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The Ford Contour and its siblings, the Mercury Mystique and the European-derived Ford Cougar, represent a

pivotal era in Ford's global product strategy. Built on the CDW27 platform, these vehicles were marketed as "world

cars," intended to bridge the gap between regional engineering preferences with a unified mechanical architecture.

However, maintaining these vehicles in the 21st century requires a deep understanding of their unique electronic,

vacuum, and mechanical systems. This guide serves as a technical compendium for owners, restorers, and

technicians, synthesizing data from professional service manuals, including Chilton and Haynes, alongside field-

reported troubleshooting data.

1. Technical Documentation Architecture: Choosing the Right Service 
Manual

For the 1995–2000 model years, technical documentation is divided into three primary tiers. Understanding the

depth of information required is essential for successful repair outcomes. Whether addressing a simple component

replacement or a complete powertrain overhaul, the granularity of your documentation determines the efficiency of

the diagnostic process.

Manual Comparison and Utility Matrix

The following table evaluates the most common technical resources available for the Ford Contour and Mercury

Mystique series.



Resource Type Target Audience Strengths Technical Weaknesses

Chilton Repair Manual Professional / Advanced 
DIY

Extensive wiring diagrams, 
detailed torque 
specifications, and 
component testing.

Can be overly dense for 
novices; often covers 
multiple models with less 
focus on specific trim 
nuances.

Haynes Service Manual Intermediate DIY Step-by-step photography, 
simplified teardown 
procedures, and common 
tool usage.

Lacks the deep electrical 
troubleshooting trees found 
in factory-level manuals.

OEM Factory Service 
Manual (FSM)

Master Technicians Absolute authority on 
vacuum routing, PIN-out 
charts, and diagnostic 
trouble codes (DTCs).

Difficult to source; often 
requires legacy hardware/
software to view digital 
versions.

Owner’s Manual Vehicle Operator Fluid capacities, fuse 
locations, and basic 
maintenance schedules.

No repair instructions; 
purely operational and 
preventative.

2. The HVAC System: Analyzing the 'Default to Defrost' Failure Mode

One of the most frequent technical complaints within the Ford Contour Enthusiasts Group (CEG) involves the 

Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning (HVAC) system's tendency to lock its airflow output to the defrost vents. 

This is not a random failure but a engineered fail-safe mode of the vacuum-controlled ventilation system.

The Physics of Vacuum Actuation

Unlike modern vehicles that use electronic stepper motors for every door within the HVAC plenum, the 1995–2000 

CDW27 platform utilizes a hybrid system. The temperature blend door is typically electronic, while the mode 

doors (which direct air to floor, vent, or defrost) are controlled by vacuum actuators. 

•  Vacuum Source: The engine intake manifold provides the negative pressure.

•  Reservoir: A vacuum storage tank (located behind the fender liner or under the dash) maintains pressure 

during high-load/low-vacuum scenarios (e.g., wide-open throttle).

•  The Fail-Safe Mechanism: The mode door actuator is spring-loaded. In the event of a vacuum leak, the spring 

pressure overcomes the actuator, defaulting the door to the "Defrost" position to ensure the windshield can be 

cleared for safety purposes.

Diagnostic Workflow for Air Distribution Issues

1.  Check Source Vacuum: Verify that the vacuum line entering the firewall from the engine bay is intact. Inspect 

the rubber grommet for dry rot.

2.  Inspect the Check Valve: A faulty one-way check valve will cause the vents to switch to defrost specifically 

during acceleration.

3.  Under-Dash Inspection: Examine the vacuum manifold connected to the HVAC selector switch. Look for a 

whistling sound, indicating a cracked plastic line or a leaking manifold seal.

4.  Actuator Testing: Use a handheld vacuum pump (e.g., Mityvac) to apply 10-15 in-Hg directly to the mode 

door actuator. If the door moves and holds position, the actuator diaphragm is intact.

3. Electronic Actuators: Blend Door vs. Mode Door



In technical circles, the terms Blend Door Actuator and Mode Door Actuatorare often used interchangeably,

leading to incorrect parts procurement. For the 1999 Ford Contour specifically, identifying the correct component is

vital.

Technical Definitions

The Blend Door Actuator:This component controls the ratio of cold air (from the A/C evaporator) to hot air (from

the heater core). It is usually a small plastic box containing a DC motor, a gear set, and a potentiometer for position

feedback. When this fails, the symptoms include an inability to adjust temperature (e.g., air stays stuck on hot or

cold).

