
Rubbing is one of those problems that can look minor at first and still cost you real time, money, and patience. A
faint scuff here, a quiet thrum there, a little dust on the tire sidewall, then suddenly you are dealing with
premature tire wear, a bent liner, or worse, a brake or wheel bearing issue. When people say “scrub” they are
usually describing the tire contacting something it should not, especially during steering and suspension travel.
When it happens consistently in a specific spot, it is rarely random. It is track geometry, fitment, or clearance that
is telling you where the system is under stress.

I have seen rubbing start as an almost polite sound on full lock, only to turn into a persistent scrape after an
alignment change or after a suspension swap. The tricky part is that “clearance” is not one number. It changes as
the suspension compresses, the wheel turns, and the tire flexes. Even if you have a few millimeters of space at ride
height, that does not guarantee you have space at peak compression, or when the car leans in a corner.

Let’s go through what track wheel and tire scrub really means, what typically causes it, and how to diagnose and
fix it without guessing.

What “wheel and tire scrub” actually looks like
Scrub usually shows up as contact between the tire (or sometimes the wheel barrel) and a nearby component like
a fender liner, inner fender, control arm, strut, sway bar link area, or the brake hardware. The location matters
because the contact point tells you the system’s behavior.

Some rubs are obvious, loud, and immediate. Others are subtle: a light brushing sound that only appears when
you turn into a driveway ramp, or a small shiny spot on the tire that appears after a short drive. Those quiet rubs
can be the most dangerous, because the tire will keep shedding rubber while you assume it is “just noise.”

There are also two different track vehicles software mechanisms that people lump together:

Steering rub: the tire touches something primarily when the wheel is turned, even if the suspension is not
heavily compressed.

Travel rub: the tire touches something mostly when the suspension compresses, even if the steering angle is
small or straight.

A third scenario exists too: combined rub, where steering angle and compression overlap, like when you hit a
bump while turning.

A car can have enough clearance at full steering angle while unloaded, then rub the moment you add weight
transfer, the steering geometry changes, and the tire grows through compression.

Why fitment and alignment create rub at the worst times
Scrub is often the final symptom of one of three root problems:

1) The wheel and tire package sits too far inboard or outboard for the available space.

2) The suspension geometry has changed, so the wheel moves in a different path through travel. 3) Something is
not centered, uniform, or flat enough, so the tire contacts only at certain angles.

Offset, backspacing, and the “hidden” path of the wheel
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When you change wheel offset or add spacers, you are changing where the tire lives relative to everything else.
Inboard rub usually comes from too little wheel clearance to suspension components, brake hardware, or the inner
fender. Outboard rub often shows up at the fender lip or liner edge, especially with wider tires or different tread
designs.

But “offset” is only half the story. Backspacing and wheel width matter too, because the tire’s sidewall profile and
tread shoulders can stick out differently than you expect.

The lived experience detail: tires are not perfectly consistent across the same “size.” Two different tires marketed as
the same width can measure differently once mounted, and their sidewall bulge can be more pronounced. The
same goes for rim width. If the tire is stretched on a narrower rim, the sidewall may tuck inward, which can reduce
some rubbing while increasing vulnerability to curb impacts. If it is mounted on a wider rim, the sidewall can
square up and push outward.

Alignment can be the trigger even when parts “fit”

You can have a wheel that clears at rest, yet you still rub because alignment alters how the tire runs at speed and
during cornering.

Key culprits include camber and toe.

Excess negative camber can make the tire’s inner shoulder closer to suspension arms or the inner fender.

Too much toe-in or toe-out can make the tread scrub sideways, increasing heat and accelerating wear. In turn,
the tire may track slightly differently during suspension compression, changing where it touches.

A proper alignment is not just about making the car drive straight. It is about managing tire position through the
full steering and suspension cycle.

