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The evolution of automotive drivetrain technology has been defined by the pursuit of a perfect
balance between fuel efficiency, shift smoothness, and torque density. Within the lineage of Toyota
and Lexus rear-wheel-drive platforms, the A960E transmission-internally designated by
Aisin-Warner as the TB-65SN-stands as a pivotal development in 6-speed automatic architecture.
Introduced in the mid-2000s, this transmission was engineered to provide high-performance gear
hunting and optimized power delivery for mid-range torque applications, specifically pairing with
engines like the 4GR-FSE.

The Engineering Heritage of Aisin-Warner and the A960E

The A960E is part of the prestigious Toyota ‘A’ family of automatic transmissions, a series known
for its reliability and global adoption. Manufactured by Aisin-Warner, a joint venture between Aisin
Seiki and BorgWarner, the A960E represents a scaled-down, more efficient version of its
heavy-duty sibling, the A761E. While the A761E was designed to handle the high-torque output of
V8 engines (like the 3UZ-FE), the A960E was optimized for the 2.5L to 3.0L V6 engines found in
the Lexus IS 250, Toyota Crown, and the Toyota Mark X.

Functionally, the A960E is a 6-speed Super ECT (Electronic Controlled Transmission). The
'‘Super ECT' designation indicates that the transmission's shift points, line pressure, and clutch
engagement speeds are managed by sophisticated software algorithms that monitor throttle
position, vehicle speed, and engine load in real-time. This integration ensures that the transmission
can adapt to various driving styles, from fuel-conscious commuting to aggressive paddle-shifted
manual modes.

Core Technical Specifications

Understanding the mechanical capabilities of the A960E requires a look at its internal configuration.
The unit utilizes a combination of three planetary gear sets, multiple disc clutches, and brake
bands to achieve its six forward ratios and one reverse ratio. The inclusion of a sixth gear was a
significant upgrade over the preceding 5-speed units (like the A650E), allowing for a wider gear
spread and a much lower cruising RPM at highway speeds.
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Gear Metric

First Gear

Second Gear

Third Gear

Fourth Gear

Fifth Gear

Sixth Gear

Reverse
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A960E Ratio Value
3.538:1
2.060:1
1.404:1
1.000:1 (Direct Drive)
0.713:1 (Overdrive)
0.582:1 (Double Overdrive)

3.168:1

Page 2 of 7



TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

As illustrated in the table above, the 0.582:1 sixth gear ratio provides an exceptionally deep
overdrive. This is a primary driver for the improved fuel economy observed in vehicles equipped
with the 4GR-FSE engine. By reducing the engine speed at 100 km/h, the transmission minimizes
parasitic drag and internal friction losses.

Theoretical Framework: Hydraulic and Electronic Interplay

The A960E operates on a complex interplay between hydraulic pressure and electronic signals.
The brain of the transmission is the Valve Body, which houses a series of precision-machined
channels and electromagnetic solenoids. In the A960E, the solenoid configuration is critical for both
shift quality and the longevity of the friction materials.

The Solenoid Architecture

The A960E utilizes nine solenoids to control various aspects of the transmission's operation. These
can be categorized into linear solenoids and on/off solenoids:

- SL1, SL2, and SL3: These are linear solenoids that control the engagement pressure for
specific clutch packs. By modulating the current to these solenoids, the Transmission Control
Module (TCM) can ‘'feather' the clutch engagement, eliminating the harsh ‘thud' often
associated with older automatic transmissions.

- SLT (Line Pressure Solenoid): This solenoid regulates the main line pressure based on engine
torque. High torque requires high pressure to prevent clutch slippage, while low torque allows
for lower pressure to reduce the load on the oil pump.

- SLU (Lock-up Solenoid): Controls the Torque Converter Clutch (TCC). The A960E features a
flexible lock-up system, allowing the torque converter to lock partially even in lower gears to
improve efficiency without sacrificing vibration dampening.

- S1, S2, S3, S4: These are typically used for shift sequence signaling and directing hydraulic
fluid to the appropriate shift valves.

The synergy between these components allows for Multi-mode Automatic Transmission
functionality. When the driver engages the paddle shifters (often found on the GT86 or IS 250), the
TCM intercepts the signal and triggers the solenoids in a specific sequence to mimic a sequential
manual gearbox, though the physical engagement remains hydraulic.

Comparison Analysis: A960E vs. A761E

Engineers often face a choice between these two 6-speed units. While they share a similar
architecture, their internal 'beefiness’ differs significantly. The following comparison highlights the
strategic differences in their design.
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Feature

Torque Capacity
Primary Application
Weight

Clutch Disc Count

Fluid Type

A960E (TB-65SN)
Medium (Approx. 300 Nm)

2.5L V6, 2.0L Boxer
Lighter, compact housing
Fewer friction plates per pack

Toyota ATF WS
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A761E (TB-60SN)
High (Approx. 450+ Nm)
4.3L V8, 3.5L V6 (High Output)
Heavier, reinforced casing
Increased friction surface area

Toyota ATF WS
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Because the A960E has a lower rotating mass, it is often preferred for sports-oriented applications
where quick throttle response is more valued than absolute towing capacity. This is why the A960E
was the natural choice for the Subaru BRZ and Toyota GT86 (ZN6 platform), where weight
distribution and engine response are paramount.