The Mode Door Actuator:As discussed in the previous section, this directs the air to specific outlets. On models

equipped with Semi-Automatic Temperature Control (SATC), this may be electronic, but on base manual-knob

models, it remains vacuum-driven.

Failure Indicators for Electronic Actuators

•  Audible Clicking: Often caused by a stripped plastic gear inside the actuator housing.

•  Erratic Temperature Fluctuations: Caused by a dirty or failing potentiometer (feedback loop) which prevents 

the HVAC module from knowing the door’s actual position.

•  No Response: Potential failure of the H-bridge circuit within the HVAC control head or a blown fuse in the 

interior junction box.

4. Fuel System Safety: The Inertia Shut-Off Switch

A critical safety feature of the Ford Contour and Mercury Mystique is the Fuel Pump Shut-Off Switch, also known 

as the Inertia Switch. This device is designed to cut electrical power to the fuel pump in the event of a significant

impact, preventing fuel from being pumped into a potential engine fire or onto the ground after a collision.

Location and Physical Characteristics

On most 1995–2000 models, the switch is located behind the driver’s side kick panel (near the left foot of the

driver). A small access hole or a removable plastic cover usually identifies its location. The switch features a red or

white button on the top of a small black housing.

Technical Reset Procedure

If the vehicle cranks but refuses to start after a minor collision, a deep pothole hit, or even a heavy door slam, the

inertia switch may have tripped. 

1.  Turn the ignition key to the OFF position.

2.  Check the vehicle for any signs of fuel leakage. Warning: If you smell gasoline, do not reset the switch.

3.  If no leaks are present, press the button on the top of the inertia switch. You should feel a distinct "click" as 

the ball-and-socket mechanism resets.

4.  Turn the ignition to ON for five seconds to prime the fuel system, then attempt to start the engine.

5. Core Component Specifications and Fluid Engineering

Maintaining the 1999 Ford Contour requires adherence to specific engineering tolerances. The table below outlines

the primary capacities and specifications necessary for standard service intervals.



Component 2.0L Zetec I4 Specification 2.5L Duratec V6 Specification

Engine Oil Capacity 4.5 Quarts (5W-30) 5.8 Quarts (5W-20 or 5W-30)

Coolant Type Ethylene Glycol (Green) Ethylene Glycol (Green/Orange)

Spark Plug Gap 0.050 - 0.054 inches 0.052 - 0.056 inches

Firing Order 1-3-4-2 1-4-2-5-3-6

Transmission Fluid MERCON V (Automatic CD4E) MERCON V (Automatic CD4E)

6. Troubleshooting Electrical and Vacuum Integration

The CDW27 platform utilizes a complex wiring harness that, in early models (1995–1997), was notorious for

insulation degradation. While mostly resolved by the 1999 model year, electrical gremlins often manifest in the

engine cooling fans or the fuel delivery circuit.

The Cooling Fan Resistor Failure

If your Ford Contour overheats while idling but cools down when moving, the low-speed cooling fan resistor is a

likely culprit. Located on the fan shroud, this ceramic-coated resistor often fails due to heat cycling. When it breaks,

the fans only engage at high speeds (controlled by the PCM via high-pressure A/C readings or extreme cylinder

head temperatures), often too late to prevent temporary overheating.

Vacuum Routing and Engine Performance

Vacuum leaks do not only affect the HVAC vents; they drastically impact fuel trim. A leak in the PCV (Positive 

Crankcase Ventilation) hose, particularly the elbow connector common on the 2.5L Duratec engine, will cause a 

Lean Condition (P0171/P0174 codes). This leads to rough idling and stalling. Technicians should use a smoke

machine to identify microscopic cracks in the vacuum harness that are invisible to the naked eye.

7. Restoration and Long-Term Reliability Strategy

As these vehicles age into the "classic" or "youngtimer" category, the availability of parts becomes a challenge.

Strategic maintenance involves sourcing New Old Stock (NOS) parts or utilizing high-quality aftermarket

components from manufacturers like Global Parts Distributors (GPD) for HVAC needs or Motorcraft for ignition

components.

The Ford Contour and Mercury Mystique were sophisticated machines for their time, featuring independent rear

suspension and high-output V6 engines in the SVT variants. By utilizing the structured diagnostic approaches

found in Chilton manuals and understanding the underlying physics of vacuum and electronic control systems,

owners can ensure these vehicles remain roadworthy. Focus on the core pillars of maintenance: fluid integrity,

vacuum system sealing, and the proactive replacement of high-wear electronic actuators. Through meticulous care

and technical discipline, the CDW27 platform remains a testament to Ford’s late-90s engineering ambitions.
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