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Introduction 

A running toilet is one of the most common plumbing problems homeowners experience — 
and also one of the most misunderstood. 

In most cases, a running toilet is caused by simple, inexpensive parts wearing out over 
time. Understanding how a toilet works and what typically fails allows you to fix small 
problems early, avoid wasted water, and know when a repair is safe versus when it’s time 
to stop. 

This guide explains why toilets run, what parts commonly fail, and finishes with one 
complete, homeowner-safe repair you can confidently perform. 

 

1. System Overview 

A toilet is a gravity-fed system controlled by mechanical components inside the tank. 

When you flush: - The handle lifts the chain - The flapper opens - Water flows from the tank 
into the bowl - The fill valve refills the tank - The flapper seals and stops the flow 



If any part of this sequence fails, the toilet may run continuously or intermittently. 

 

2. Common Problems and Failures 

The most common causes of running toilets include: - Worn or warped flappers - Improper 
chain length - Failing fill valves - Incorrect water level settings 

These failures are mechanical and predictable. 

 

3. What Homeowners Can Safely Do 

Homeowners can safely: - Remove the tank lid - Observe flushing behavior - Inspect the 
flapper - Adjust chain length - Listen for refill sounds 

No tools are required for basic diagnosis. 

 

4. When to Stop and Call a Professional 

Call a plumber if: - The toilet leaks at the base - The tank or bowl is cracked - Water supply 
connections are damaged - Multiple toilets show similar symptoms 

These indicate issues beyond routine maintenance. 

 

5. Homeowner Win: Replacing a Toilet Flapper 

This section walks through one complete, homeowner-safe repair that resolves most 
running toilet issues. 

Tools & Materials Needed 
• Replacement toilet flapper (matched to toilet type) 
• Clean rag or sponge 

Step-by-Step Overview 
1. Turn off the toilet shutoff valve. 
2. Flush the toilet to empty the tank. 
3. Remove the old flapper and chain. 
4. Install the new flapper and reconnect the chain. 
5. Adjust chain slack slightly. 
6. Turn water back on and test. 



Success Check 
• Tank fills and shuts off 
• No refill sounds 
• Normal flush operation 

Important Boundary Note 

This guide covers one common repair only. Toilets vary by brand and design. Advanced 
diagnostics, rebuilds, and installation variations are covered in Ultimate DIYer courses and 
in-depth video walkthroughs. 

 

6. Where to Go Next 

In the Ultimate DIYer Plumbing Library, you’ll find guides covering: - Faucet and shutoff 
valves - Drain problems - Plumbing emergencies 

Each guide builds on what you’ve learned here. 
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