Practical Implementation: Fluid Service and Maintenance

One of the most debated topics regarding the A960E is the concept of 'Lifetime Fluid.' Toyota and
Aisin initially marketed many of these units as sealed for life. However, technical analysis of
high-mileage units reveals that the Toyota ATF WS (World Standard) fluid undergoes thermal
breakdown and shear degradation over time. To maintain the shift quality of the A960E, a
specialized fluid replacement procedure is required.

Step-by-Step Fluid Level Adjustment (The Overflow Method)

Since the A960E does not have a traditional dipstick, technicians must use the overflow plug
method. This must be performed at a specific fluid temperature (typically between 35°C and 45°C)
as fluid expands when heated.

1. Initial Fill: With the engine off, remove the refill plug (located on the side of the casing) and add
ATF WS until it starts to seep from the overflow hole.

2. Circulation: Start the engine and cycle the gear selector through P, R, N, D, and S modes to
ensure the fluid fills the valve body and torque converter.

3. Temperature Monitoring: Use a diagnostic tool (OBDII) to monitor the 'AT Oil Temperature.'
Alternatively, use the vehicle's instrument cluster 'Oil Temp Check' mode if available.

4. Final Leveling: Once the fluid reaches 40°C, remove the overflow plug at the bottom of the
pan. If fluid flows out in a steady stream, wait until it slows to a thin trickle or 'drip." This
indicates the level is perfectly set at the top of the internal straw.

5. Sealing: Reinstall the overflow and refill plugs with new gaskets to prevent leaks.

Note: Using non-WS spec fluid in an A960E can lead to catastrophic failure. The friction modifiers
in WS fluid are specifically calibrated for the slip-control logic of the A960E's lock-up clutch.
Troubleshooting and Failure Mode Analysis

Despite its robust design, the A960E is susceptible to specific failure modes, often exacerbated by
neglected maintenance or extreme driving conditions. Professional technicians look for several
'signature’ issues.

Common Error Codes (DTCs)

- P0O751 / PO756: Shift Solenoid 'A' or 'B' Performance. This often indicates a stuck solenoid or
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debris in the valve body rather than an electrical failure.

- PO776: Pressure Control Solenoid 'B' Performance. This can result in harsh shifts or ‘flaring’
(engine RPMs spiking during a shift).

- P2757: Torque Converter Clutch Control Performance. This is a common code indicating the
TCC is not engaging correctly, often caused by fluid degradation affecting the SLU solenoid.

The 'Strawberry Milkshake' Phenomenon

In vehicles where the transmission cooler is integrated into the radiator (like some Lexus models),
an internal failure of the radiator can cause engine coolant to mix with transmission fluid. This
creates a pink, frothy emulsion that quickly destroys friction materials and swells internal seals. If
'strawberry milkshake' fluid is found, a full transmission rebuild or replacement is almost always
necessary.

Solenoid Mechanical Wear

Because the A960E uses pulse-width modulated (PWM) linear solenoids, the internal pintles move
thousands of times per hour. Over 150,000+ kilometers, the metal-on-metal wear inside the
solenoid can cause the valve to hang. Replacing the solenoid kit (as mentioned in the A960E
Solenoid Kit OE data) is a common and effective remedy for shift quality issues without removing
the entire transmission.

The Rebuild Process: Precision Engineering

When a rebuild is required, a high-quality kit-such as those provided by Raybestos Powertrain-is
essential. A technical rebuild of the A960E involves more than just replacing friction discs; it
requires a meticulous inspection of the hard parts.

Critical Inspection Points:

1. The Pump Housing: Check for scoring on the crescent gear. The pump provides the lifeblood
(pressure) for the entire system; any loss in efficiency here will cause slipping in high gears.

2. The Planetary Carriers: Inspect the needle bearings and pinion gears for any signs of pitting or
heat discoloration.

3. The Valve Body Bore Wear: Use a vacuum test on the valve body bores. If the aluminum
casting has worn out where the steel valves ride, the valve body will leak pressure internally,
requiring a sleeved repair or a new casting.

4. Clutch Clearances: Using a feeler gauge, ensure the 'stack-up' height of the clutch packs
meets the factory specifications (often within 0.01mm tolerances). Incorrect clearance leads to
delayed engagement or dragging.
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Future Outlook and Broader Implications

The A960E serves as a masterclass in the transition from purely mechanical-hydraulic systems to
software-defined drivetrains. Its design influenced the subsequent 8-speed and 10-speed units
found in modern Toyota Direct Shift transmissions. For engineers and technicians, the A960E
highlights the importance of precise fluid dynamics and the role of electronic adaptation in
extending the life of mechanical components.

As these transmissions age, the aftermarket support for solenoids, friction materials, and software
tuning continues to grow. Whether it is a Lexus IS 250 enthusiast looking for crisper shifts or a
technician diagnosing a Toyota Crown, understanding the nuances of the Aisin TB-65SN
architecture is vital. The integration of 6-speed technology allowed for a generation of vehicles that
could provide spirited performance without the heavy fuel penalties of the past, marking the A960E
as a successful chapter in automotive engineering history.

Ultimately, the longevity of an A960E depends on a proactive maintenance philosophy. While the
'sealed for life' label was a marketing success, the technical reality demands regular fluid analysis
and solenoid health checks. By adhering to the precise thermal leveling procedures and using
high-quality OE-spec components, operators can ensure that this 6-speed marvel remains smooth
and reliable for hundreds of thousands of kilometers, continuing the legacy of Toyota's ‘A’ family
transmissions.
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