Suspension geometry after upgrades

Lowering springs, coilovers, control arm changes, and bushings can all alter the wheel’s arc. When the wheel
moves, it does not move purely up and down. It travels in a curved path determined by link lengths, pivot points,
and bushing compliance.

If you lower the car and the wheel is closer to the fender lip, that is the easy part to see. The subtle part is that
lowering also changes control arm angles, which can increase the risk of inboard rub near the strut or inner liner
during compression.

Bigger tires add more “swept volume.” The tire does not just take up width and diameter, it also needs space for
deflection. Under load, the tread blocks can deform enough to touch a surface you thought was clear.

Quick diagnostic: confirm where and when contact happens
Before you throw parts at the problem, isolate the condition. You can do this with careful observation, a simple
inspection, and a controlled test. The goal is to find the rub location relative to the vehicle and relative to steering
angle and suspension position.

Here is a straightforward approach that works in most garages:

1) Look for fresh rub marks on the tire and matching marks on nearby components.

2) Note whether rub happens at full lock, partial lock, or only during bumps. 3) Check inner liners, spots near the
strut, and around brake hardware if you suspect inboard contact. 4) Inspect the fender lip and outer liner edge if



the rub is outboard. 5) Repeat the test after small changes, such as tire pressure adjustments or a slight alignment
tweak, and keep track of what changes.

That last part matters. A common mistake is making three adjustments at once, then not knowing which one
helped and which one made it worse.

Marking the tire and components can save hours

If you can, do a test drive and then inspect. Fresh rubber will often look different, slightly darker or shiny where it
has been pressed against a surface. If you have to be more systematic, you can lightly mark suspect areas on the
tire with a marker and then drive a short loop including full lock turns and some bumps. The goal is not to “draw a
map,” but to narrow down the contact zone.

You can also use a thin layer of something like removable chalk to identify where contact occurs, then check after
the test. Just keep it minimal so you are not introducing grit or residue that can hide the real contact marks.

Common rub locations and what they usually mean
Different contact points usually point to different causes. You do not need to memorize every scenario, but you
should train your eyes to recognize patterns.

Below is a compact guide that reflects what I typically see when people bring cars in with tire scrub complaints.

Inner front tire rub on the strut or spring perch: often offset/backspacing too aggressive, or alignment
(camber or caster) changed after work.

Inner tire rub on control arms at compression: often lowered suspension geometry or too-wide tire with a
sidewall that grows outward under load.

Outer tire rub on fender lip or liner: commonly clearance at ride height is too tight, tire bulge is higher than
expected, or fender liner clips are not seated consistently.

Rub near the sway bar or link area: often track width increased, spacer added, or the sway bar position
changed slightly by aftermarket arms.

Wheel rubbing at certain steering angles: often toe or steering lock limits, or a mismatch between wheel/tire
size and how far the suspension can compress while turned.

If the rub pattern does not match these, it might be something less obvious, like a bent wheel, a tire that is not
seated correctly, or a liner that has shifted after a previous impact.

The trade-offs: trimming, spacing, and changing geometry
Once you find the contact point, you have options. Most “solutions” come with trade-offs. The key is to match the
fix to the root cause instead of chasing symptoms.

Trimming liners and plastic: useful, but respect the consequences

Trimming is common because it is quick and often solves outboard rubbing without touching steering geometry.
But trimming is not automatically safe. Plastic liners protect against dirt and water spray, and a trim job that is too
aggressive can expose wiring, wiring looms, or reduce coverage in a way that contributes to corrosion over time.

If you trim, do it cleanly. Leave structure where possible. Re-test after the suspension settles, because trimming
only the liner edge might still leave the tire contacting a metal bracket behind it. Also watch that you do not create
sharp plastic edges that can catch the tire under load.



A detail that matters: sometimes the rub is not the liner itself, it is the metal tab the liner clips to. People shave the
liner and feel good, then the tire starts rubbing the metal tab instead. The tire does not care what you removed, it
cares what it touches.

