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Buyer’s Guide

You can buy inverters at your auto supply store or check the following Web sites:

www.4lots.com

www.pcconnection.com

www.northerntool.com

www.donrowe.com

Vehicle power inverters

How much do inverters cost?
Expect to pay about $30 to $50 for a standard 200-watt modified wave inverter and
about $150 to $250 for a pure sine wave inverter. Frankly, that extra cost for a pure
sine wave inverter is hard to justify for a casual user. If you’re not sure your small device
can handle a modified sine wave inverter, shop for a device that has its own 12-volt
lighter plug that you simply plug into the lighter socket without an inverter. Many elec-
tronic devices now sold are designed for consumer convenience in and out of the
home and come with AC plugs as well as cigarette lighter plugs.

Yes, inverters produce heat and need ventilation. Many inverters have built-in fans,
which in turn consume electricity to keep themselves cool. Generally speaking,
inverters don’t work well in temperatures above 90 degrees F. Inverters can also
drain your battery quickly unless your engine is running and charging your battery.
Most inverters have an audible alarm when they sense a lowered power source, but
it may be to your advantage to buy a bit more expensive unit that shuts itself off when
it senses a low battery. Don’t run small devices plugged into your inverter for more
than an hour without starting your car and charging the battery.

You can hook a larger power output inverter directly to your vehicle’s battery. How-
ever, the battery and charging system need to be able to keep up with the heavy power
draw. Consult an automotive electrical specialist if you plan to use large inverters.

Use caution when connecting the inverter directly to your battery. Have the

unit turned off when making connections. Keep the inverter away from engine

heat and the cords clear of the radiator fan.

Are there other concerns about inverters?What size 
AC device can I run?
The power output of the inverter is lim-
ited to the fuse size of the car’s power
outlet, or lighter socket in our case. For
example, a 10 amp–fused 12-volt lighter
socket will safely power about 1 amp of
120-volt AC (or about 120 watts). (See
formula below.) A 15-amp socket will
power 1.5 amps of 120-volt AC (about
150 to 180 watts), and a 20-amp will
power about 2 amps (about 200 to 225
watts).Check your vehicle owner’s man-
ual to see the fuse size of your lighter
socket. Most cars are about 15 amps,
but many larger SUVs and trucks have
20-amp sockets. Generally, a small drill
or 13-in. TV would be the maximum
you could expect to run from the socket
with a 200-watt inverter plugged into a
lighter socket.

APPLIANCE WATTS
Laptop computer 50-75

CD or DVD player 35

AM/FM cassette 5-9

Vacuum (small) 300-500

13-in. TV 200

Jigsaw 300

1/4-in. drill 250

Cell phone 10

Mini stereo boom box 50

Camcorder charger 10

Light bulb * 

* Read bulb wattage

DEVICE WATTS

* Read bulb wattage

Formula: Amps x Volts = Watts

Check a device’s amps on the spec

plate and multiply by 120 to get the

wattage. For example, a 

2-amp device will consume 240

watts. Note: Actual wattage will

vary because of inefficiencies in the

inverter and devices.
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