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The Driver’s Guide to Engine Oil
As every driver knows, auto maintenance is key if you want your car performing at its best. To ensure that you stay in pace with your 
car’s checkups, it pays to learn more about the most important services that’ll extend the life of your vehicle—and this is especially true 
when it comes to engine oil. The more you know about oil, the better prepared you are to care for your car’s engine. 

In this guide to engine oil, we’ll help you learn the ropes when it comes to maintaining this essential engine lubricant. Some of the topics 
we’ll cover include:

What Does Engine Oil Do? 

Signs You Need an Oil Change

How to Change Your Engine Oil

Conventional vs. Synthetic Oil 

By the time you’re finished reading, you’ll have a plan in place to make sure your engine oil remains continually fresh and replenished 
to keep your engine at the height of its power.  

Engine Oil 101: What Does Engine Oil Do?
Let’s start with the basics. Even if you’ve had your engine oil changed dozens of times, you may not know what its exact purpose is.  
Oil works as a lubricant to reduce friction between the metal parts that make up your engine. 

What’s the problem with friction? Well, too much friction can cause those metal parts to wear down more quickly. Plus, it can cause  
the engine to overheat. Over time, both of these issues can prevent your engine from performing at its best.

Oil helps keep this from happening. Over time, though, it can break down, leak, or even evaporate, leaving you with insufficient grease 
to keep the engine running smoothly. So, it’s important to change your engine oil, as well as the oil filter, at regular intervals to keep 
your engine in prime condition. 
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When Should I Change My Oil?
So, how often does your oil need to be drained and refilled? Well, this largely depends on the car manufacturer’s recommendations.  
For the best results, read your vehicle owner’s manual to find the schedule for your specific make and model. If you use conventional 
oil, a good rule of thumb is to change your oil every 5,000 miles or six months—whichever comes first.  

How to Check the Condition of Your Oil 
It’s definitely a good idea to visually inspect your oil at least once a month to ensure it’s in good condition. To do this, make sure your 
car is parked on even ground and the engine is off. Then, open the car’s hood and find the oil dipstick. Remove it from the engine  
and wipe it down with a clean cloth. Next, push it back all the way into the engine, wait a few seconds, and pull it back out. 

Confirm that the oil is fresh, which you can tell from its color and consistency. Fresh oil has an amber tone and fluid texture,  
while dirty oil looks dark brown or black and has a thicker, grittier texture. If your oil is contaminated, you’ll need to drain and refill it.  

Now, you need to read the oil level. Every dipstick should have some marking to indicate proper oil level, typically in the form of Low/
High or Min/Max lines or pinholes. If the oil level falls somewhere between those marks, then you have enough oil. If it’s too low,  
you don’t need to drain it (unless it’s also dirty). Simply top off the oil and you’ll be good to go. 

More Signs You Need an Oil Change 
Besides following your maintenance schedule and checking the oil yourself, there are other signs to watch out for that indicate  
you need oil service. They include:

Oil Change or Check Engine dashboard warning light illuminates

Cabin smells like engine oil

   Dark, thick smoke emits from the exhaust pipe 

   Engine seems louder than usual
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If you notice these signs, it’s a good idea to schedule service at your local dealership and have the problem checked out.  
That way, a trusted mechanic can take a look under the hood and properly diagnose the issue.  

How to Change Your Oil
Many drivers will have a certified technician check and change their engine oil for them, but you can do it at home if you’re familiar  
with the process. It’s straightforward, and we can walk you through what to do. 

You need to access the drain plug under your car to drain out the dirty oil, and to do that, you’ll probably need to raise your car.  
Park your vehicle on a level surface, turn off the engine, and then use a car jack to raise the front of your vehicle. Be sure to use  
jack stands to keep the car secure—never get under a car supported only by a jack. 

With safety glasses on, crawl under the vehicle and find the oil drain plug. Place an oil pan under the plug and then use a wrench  
to remove it. The old oil will start draining out into the pan. Once the oil is finished draining, you can tighten the oil drain plug back  
into place.

Next, you’ll want to change the oil filter. Make sure your new filter is the same type as the old one. If not, you can typically order genuine 
OEM filters from your local car dealership. Then, find the filter under your car and place an oil pan underneath to catch any residual oil 
inside the filter. 

Use an oil filter wrench to loosen and remove the filter and let any oil drain out. Before you install a new filter, coat the gasket of the new 
one with oil, so it’ll fit smoothly onto the engine. Make sure you don’t use grease for this! You can install and tighten it by hand—just 
turn it clockwise, tightening according to product specifications. 

Now, you just need to refill the oil. Lift the hood, remove the oil fill cap, and use a funnel to pour fresh oil in until you have a sufficient 
amount (you can use the dipstick to confirm). Finally, you can start the engine and run it at idle for at least 30 seconds, all while 
checking carefully for oil leaks. If everything checks out, you can safely lower your car to the ground. Congratulations—you’re finished! 
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Choosing Oils: Synthetic vs. Conventional 
If you’re like most drivers, you’re probably well-acquainted with conventional oil. It’s the more traditional option that has been powering 
cars for a century. When crude oil is extracted from the ground, it’s refined into motor oil that’s capable of powering your car wherever 
you need to go.

Synthetic oil also starts from crude oil, but its refinement process is a bit more rigorous. It goes through a process of distillation and 
purification, whereby it has more impurities removed. It also tends to be mixed with more additives to enhance performance in a variety 
of situations. 

Synthetic oils usually perform better than conventional oils—but that’s not always the case. Always check your vehicle owner’s 
manual for the correct oil to use in your car. If you’re thinking about switching oils, speak with a certified technician to confirm the 
best option for your vehicle.  

Synthetic: Better in Extreme Temperatures 
Synthetic oils are engineered to resist certain conditions better than conventional oils, and they perform much better at extreme 
temperatures. Excess heat can make conventional oils evaporate or break down, leaving you with low oil levels or oil that’s less able to 
perform its function. This isn’t the case with synthetic oils.

In the cold weather, synthetic oil flows better. Conventional oils usually need to warm up before they can do their job, resulting in 
possible lag time between your engine starting up and the engine oil working to protect it. Synthetic oil runs less of a risk, as it’s ready 
to go the moment your engine fires up. 
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Synthetic Lasts Longer 
Synthetic oils are engineered to break down slower than traditional oils, so you can typically go longer in between oil changes when  
you use synthetic. Conventional oil usually needs changing every six months or 5,000 miles. However, with synthetic oil, you can often 
go 12 months or 10,000 miles—or more—between changes. 

A caveat: Continue to monitor the condition of your oil at least once a month, even if you use synthetic. Some models run better  
on synthetic fuel than others, so be ready to lift the hood and inspect the quality of your oil. Make sure you check it regularly! 

Synthetic for the Win (and a Cleaner Engine) 
Finally, synthetic oil will keep your engine much cleaner. They’re more resistant to sludge formation than conventional oils, which can 
gum up the works over time and reduce the engine’s lifespan. With synthetic oils, which have fewer impurities, you can avoid sludge 
deposits and keep your engine running efficiently for longer. 

Change Your Oil, Care for Your Engine 
Now that you’ve read all about engine oil, you probably consider yourself an expert! Take care to monitor your oil levels and conditions 
frequently. If you notice any of the warning signs that it’s time to change your oil or you want to switch over to synthetic oil, schedule 
service at your local dealership today.