Wheel spacers: a fast fix with a long list of risks

Spacers can move the wheel inward or outward depending on design, and they can also change hub load and
bearing tracking a vehicle life. If you do go this route, you want to consider:

Hub-centric vs lug-centric fit.

Proper length of studs and secure installation.

Correct torque and periodic re-check if the wheel is subjected to high vibration.

A spacer can help if the rub is caused by too much inboard clearance deficit. But if the offset is already right and
you add spacers anyway, you might only be moving the problem to a different component.

I have seen cases where a tiny inboard rub looked like a spacer fix, but the new setup caused outboard fender
contact on dips, or it increased stress on suspension components. Sometimes that is what “works” but still leaves
you with accelerated wear.

Changing offset or wheel width: the most direct correction

Changing wheel offset or switching to a different wheel width is usually the cleanest mechanical fix because it
changes where the tire package sits relative to the car. If you have inner rub on suspension components, a wheel
with slightly more favorable offset is often the correct direction.

The tricky part is tire measurement and tread design. Two tires with the same nominal width can behave differently
at the shoulders. Some tread patterns have more sidewall bulge. If you are selecting tires primarily for
performance, you might accept minor rubbing only if you have verified clearance across the full travel and steering
range.

If you are not sure, do not assume. Measure.

Alignment adjustments: the fix that depends on the “why”

Alignment can be part of the cure, especially for steering rub or uneven tire wear that looks like scrubbing. A small
camber change can shift the inner or outer shoulder enough to stop contact, but it can also impact grip and tire
longevity. Toe adjustments also affect tire heat and tread life, which can amplify scrubbing sounds if you are too far
out of spec.

The best alignment is the one that keeps you away from rub while still matching your driving priorities. If you tune
alignment for avoiding rub by running extreme camber, you may solve one problem and create another: uneven
wear, less predictable steering feel, or reduced tire lifespan.

Suspension setup: bump stops and travel management

If the rub happens during compression, bump stops and travel limits become the most logical part of the system
to inspect. A car that bottoms out earlier than intended can push the tire into places it should never reach.

Sometimes the issue is simply that the bump stop height is not set correctly after coilover installation. Sometimes
a removed or re-positioned bump stop changes how the suspension behaves. In those cases, you can solve
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rubbing by restoring proper bump stop engagement, or by adjusting ride height within the intended range so the
tire stays away from the liner or strut area at full compression.

This is where experience matters, because “raising the car a little” can fix rubbing, but it can also change handling
balance. If you raise it too far, you lose the reason you installed the suspension in the first place. The goal is the
smallest change that restores clearance across the real travel cycle.

A practical method to test clearance under real conditions
Garage clearance checks at static ride height can lie. Suspension moves, tires deflect, and driving loads shift
everything.

If you want a test method that reflects how the car actually behaves, focus on these variables:

steering angle range (full lock and partial lock)

suspension travel (a car loaded with a bit more weight than usual, and occasional bumps)

consistent tire pressure (tire pressure affects sidewall stiffness and bulge)

A simple but meaningful procedure is to mark the tire, perform a short route that includes parking-lot style full
lock turns, then hit a few speed bumps or uneven sections where the suspension compresses. After that, inspect
immediately.

If you cannot drive, you can jack up and compress the suspension safely while turning the wheel by hand, but
remember: it will not perfectly replicate the tire shape under real load.

Also be mindful of brake hoses, ABS wiring, and the inner liner clips. A tire rubbing hard enough to remove rubber
is also rubbing heat, friction, and grit. That contact can damage wiring insulation over time. If you find evidence of
rub on rubber brake hose areas or near wiring looms, do not treat it as a “minor cosmetic issue.”

Edge cases that surprise people
Even with good fitment planning, a few edge cases come up often.

Tire sidewall bulge and tread shoulder shape

The tire’s measured width is not the same as its “bulge.” Under load, the shoulder can move outward, and tread
blocks can deform. Some tires feel wide in a way that others do not, even if the spec sheet looks similar.

