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Experiencing brake failure while driving can be a frightening and dangerous situation. Knowing the
correct steps to take can make the difference between a safe outcome and a serious accident. When
faced with brake failure, drivers often wonder what action to prioritize first. Should you immediately
apply the parking brake or try shifting the vehicle into a different gear? This guide will help you
understand the best course of action, emphasizing the importance of quick thinking and proper
technique to ensure safety for yourself and others on the road.

Understanding Brake Failure
Before diving into the immediate response, it’s important to understand what brake failure entails
and why it happens.

What Is Brake Failure?
Brake failure is a condition where the vehicle’s braking system ceases to function effectively or
entirely. This can manifest as:

No response when pressing the brake pedal

Spongy or soft brake pedal

Unusual noises like grinding or squealing before failure

Warning lights on the dashboard indicating brake system issues

Common Causes of Brake Failure
Brake failure can occur due to:

Loss of brake fluid from leaks1.

Worn out brake pads or shoes2.

Damaged brake lines or hoses3.

Malfunctioning master cylinder4.



Overheating brakes from prolonged use5.

Mechanical failure or corrosion6.

Knowing these causes can help you recognize potential warning signs before a failure occurs and
maintain your braking system properly.

Immediate Actions When Brakes Fail
When you realize that your brakes are not responding, your priority is to reduce your speed and
bring the vehicle under control safely.

Choosing the First Action: Apply the Parking Brake or Shift to
a Lower Gear?
The debate often centers around whether to:

Apply the parking brake: A manual or emergency brake designed to hold the vehicle1.
stationary, not necessarily to stop a moving vehicle.

Shift to a lower gear: Using engine braking to slow down the vehicle gradually.2.

Both actions are vital in different stages of the emergency. However, the initial step should typically
be to shift to a lower gear to reduce speed safely, followed by applying the parking brake if
necessary.

Step-by-Step Emergency Procedure
Here's a comprehensive step-by-step approach to handling brake failure effectively:

1. Remain Calm and Keep a Firm Grip on the Steering Wheel
- Stay calm to think clearly.
- Keep both hands on the steering wheel to maintain control.
- Avoid panicking or making sudden movements.

2. Ease Off the Brake Pedal
- Do not pump the brake pedal repeatedly; this can sometimes worsen the problem.
- Gently lift off the brake pedal to prevent further pressure on the faulty system.



3. Shift to a Lower Gear
- If you’re driving a manual transmission vehicle:

Gradually shift to a lower gear (e.g., from 4th to 3rd, then to 2nd, etc.)

This uses engine braking to slow the vehicle safely

- If you’re driving an automatic:

Shift to ‘L’ (low) or a similar lower gear setting if available

This helps reduce speed through engine braking

- Note: Shifting to a lower gear should be done carefully to avoid sudden deceleration which could
cause loss of control.

4. Use the Emergency or Parking Brake Carefully
- Once the vehicle has slowed down significantly:

Gradually apply the parking brake or emergency brake

Pull the brake lever gently—do not yank it abruptly as it can lock the wheels and cause
skidding

- Important: The parking brake is designed to hold the vehicle stationary; using it at high speed can
cause loss of control.

5. Find a Safe Place to Stop
- Look for a safe area such as:

Shoulder of the road

Emergency lane

Wide shoulder or an open space away from traffic

- Signal your intentions to other drivers using hazard lights.

6. Bring the Vehicle to a Complete Stop
- Continue to gently apply the parking brake if needed.
- Once stopped, turn on your hazard lights to alert other drivers.
- Do not attempt to drive again until the issue is diagnosed and repaired.



Additional Safety Tips
To maximize safety during brake failure, consider these additional tips:

Maintain Your Braking System
- Regularly check brake fluid levels.
- Have your brakes inspected and serviced by professionals.
- Replace worn brake pads and shoes promptly.

Keep Your Vehicle’s Emergency Kit
- Include items like:

Warning triangles or flares

First aid kit

Flashlight

Basic tools

Practice Emergency Drills
- Consider practicing emergency stops in a safe, open area to familiarize yourself with your vehicle’s
response.

When to Seek Professional Help
After experiencing brake failure, it’s crucial to have your vehicle inspected by a qualified mechanic
before driving again.

