing the transmission fluid and filter according to the
manufacturer's recommended schedule is crucial. Avoiding harsh driving, heavy towing
beyond the vehicle's capacity, and ensuring the transmission fluid level is always correct
can also help prevent premature wear and tear.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Ford Explorer transmission problems, adhering to your
formatting requests:

1. Decoding the Driveline: Ford Explorer Transmission Woes

This practical guide delves into the common transmission issues plaguing Ford Explorer
models. It offers in-depth explanations of the underlying causes, from electronic glitches
to mechanical wear and tear. Readers will find clear diagnostic steps and potential repair
strategies to tackle their Explorer's transmission troubles.



2. Navigating the Nuances: Ford Explorer Transmission Maintenance

Focusing on preventative care, this book outlines essential maintenance routines for Ford
Explorer transmissions. It details recommended fluid changes, filter replacements, and
other proactive measures to prolong the lifespan of the transmission. Understanding these
practices can help owners sidestep costly repairs down the line.

3. The Explorer's Transmission Handbook: Troubleshooting and Repair

A comprehensive resource for Ford Explorer owners experiencing transmission
difficulties, this handbook provides detailed troubleshooting procedures. It covers a wide
range of common problems, offering step-by-step instructions for diagnosing and repairing
them. The book aims to empower owners with the knowledge to address their vehicle's
transmission issues effectively.

4. Inside the Transmission: Ford Explorer Model Specifics

This specialized text offers a granular look at the specific transmission designs used in
various Ford Explorer generations. It explains the unique components and potential failure
points within each model's transmission. By understanding these specifics, owners and
mechanics can better pinpoint and resolve transmission-related problems.

5. From Hesitation to Hum: Restoring Your Ford Explorer Transmission

This book takes a solutions-oriented approach, guiding readers through the process of
fixing a Ford Explorer transmission that's exhibiting issues like rough shifting or slipping.
It emphasizes a systematic approach to diagnosis and repair, aiming to bring the
transmission back to smooth, reliable operation. Expect practical advice for both DIY
enthusiasts and professional mechanics.

6. The Torque Converter Conundrum: Ford Explorer Transmission Fixes

Targeting a common failure point, this guide focuses specifically on torque converter
problems in Ford Explorer transmissions. It explains how torque converters work, the
signs of their failure, and detailed methods for their repair or replacement. This book is
invaluable for anyone dealing with shuddering or slipping related to this critical
component.

7. Transmission Control Module (TCM) Mysteries: Ford Explorer Edition

This insightful book explores the role of the Transmission Control Module (TCM) in Ford
Explorer transmissions and the issues that can arise from its malfunction. It covers
common TCM error codes, diagnostic techniques, and potential solutions for TCM-related
transmission problems. Understanding the TCM is key to resolving many modern
transmission complaints.

8. The Gear Grinder's Guide: Ford Explorer Transmission Rebuilds

For those facing more severe transmission damage, this guide provides detailed
instructions for rebuilding Ford Explorer transmissions. It covers disassembly, component
inspection, and reassembly processes, along with tips for sourcing parts and ensuring a
successful rebuild. This book is for the ambitious owner or mechanic ready for a deep dive
into transmission repair.

9. Buyer's Beware: Identifying Ford Explorer Transmission Flaws

This cautionary guide is essential for anyone considering purchasing a used Ford Explorer.
It highlights the prevalent transmission problems to look for during pre-purchase
inspections. By learning these warning signs, buyers can avoid costly surprises and make



informed decisions about potential transmission issues.
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