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INTRODUCTION: A
HOUSEHOLD SKILL
EVERYONE
SHOULD MASTER

A  clogged  drain  or
toilet  can  bring  your
d a y  t o  a  s u d d e n ,
f r u s t r a t i n g  h a l t .
Whether  it  is  a  slow-
draining sink or a toilet
that  refuses  to  flush,
the  first  tool  most
people reach for is the
humble  plunger.  Yet,
despite  its  common
presence under almost
every  bathroom  sink,
many  people  do  not
actually  know  how  to
u s e  a  p l u n g e r
correct ly .  Us ing  a

plunger is not simply a
matter  of  pushing
down  and  pulling  up
with  all  your  might.
There  is  a  specific
technique,  a  bit  of
physics,  and  even
s o m e  s t r a t e g y
involved. Mastering the
art  of  plunging  can
save you an expensive
p lumber  v is i t  and
prevent  unnecessary
mess.  This  guide  will
wa lk  you  th rough
everything you need to
know,  from  choosing
the  right  plunger  for
the  job  to  executing
the  perfect  plunge
e v e r y  t i m e .
Understanding  the
proper  method  for
unclogging a drain is
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a  basic  life  skill  that
e m p o w e r s  y o u  t o
handle minor plumbing
emergencies  wi th
confidence.

UNDERSTANDING
YOUR PLUNGER:
NOT ALL
PLUNGERS ARE
THE SAME

B e f o r e  y o u  e v e n
attempt to plunge, it is
essential to understand
that there are different
types  o f  p lungers
designed  for  different
jobs.  Using  the  wrong
o n e  i s  a  c o m m o n
mistake  that  leads  to
frustration  and  failed
attempts.  There  are
two  main  types  you
need  to  know  about:
the  cup  plunger  and
the  flange  plunger.
T h e r e  i s  a l s o  t h e
accordion  plunger,
which  is  more  heavy-
duty.  Choosing  the
correct  tool  is  the  first
step  to  successful

plunging  a  toilet  or
sink.

The Cup
Plunger
(Standard
Sink
Plunger)
This is the most basic
and  common  plunger.
It has a simple, dome-
shaped  rubber  cup  at
t h e  e n d .  T h e  c u p
plunger  is  designed
primarily  for  flat
surfaces,  making  it
ideal for use on sinks,
bathtubs,  and  shower
drains. When you press
i t  d o w n ,  t h e  c u p
creates a seal over the
flat  drain  opening.
Because  it  lacks  an
extension,  it  does  not
work  well  on  toilets,
w h e r e  t h e  d r a i n
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opening is curved and
irregular.  If  you use a
cup plunger on a toilet,
you will likely struggle
to create a proper seal,
resulting  in  a  messy
and  ineffective
attempt.

The
Flange
Plunger
(Toilet
Plunger)
The  flange  plunger
looks similar  to a cup
plunger  but  has  an
extra,  softer  rubber
flap  or  flange
extending  from  the
bottom of the cup. This
flange is designed to fit
inside the curved drain
opening  of  a  toilet,
creating a much tighter
and  more  effective

seal.  Some  flange
plungers have a folding
flange,  which  allows
them to be used on flat
surfaces as well. If you
are  deal ing  with  a
toilet  clog,  the  flange
plunger  is  your  best
friend.  Its  design  is
specifically  engineered
for  toilet  plunging
and  p rov ides  t he
necessary  suction  and
pressure  to  dislodge
b lockages  in  that
un ique  p l umb ing
configuration.

The
Accordion
Plunger
(Heavy-
Duty)
This plunger looks like
a hard plastic or rubber
a c c o r d i o n .  I t  i s
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extremely  rigid  and
does  not  compress
easily.  This  design
creates a very forceful
burst of air and water,
m a k i n g  i t  h i g h l y
effective  for  stubborn
clogs.  However,  it  is
also  more  difficult  to
use  and  can  damage
some toilet bowls if not
handled carefully. It  is
g e n e r a l l y
recommended  for
experienced users who
need extra power for a
tough  c l og  tha t  a
standard  flange
plunger  cannot  move.
For  most  household
jobs,  a  quality  flange
plunger  will  suffice.

