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How to Find a Short Circuit 

Using a Digital Multimeter 

Electrical Diagnostics  |  Standard Operating Procedure 

This article provides a step-by-step procedure for locating short circuits in trailer wiring 
harnesses and electrical components using a digital multimeter. Short circuits can cause blown 
fuses, non-functional lighting, overheating wiring, and potential compliance failures during 
certification inspections. 

What You Need 
•​ Digital multimeter with continuity and resistance modes I 
•​ Wiring diagram for the trailer model being tested 
•​ Probe tips in good condition (no exposed or damaged leads) 

 

SAFETY WARNING 
Always disconnect the trailer from all power sources (tow vehicle, batteries) before testing. 
Confirm zero voltage with your multimeter before touching any exposed conductors. 
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Procedure 

Step 1: Preparation and Safety 

[INSERT IMAGE] 

 

 

Before beginning any electrical diagnostic work, ensure the circuit under test is completely 
de-energised. This means disconnecting the trailer from the tow vehicle, removing any auxiliary 
batteries, and unplugging shore power connections. 

Verify your multimeter is in good working order. Check that probe leads are not frayed or 
cracked, and that the meter has fresh batteries if it is a battery-powered unit. 
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Step 2: Set Multimeter to Continuity or Resistance Mode

 

Turn on your multimeter and rotate the selector dial to either Continuity mode (indicated by a 
speaker/diode symbol) or Resistance mode (indicated by the Ω symbol). Continuity mode is 
generally preferred as it provides an audible beep when a short is detected, making diagnosis 
faster. 

If using resistance mode, set the range to the lowest available ohm setting for maximum 
sensitivity. 
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Step 3: Verify Multimeter Function

 

Before testing the circuit, confirm your multimeter is reading correctly by touching the two probe 
tips together. 

•​ Resistance mode: The display should read 0 Ω (or very close to zero). If it reads 
significantly higher, recalibrate or replace your leads. 

•​ Continuity mode: You should hear a beep and see a reading of 0 or near-zero. If there is 
no beep, check your meter settings and battery. 

Step 4: Identify the Circuit Component to Test 
Using the wiring diagram for the specific trailer model, identify the circuit or component you 
suspect has a short. Focus on areas where wiring passes through grommets, around sharp 
edges, or near heat sources — these are the most common failure points in trailer wiring. 

Ensure the component you are testing has some inherent resistance. Components with zero 
resistance by design (e.g., a straight wire run) will always read as a short in continuity mode. 

Step 5: Apply Probe Tips to the Circuit 

[INSERT IMAGE] 
Photo: Black probe connected to chassis ground, red probe touching a circuit component lead for 

short circuit testing. 

 

Connect the black (COM) probe to the trailer chassis or a known ground point. Touch the red 
(positive) probe to the component or wire you want to test. 
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Ensure both probes are making firm contact with clean, bare metal surfaces — this can be a 
wire end, component lead, or exposed section of the circuit board foil. Poor contact will give 
false readings. 

TIP 
On Futura trailers, the chassis ground bolt near the coupler or the dedicated ground bus bar 
inside the junction box are reliable ground reference points. 

 

Step 6: Read the Multimeter Display 

 

 

Interpret the reading on your multimeter display: 

Mode Normal Reading Short Circuit Detected 

Resistance (Ω) A measurable resistance value 0 Ω or near 0 Ω 

Continuity No beep; high or OL reading Beep sounds; reading at 0 or near 0 

 

If a short circuit is detected, trace the wiring back from the test point to isolate the exact fault 
location. Check for pinched wires, damaged insulation, or moisture ingress at connectors. 

 

Futura Trailers Ltd  |  Internal Use Only  |  Page 5 



FUTURA TRAILERS  |  Knowledge Base  |  Electrical Diagnostics  

Quick Reference: Multimeter Ports 
Most digital multimeters have three or four input ports. Use the correct port for the measurement 
you are taking: 

Port Purpose 

COM (Black) Common ground connection — always connect the black probe here. 

VΩ (Red) Used for testing resistance, voltage, and continuity. This is the port you will use 
for short circuit diagnosis. 

µAmA (Red) Used for measuring small currents in a circuit (milliamps/microamps). 

10A (Red) Used for measuring large currents of 200 mA or more. Do not use for short 
circuit testing. 

 

Bonus: Checking Voltage Type (AC vs DC) 
When diagnosing trailer electrical systems, you may also need to verify whether you are working 
with AC or DC current. Set your multimeter to voltage mode and observe the display: 

•​ DC (direct current): Indicated by a straight line with dashes underneath. This is standard 
for trailer lighting circuits running off 12V systems. 

•​ AC (alternating current): Indicated by a wavy line (~). Not typical in trailer wiring unless 
shore power or inverter circuits are present. 
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