When rub is near the fender lip, the tire shoulder profile is usually the key. When rub is near the strut or inner
liner, tire sidewall deflection and suspension geometry are usually to blame.

Bent wheel or tire that is not true

If the rub is intermittent and seems to occur only on certain roads, it can be a wheel issue rather than a clearance
issue. A slightly bent wheel can change how the tire sits during rotation, creating localized rubbing that does not
happen when the wheel is at a different rotational position.

Similarly, if the tire has uneven wear or a manufacturing defect, it can expand outward in a way that makes
clearance inconsistent.

If you have access to a wheel straightness check or you notice vibration paired with rub marks, inspect the wheel
for deformation.



Liner clips and small shifts

Liners and brackets can move by a few millimeters. That might not matter for a year, then a pothole, a tire change,
or a previous crash repair sets the liner slightly out of place. The result is a rub you cannot reproduce at home
unless you are actively recreating the liner’s shifted position.

In those cases, the tire might have clearance to the metal, but it rubs the liner itself. Re-seat the liner and check
the mounting points.

Choosing a fix that fits your goals
There is no universal rule like “always trim” or “never trim.” The best approach depends on whether you want to
protect ride quality, maximize wheel and tire performance, or keep fabrication minimal.

If your rub is mild and occurs only at extreme steering angles, you might prioritize alignment tweaks and liner
adjustments first. If rub occurs during compression and you have clear evidence of contact under load, travel
management and bump stop setup should be the first stop.

If you are building for aggressive stance or wider wheels, you should expect to do more than a one-time check.
Tires change. Suspension bushings wear. Temperature affects tire pressure slightly, and lower pressures can
increase bulge.

When you get the fix right, you stop noticing the problem because the tire is just doing its job, grip and ride, not
friction against plastic and metal.

A short “do this first” checklist
If you are currently hearing rubbing or seeing tire marks and you want to narrow it down quickly without wasting
time, start here:

1) Inspect both the tire and the suspected contact surfaces, look for shiny fresh rub marks.

2) Test full lock and bumps separately so you know whether it is steering rub or travel rub. 3) Check tire pressure
against your typical driving pressure before you compare marks. 4) Verify wheel hardware and liner seating,
especially after recent tire or suspension work. 5) If contact is on metal or brake-adjacent components, address it
immediately rather than assuming it is harmless.

That approach keeps you from turning the problem into a guessing game.

When it’s time to get hands-on help
If you find rub on or near brake components, if the tire has clear evidence of repeated heavy contact, or if you
suspect your wheel is bent, you should get help sooner rather than later. Rubbing generates heat and friction, and
brake systems do not tolerate repeated contamination and abrasion near hoses and lines.

Also consider professional measurement if you have multiple modifications. A car with spacers, coilovers, wider
wheels, and aftermarket control arms can involve several interacting geometry changes. In those setups, a shop
with alignment and suspension measurement tools can often pinpoint the real clearance issue faster than trial-
and-error.

Keep it resolved, not just “fixed for now”



After you stop the rubbing, re-check after a few weeks. Tires settle, suspension components bed in, and you might
have changed alignment or tire pressures without realizing it. A rub that is gone today might return after your
next tire rotation or after a particularly aggressive pothole.

Pay attention to tire wear patterns too. If you solved rubbing by changing camber aggressively, you may still see
uneven shoulder wear. If you trimmed liners, check that the trimmed edges remain secure and that nothing new
has started to contact as the suspension cycles.

The best result is when you can turn the wheel, compress the suspension, drive over your normal rough sections,
and the car behaves like it was always meant to. No new noises. No shiny tire scars. No mystery dust.

Tire scrub is a warning sign, not a minor quirk. When you treat it like geometry and clearance feedback, you end
up with a setup that feels right and stays reliable.


