
The Hidden Truth: Why Sump Pumps Fail and What
You Can Do About It
Living in a region like St. Louis, where heavy rains and rapid snowmelt are part of the seasonal
rhythm, a sump pump is often the unsung hero of a dry basement. I have seen firsthand how a
single pump failure can turn a minor leak into a full-blown basement flooding event. Over the
years, working alongside water damage restoration crews and mold remediation specialists, I
have learned that understanding why sump pumps fail is the first step toward protecting your
home from costly water damage.

The most common reason a sump pump fails is not a dramatic power outage or a catastrophic
motor burn-out. It is something far more mundane: a stuck float switch. The float switch is the
device that tells the pump when to turn on and off. When it gets jammed, either by debris or by
the pump itself shifting inside the pit, the pump either runs continuously or never starts at all.
In my experience, a simple visual check of the float switch every few months can prevent the
majority of emergency calls that water damage restoration companies like Gateway Water &
Mold respond to in the middle of the night.

The Float Switch: The Weakest Link
The float switch is a deceptively simple mechanism. It rises and falls with the water level,
triggering the pump when the water gets high enough. But a sump pump pit is not a clean
environment. Over time, sediment, small rocks, and even the occasional lost toy or tool can
accumulate at the bottom. This debris buildup can interfere with the float switch's range of
motion. I once helped a neighbor whose pump had been silent for days. When we pulled it out,
a single plastic bottle had wedged itself under the float, holding it in the "off" position. The
water had risen to within inches of the basement floor before we caught it. That is the moment
you realize why sump pumps fail in the most preventable ways.

Another common issue tied to the float switch is the pump's physical orientation. If the pump
is not seated level in the pit, the float can rest against the pit wall or the discharge line,
preventing it from dropping fully. This leaves the pump running nonstop, which leads to
premature wear and, eventually, a motor burn-out. A motor burn-out is expensive to fix and
often means replacing the entire unit. Checking the pump's position after any heavy rain event
is a habit worth forming.

Check Valves and Discharge Line Problems
Even if the float switch works perfectly, the rest of the system can still let you down. The check
valve is a one-way gate that keeps water from flowing back into the pit after the pump shuts

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=98MuplXLAxQ


off. If the check valve fails, the water that was just pumped out rushes back down the
discharge line, causing the pump to cycle on and off repeatedly. This short cycling stresses the
motor and can lead to a water backup that overwhelms the pit. In some cases, the check valve
itself becomes clogged with debris, or it wears out after years of use. Replacing a check valve
is a cheap fix compared to the cost of water damage restoration after a flood.

The discharge line itself deserves attention. In colder climates, frozen pipes are a real threat. If
the discharge line runs through an unheated area or exits the house at a low point where snow
can pile up, the water inside can freeze. A frozen discharge line means the pump has nowhere
to send the water. It will keep running, but the water will either spill out of the pump housing or
back up into the pit. I have seen this happen in St. Louis during the deep freezes of January.
The pump runs, the motor heats up, and eventually the thermal overload trips. That is when you
get a call to a basement full of water. A simple insulation wrap on the exposed pipe and a
slight downward slope on the line can prevent this scenario.

Power Outages and Backup Solutions
A power outage is one of those reasons people assume is the main cause of pump failure, but
in reality, it is less common than mechanical issues. Still, when the power goes out during a
storm, the pump is useless. That is where a battery backup pump becomes invaluable. These
units are designed to run on a marine battery for several hours, giving you enough time to
either restore power or manually bail out the pit. Many homeowners overlook this until they are
standing in ankle-deep water. In my experience, pairing a primary pump with a separate battery
backup pump is the most reliable setup. Brands like Zoeller, Wayne, and Liberty Pumps all offer
models that work well in this configuration. An alarm system that sounds when the water level
rises above normal can also give you early warning that the pump is struggling.

Debris Buildup and Impeller Clogs
Even the best pump can be defeated by a simple impeller clog. The impeller is the rotating part
that pushes water through the pump. If it gets jammed with a small stone, a piece of string, or
even a clump of mud, the pump will hum but move no water. This is one of the most frustrating
problems because the pump sounds like it is working. You can hear it running, but the water
level in the pit does not drop. The fix is straightforward: unplug the pump, remove the volute
cover, and clear the impeller. But if you do not catch it in time, the motor can overheat and burn
out. I always recommend cleaning out the sump pump pit at least once a year, removing any
debris that has settled at the bottom. A clean pit means a longer life for the pump and fewer
surprises.

Practical Steps to Avoid Failure



If you want to avoid a 2 a.m. call to a water damage restoration company, there are a few
simple steps you can take. First, test your pump every month. Pour a bucket of water into the
pit and watch the float switch rise and the pump kick on. Let it run through a full cycle. Listen
for any unusual noises. Second, inspect the discharge line and check valve for leaks or
blockages. Third, consider installing a battery backup pump if you do not already have one.
Fourth, keep the pit clean. Vacuum out any sediment or debris at the start of each season.
Finally, know the age of your pump. Most sump pumps have a service life of five to ten years,
depending on use and water quality. Older pumps are more prone to motor burn-out and seal
failure.

Understanding why sump pumps fail is not just about avoiding a flood. It is about preserving
the value of your home and avoiding the stress of a water damage restoration project. A dry
basement is a happy basement, and a little preventive care goes a long way. I have seen too
many homeowners ignore their sump pump until it is too late. By then, the mold remediation
crew is already setting up fans and dehumidifiers. A few minutes of attention each month can
save you thousands of dollars and a lot of headaches.

In the end, the most common cause of failure is neglect. The pump sits out of sight, out of
mind, until the water rises. But with a regular routine of checking the float switch, clearing
debris, and testing the system, you can keep that water where it belongs: outside your home.
And if you ever need help, companies like Gateway Water & Mold are there to handle the
aftermath. But it is far better to never need them in the first place.


