
 
 

Troubleshoot step 1: 
Turn off breaker. Unplug lamps, extension cords, fans, appliances, and electronics. Turn breaker ON, and see if 
fault is still present. 
If fault is no longer present, then identify culprit by re-pluging each lamp etc until fault reappears. 
 
If fault is still present with everything unplugged, then either the GFCI outlet is bad, or a problems exists 
somewhere in the wiring downstream from GFCI. Replace GFCI and re-check for problem. 
 
 
If circuit does not have GFCI outlet, and breaker is tripping, or GFCI breaker is tripping, then breaker might be 
bad or have a loose wire. Tighten screw on breaker, and/or move wire to another same-size breaker and see if 
problem still exists. 
 

 
If problem is in the house wiring somewhere… Identify all boxes on the circuit breaker. 
Each 120 volt circuit can have maximum 12 boxes. 
 

The 14-2 or 12-2 cables that travel to each box start inside the main breaker box. Each cable contains a Black 
Hot wire that connects to the 15 or 20 amp circuit breaker, a White Neutral wire that connects to the neutral 
busbar, and bare copper ground wire that connects to the ground busbar. 
 

How the circuit is wired: 
The 14-2 or 12-2 cable leaves breaker box and travels to the first junction box in the circuit. For example a 
ceiling box is typically used as the first junction box. 
From the junction box, the cable splits off, and travels downstream to each of the other boxes in the circuit. 
Any box can be a junction box where the circuit splits and carries power to another box. 
No matter how many cables are inside a box, each box will have 1 cable that connects back to the breaker box. 
 
For example, from the first junction box, a cable will travel to a duplex outlet box. Another cable will leave the 
outlet box and travel to the next outlet box, and then travel to next outlet box or next switch box, until the last 
box is reached. 
So each box will have 1 or more cables, and the last box in the circuit will have just 1 cable. 
However, each box has only 1 cable that connects back to breaker box. To track down a fault in the wiring 
requires identifying this cable to isolate all downstream boxes. 
 
Troubleshoot steps: 
Select one of the outlet boxes with more than one cable. Identify which cable has the Hot and Neutral wire that 
connects back to breaker box. Disconnect the other cable(s) so downstream boxes are disconnected from the 
circuit. Turn breaker ON, and see if fault is still present. 
If fault is still present, then choose another live box that has two or more cables that is closer to breaker box, 
and repeat test. Process of elimination will narrow the search. 
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Use nose to smell for burned connections, use eyes to look for loose wires and black carbon caused by arcing.
Check wire connectors, screw and terminal connections. Push ground wires to back of box. Tape over screw
connections on switches and outlets. Never use stranded wire for household wiring, or under screw plates. 
Check quick connects on back of switches and outlets. Always best to attach wire around a screw.
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