PREPARATION:
WHAT YOU NEED
BEFORE YOU
START

Div ing  in  w i thout
preparation can turn a
simple  unclogging  job
into a messy disaster.
Taking a few moments

to  set  yourself  up  for
success is crucial. Here
is a checklist of items
you  should  have  on
hand before you begin
h o w  t o  u s e  a
plunger effectively.

Your plunger:
Select the
correct type for
the fixture you
are unclogging
(flange for toilet,
cup for sink).
Rubber gloves:
Plunging can be
a splashy
business. Protect
your hands with
a pair of
household or
disposable
gloves.
Old towels or
rags: Place
these around the
base of the toilet
or sink to catch
any water that
may splash out
during the
process.
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A bucket: Useful
for bailing out
excess water
from a toilet bowl
or sink before
you plunge,
especially if the
water level is
very high.
Petroleum jelly
(optional):
Applying a thin
layer to the rim
of the plunger
cup can help
create a better
seal.
Safety goggles
(optional): An
extra layer of
protection for
your eyes is
never a bad idea.

Evaluate
the

Situation
B e f o r e  y o u  s t a r t
pumping,  take  a  look
at  the  clogged  fixture.
Is  the  water  draining
s l o w l y ,  o r  i s  i t
completely  stopped
up? For a toilet, check
the water level. If it is
dangerously  close  to
the rim, you may need
to bail out some water
to  prevent  overflow.
For a sink, remove any
visible debris from the
drain opening. Knowing
what  you  are  dealing
with  helps  you  adjust
your  technique.  For
instance,  a  slow drain
might  require  gentler,
m o r e  r h y t h m i c
p lung ing ,  wh i le  a
completely  blocked
toilet may need a more
aggressive initial push.

HOW TO USE A
PLUNGER ON A
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TOILET: A STEP-
BY-STEP GUIDE

T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
common  p lunging
s c e n a r i o ,  a n d  i t
requires  a  specific
technique.  Fol low
these steps carefully to
u n c l o g  a  t o i l e t
effectively  and  with
minimal  mess.

Step 1:
Choose
the Right
Tool
Confirm  you  are  using
a  flange  plunger.  The
flange  is  critical  for
creating  a  seal  inside
the toilet's  drain hole.
If you only have a cup
plunger,  you will  have
a  very  difficult  time.
The  flange  plunger  is
designed for this exact

purpose.

Step 2:
Prepare
the Area
and the
Plunger
Place  towels  around
the base of the toilet.
Put  on your  gloves.  If
the  toilet  bowl  is  full,
carefully bail out some
water  into  a  bucket
until the water level is
about  halfway  down.
Too  much  water  can
cause splashing,  while
too little water will not
p r o v i d e  e n o u g h
hydraulic  pressure  to
move  the  clog.  The
water should cover the
rubber  cup  o f  the
plunger  when  i t  is
inserted.
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Step 3:
Position
the
Plunger
Insert the plunger into
the  toilet  bowl  at  a
slight  angle.  Push  the
flange  into  the  drain
opening at the bottom
of the bowl. The rubber
cup  should  sit  flat
against  the  porcelain
surface  around  the
opening. Make sure the
flange is fully seated.

Step 4:
Create a
Seal
T h i s  i s  t h e  m o s t
important part of how
to  use  a  plunger .

Press the plunger down
gently  but  firmly  to
p u s h  o u t  a n y  a i r
trapped under the cup.
You want the cup to be
full  of  water,  not  air.
Air  compresses  easily
and  will  not  generate
the  force  needed  to
move  the  clog.  The
water  provides  the
incompressible  force
required  for  effective
plunging.

Step 5:
The
Plunging
Motion
Now,  begin  a  steady
rhythm. Use a straight
up-and-down  motion.
Push  down  firmly  but
not violently, and then
pull  up  sharply.  The
pul l  i s  o f ten  more
important  than  the
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push,  as  it  creates
suction  that  can  pull
the  clog  back  toward
you. Do not break the
seal. Aim for a steady
cadence:  push,  pull,
push,  pull.  Continue
this motion for 15 to 20
seconds.

Step 6:
Check
Your
Progress
After  15-20  seconds,
s t op  and  pu l l  t he
plunger away. Observe
the  water  level.  If  it
begins to drain rapidly,
you  have  successfully
dislodged  the  clog.  If
the  water  level  stays
the same or rises, you
need  to  t ry  again.
Repeat the process for
another  round.  If  you
are having trouble, try

repos i t ion ing  the
plunger  to  ensure  a
better seal. Sometimes
a  slight  twist  of  the
plunger can help seat it
properly.

