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Inspection and Replacement Criteria for Drag Links 
 
Introduction:  
The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration requires pre and post trip inspections of 
Commercial Motor Vehicles as well as periodic comprehensive whole-vehicle inspections. 
One of the areas for daily inspection is the steering wheel system. The regulation for 
steering wheel systems, among other things, requires inspection of the drag link ball-and-
socket joints for wear, loose and missing hardware, and damage. The complete 
requirements can be found at http://www.fmcsa.dot.gov/ . 
 
 

 
Figure 1 
 
The image above shows the draglink and critical inspection areas. These areas must be 
visually inspected daily for damaged components; missing bolts, nuts, cotter pins; and 
for damaged sealing boots. Any problems found should be recorded on the daily inspection 
report.  
 
The drag link ball sockets also require inspection for wear on a quarterly basis or at 25,000 
miles (40,234 kilometers), whichever comes first. This is done by pushing and pulling on 
the drag link by hand to see if there is any movement in the ball socket.  
 
 
DANGER!  Missing or damaged components must be repaired or replaced before 
placing the vehicle into service. Complete loss of steering may occur!  
 
 
 
DANGER! Any movement, other than rotational, measured with hand pressure (i.e., 
50 lbs of pressure), requires placing the vehicle out of service for immediate drag 
link or socket replacement. Complete loss of steering may occur!  
 
Rotational movement is normal and is explained on page 5 of this document. 
 
 
The information that follows provides the correct inspection and replacement criteria for 
drag links and ball sockets.   
 
 

Steering gear end 
Steering arm end 

Drag Link 

Critical Inspection Areas 
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Daily Inspection:  
 

                                             
 
DANGER! The engine must be off, the park brake applied, and wheels properly 
chocked when conducting this inspection.   
 
Step 1: Inspect for damaged or torn sealing boots and loose or missing attachment 
nuts and cotter pins.  
 
Any form of tear in the rubber sealing boot requires drag link or ball socket replacement.  
 
Missing cotter pins and loose or missing castellated nuts are to be repaired before driving 
the vehicle.  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
Step 2: Inspect the adjustable end of drag link for loose or missing pinch bolt and 
for socket thread engagement. 

                      
 
 

Rubber sealing boots 
are to be inspected 
daily for damage.    

Socket connections 
are to be inspected 
daily for missing 
cotter pins and loose 
or missing 
castellated nuts. 

Pinch bolt is to be 
inspected daily for 
loose or missing pinch 
bolt and nut. Missing 
or loose bolts/nuts are 
to be repaired before 
driving the vehicle.  

The threaded, adjustable, end 
is to be inspected daily. If you 
can see the end of the socket 
threads through the slot in the 
tube, the drag link or tie rod 
must be adjusted or replaced 
before driving the vehicle.  

The drag link is 
located just inside 
of the driver’s 
side front tire.  
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Quarterly Ball Socket Inspection:  
 
DANGER! The engine must be off, the park brake applied, and wheels properly 
chocked when conducting this inspection.   
 
Frequency: Inspect for lash in sockets every three months or 25,000 miles (40,234 
kilometers), whichever comes first.  
 
The drag link has spring loaded ball sockets at each end and is attached with a castellated 
nut and cotter pin.  
 

 
1. Pressure Spring 
2. Joint Shaft 
3. Ball Race 
4. Boot Opening 
5. Sealing Boot with Retaining Ring 
6. Housing 
7. End Cap 
 
This inspection is done by pushing and pulling on the drag link to see if there is any 
movement in an axial direction. Any movement, other than rotational, measured with 
hand pressure of 50 lbs, requires placing the vehicle out of service for immediate 
drag link or socket replacement. Rotational movement is normal and is explained on 
page 5 of this document. If no movement is detected by hand, the socket is operable. 
 
IMPORTANT NOTE! The front wheels must be pointed straight ahead when 
performing this inspection. 
 
Step 1: Inspection at the adjustable end:  
 
At the steering arm end (i.e., the adjustable end), push down and pull up on the drag link 
in a direction toward the ground by reaching over the driver’s side front tire. Any 
movement requires placing the vehicle out of service for immediate replacement of 
the ball socket. 
 

       
 
 
 

The adjustable end is the rearmost 
end and is to be checked by pushing 
down and pulling up on the drag link.

Any movement along the axis indicated by the line with arrows requires 
placing the vehicle out of service for immediate drag link or socket 
replacement.  
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Step 2: Inspection at the fixed end:  
 
At steering gear end (i.e., the fixed end), push in and pull out on the drag link in a 
direction toward the engine. Any movement, other than rotational, requires placing the 
vehicle out of service for immediate replacement of the drag link. Rotational 
movement is normal and is explained on the bottom of this page.  
 
If no movement is detected by hand, the socket is operable. 
 
 

        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Important Note: Do not use a wrench or other objects to apply leverage when inspecting 
ball sockets. Applying leverage can damage components, which may ultimately result in 
loss of steering control.  
 
Important Note: Rotational Movement, movement when twisting or rotating the drag link 
by hand, is normal.  

    

At steering gear end (i.e., the fixed 
end), push in toward the engine and 
then pull back out. 

The drag link can move 
when twisting by hand; 
this is normal.  
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