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THE TRANSMISSION FLUID “CONVERSION” MYTH

An automatic transmission fluid must lubricate gears and clutches, act as a hydraulic medium,
have proper frictional properties to ensure smooth shifting and must disperse contaminants
and sludge. While most automotive fluids retain backwards compatibility with older equipment,
equipment manufacturers have begun designing transmission which requires different types

of fluid or less viscous fluids than those required for older vehicles. This has resulted in
headaches for transmission service shops struggling to handle a more diversified inventory
demand.

How it “Works”

The theory behind transmission top treats which claim to “convert” an older ATF into fluid
meeting the newer specifications is that by adding more friction modification, the frictional
profile of the fluid can be corrected for the newer clutch plate friction materials. However,
clutch friction is only a tiny part of the demands placed on an ATF. While further modifying
the friction of a fluid may provide an instantaneous difference in shift smoothness, it will not
bring a fluid to a new specification. Many low-quality friction top-treat products have limited
life spans and friction modifiers degrade long before the next service interval. This can lead
to early shift harshness and premature clutch wear.

In reality, modern ATF specifications have higher oxidation and thermal stability requirements
and more stringent requirements for cold-flow, shear stability, and dispersancy. Proper fluids
are designed for a longer service interval and better performance. Friction modifiers are highly
stable to thermal degradation and are designed to last throughout the service intervals. Also,
these fluids are typically blended with or entirely made from synthetic base oils to improve
cold-flow and withstand the higher temperatures found in modern ATF sumps.

Bottom Line

In order to ensure proper performance of a transmission fluid throughout the entire service
interval, the proper fluid should be chosen and the use of so-called conversion fluids should
be avoided.