Step 7:
Flush and
Clean Up
Once the water  starts
draining,  flush  the
toilet.  This  will  help
push  the  remaining
debris  through  the
pipes.  I f  the  toi let
flushes  cleanly  without
backing  up,  you  have
solved the problem. If
it  refills  slowly  or
gurgles,  the clog may
s t i l l  b e  p a r t i a l l y
p resen t ,  and  you
should  repeat  the
plunging process. After
you  are  successful,
clean  your  plunger
t h o r o u g h l y  w i t h
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disinfectant  and  hot
water.  Sanitize  the
area around the toilet
as well.

HOW TO USE A
PLUNGER ON A
SINK OR TUB

Unclogging  a  sink  or
bathtub  requires  a
slightly  different
approach  because  of
the design of the drain.
Here is how to unclog
a sink drain  using a
standard cup plunger.

Step 1:
Block the
Overflow
Drain
This  is  a  critical  step
that many people miss.
Sinks and tubs have an
overflow  drain  (the
small opening near the
rim of the sink). If you

do not  block this,  the
pressure  you  create
with  the  plunger  will
simply  be  pushed  out
through  the  overflow.
Use a wet rag or duct
tape to completely seal
the  overflow  opening.
This  ensures  all  the
pressure  goes  directly
into the clogged drain.

Step 2:
Remove
the Drain
Stopper
If your sink has a pop-
up  stopper,  you  will
need  to  remove  i t
before you can plunge.
This is usually done by
unscrewing  the  rod
underneath the sink or
lifting the stopper out.
If  you  cannot  remove
it, you will not be able
to  get  a  proper  seal.
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For a bathtub, you may
need  to  remove  the
cover plate and lift out
t h e  s t o p p e r
mechanism.  Bathroom
sink clog removal often
requires this step.

Step 3:
Add
Water
and
Position
the
Plunger
Fill the sink or tub with
a few inches of water.
The water should cover
the rubber cup of  the
plunger  completely.
Place the cup plunger
directly over the drain
opening.  Press  down

firmly to ensure a tight
seal.

Step 4:
Plunge
Vigorousl
y
Using  the  same  up-
and-down  motion  as
with the toilet,  plunge
vigorously for 20 to 30
seconds.  Again,  the
pull  is  important.  You
are trying to create a
b a c k - a n d - f o r t h
pressure that will break
up  the  c log .  S tar t
slowly  and  increase
your speed as you feel
the seal holding.

Step 5:
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Test and
Repeat
After plunging, lift  the
plunger away and see
i f  the  water  starts
draining  quickly.  If  it
does  not,  repeat  the
process. If the water is
draining  but  slowly,
you may have partially
cleared  the  clog.  Run
hot  water  down  the
drain  to  help  clear  it
further.  For  stubborn
clogs, you may need to
use a drain snake after
plunging.

Step 6:
Clean Up
Once  the  d ra in  i s
running freely, remove
t h e  r a g  f r o m  t h e
overflow  drain.
Reinstall  the  drain
stopper. Run hot water
for  a  minute  to  flush

the  pipes.  Clean  your
p l u n g e r  a n d  t h e
surrounding  area.

TIPS FOR
SUCCESSFUL
PLUNGING EVERY
TIME

Even  with  the  right
t e c h n i q u e ,  a  f e w
s i m p l e  t i p s  c a n
dramatically  improve
your success rate when
learning how to use a
plunger.  These  small
adjustments can make
the difference between
a  quick  fix  and  a
lingering  frustration.

Water is your
friend: Plungers
work best when
there is enough
water to cover
the cup. The
water creates a
hydraulic
pressure that is
far more
effective than air
alone. Never try



12

12 How To Use A Plunger 2026-07-28

to plunge a dry
drain.
Seal is
everything: If
you are not
getting good
suction, the seal
is likely broken.
Reposition the
plunger, press
down to expel
air, and try
again. Applying a
little petroleum
jelly to the rim
can help,
especially on

porcelain
surfaces.
Gentle first,
hard second:
Start with gentle,
controlled pumps
to work the clog
loose, then
increase the
force. Starting
with full force
can sometimes
pack the clog
tighter. Slow and
steady often
wins the race.
Listen to your
pipes: If you