Signs You Need Professional Inspection

Repeated brake issues or warning lights

Unusual noises or vibrations when braking

Brake pedal feels soft or spongy

Vehicle does not slow down as expected



Conclusion
In a brake failure emergency, the primary goal is to safely reduce your speed and bring your vehicle
to a controlled stop. The most effective initial action is to shift to a lower gear (or use engine
braking), which minimizes reliance on the faulty brake system. Following this, carefully applying the
parking or emergency brake can help bring the vehicle to a complete stop. Remember, staying calm,
acting methodically, and prioritizing safety can prevent accidents and ensure your safety and that of
others on the road.

Stay proactive about vehicle maintenance, and always be prepared for emergencies by
understanding your vehicle's safety features and practicing safe driving habits.

Frequently Asked Questions

If your brakes fail while driving, what is the first thing you
should do?
You should first try to remain calm and immediately begin to slow down by shifting to a lower gear
and using the engine to help reduce speed.

When experiencing brake failure, which option is
recommended as the first action?
Applying the parking brake is not the first step; instead, you should try to slow down using engine
braking and steering to avoid hazards.

In the event of brake failure, why is shifting to a lower gear
advised?
Shifting to a lower gear helps slow the vehicle naturally by utilizing engine braking, reducing
reliance on the failed brakes.

Is applying the parking brake a safe immediate response to
brake failure?
Applying the parking brake can be risky because it may cause the vehicle to skid; it's better to first
attempt engine braking and steering to control the vehicle.

What should you do after shifting to a lower gear if your
brakes fail?
Continue to steer the vehicle away from traffic or obstacles, and look for a safe place to stop
completely, using the emergency brake as a last resort if other methods fail.
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Introduction

Experiencing brake failure while driving is among the most frightening situations a motorist can
face. The sudden loss of braking power can lead to catastrophic accidents if not properly managed.
According to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), brake system failures,
though rare, account for a significant portion of vehicle accidents involving loss of control.
Understanding immediate response strategies is crucial for driver safety and accident prevention.

One of the most critical decisions in such emergencies is determining the optimal first action to take.
The options often debated are: A. Apply the Parking Brake versus B. Shift To (presumably shifting to
a lower gear or neutral). This article explores the nuances of these options, examines expert
recommendations, and provides comprehensive guidance on how to respond effectively when brakes
fail.

---

The Nature of Brake Failure: Causes and Types

Before diving into response strategies, it’s essential to understand what constitutes brake failure
and its common causes. Brake failure can be classified into several categories:

- Hydraulic System Failure: Loss of brake fluid or hydraulic pressure impairs brake function.
- Mechanical Failure: Worn or damaged brake components like calipers, drums, or cables.
- Contaminated Brake Components: Oil, grease, or brake fluid leaks can reduce effectiveness.
- Overheating: Continuous or aggressive braking can cause brake fade, reducing stopping power.
- Manufacturing Defects or Wear: Age-related deterioration leading to failure.

Most brake failures are gradual, giving drivers some time to react, but sudden failures — such as a
brake line burst — demand immediate action.

---

Immediate Response: The First Thing To Do

When faced with brake failure, the driver's primary goal is to slow down and stop safely, avoiding
collisions and dangerous situations. The debate centers around which initial action provides the best
chance of controlling the vehicle: applying the parking brake or shifting gears and using engine
braking.

Option A: Apply The Parking Brake

The parking brake (also known as the emergency brake or handbrake) operates independently of the
hydraulic brake system, typically engaging rear brakes via a cable linkage. It's designed as a backup
braking system for parking and emergency situations.



Advantages of Applying the Parking Brake:

- Independent of Hydraulic System: Since it doesn't rely on brake fluid or hydraulic pressure, it can
be effective if the main brakes fail due to hydraulic failure.
- Gradual Engagement: When applied carefully, it can help slow the vehicle without causing abrupt
loss of control.
- Control Over Vehicle Speed: It provides an additional means to reduce speed once the vehicle is
already moving.

Risks and Limitations:

- Sudden Application Risks: Pulling the parking brake abruptly can lock the rear wheels, leading to
skidding or loss of steering.
- Limited Effectiveness at High Speeds: The parking brake is less effective for rapid deceleration
from high speeds.
- Potential Damage: Improper or aggressive use can damage the brake system or tires.

Option B: Shift To (Lower Gear or Neutral)

Shifting gears can help reduce speed via engine braking, especially advantageous in manual
transmission vehicles.

Advantages of Shifting to Lower Gear or Neutral:

- Engine Braking: Downshifting to a lower gear increases engine resistance, helping slow the vehicle
without using the brake system.
- Avoids Locking Wheels: Unlike emergency braking, engine braking doesn't risk wheel lock-up.
- Preserves Brake Components: Reduces reliance on the failing hydraulic system, preventing further
damage.

Risks and Limitations:

- Requires Driver Skill: Proper downshifting can be complex, especially during panic.
- Potential for Over-Reving the Engine: Rapid downshifting at high speeds can cause engine damage
if not done correctly.
- Not a Complete Stop: Engine braking alone may not be sufficient for rapid deceleration, especially
in high-speed situations.

---

Expert Recommendations and Best Practices

Motor safety experts and vehicle manufacturers emphasize a combination of actions tailored to the
situation. Here's a detailed breakdown:

1. Stay Calm and Assess

- Keep a firm grip on the steering wheel.
- Avoid panicking; quick, composed reactions are vital.
- Determine vehicle speed, traffic conditions, and the proximity of obstacles.



2. Use Engine Braking First

- For manual transmissions, shift to a lower gear smoothly to utilize engine braking.
- For automatic transmissions, select "Low" gear if available or use the "L" or "S" modes.
- This approach reduces reliance on the hydraulic brakes and helps slow the vehicle gradually.

3. Apply the Parking Brake as a Last Resort

- If engine braking isn't sufficient, gradually pull the parking brake.
- Do not yank it suddenly; instead, pull smoothly to prevent wheel lock-up.
- Be prepared for the vehicle to potentially fishtail or skid, especially on slippery surfaces.

4. Steer Toward a Safe Location

- Aim for the shoulder or an open area.
- Avoid collisions with obstacles or other vehicles.

5. Use the Horn and Flashers

- Signal distress to alert other drivers.
- Make your intentions clear to facilitate safe passage or assistance.

---

Real-World Case Studies and Simulations

Case Study 1: Hydraulic Brake Failure on a Highway

A driver traveling at 65 mph experienced sudden brake failure due to brake line rupture. The driver
instinctively shifted to a lower gear, utilizing engine braking, and gradually applied the parking
brake. Despite initial skidding, the combination of engine braking and gentle parking brake
application slowed the vehicle sufficiently to steer toward the shoulder, avoiding an accident.

Case Study 2: Parking Brake Application at High Speed

A vehicle's hydraulic failure was compounded by an emergency situation requiring rapid
deceleration. The driver pulled the parking brake abruptly, causing the rear wheels to lock and the
vehicle to fishtail. The car spun sideways but was eventually brought to a stop without hitting other
vehicles. This case highlights the risk of sudden parking brake use at high speeds.

---

Safety Tips and Preventive Measures

- Regular Maintenance: Check brake fluid levels, brake pads, and hydraulic lines routinely.
- Know Your Vehicle: Practice shifting gears smoothly and familiarize yourself with emergency
procedures.
- Don't Rely Solely on Brakes: Use engine braking as a complementary technique.
- Install Modern Safety Features: Vehicles with ABS (Anti-lock Braking System) can help prevent
wheel lock-up during emergency braking.
- Stay Alert: Maintain safe following distances and attentive driving to react early to potential brake



issues.

---

Conclusion

If your brakes fail, the first thing to do is to stay calm and evaluate the situation. While options like
applying the parking brake or shifting to a lower gear each have their merits, the optimal response
often involves a combination of these actions tailored to the circumstances.

Expert guidance suggests that shifting to a lower gear or neutral to utilize engine braking should be
performed first, as it allows for controlled deceleration without risking wheel lock-up. If further
slowing is necessary and the vehicle's speed permits, carefully applying the parking brake can aid in
stopping. However, sudden or aggressive use of the parking brake at high speeds increases the risk
of loss of control.

Ultimately, preparedness, vehicle maintenance, and driver training are key to minimizing the danger
posed by brake failure. Knowing how to respond promptly and correctly can mean the difference
between a safe stop and a tragic accident.

---

In summary: When faced with brake failure, the priority is to reduce speed safely and steer toward a
safe area. The decision to apply the parking brake or shift to a lower gear depends on the situation,
your vehicle's type, and your driving skill. Practicing emergency procedures and understanding your
vehicle's systems can significantly improve your response effectiveness during such critical
moments.
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