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INTRODUCTION

Few  th ings  a re  as
frustrating as staring at
a  locked  gym  locker,
suitcase, or bike chain,
knowing you have the
r ight  combinat ion
somewhere  in  your
memory but unable to
m a k e  t h e  d i a l s
c o o p e r a t e .
Combination  locks
have been securing our
belongings  for  over  a
century,  yet  even  the
most  exper ienced
users  occasionally
struggle to open them.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
dealing  with  a  classic
rotary padlock, a three-

digit suitcase lock, or a
modern  d isc  lock ,
understanding  the
proper  technique  is
essent ia l .  I n  th i s
comprehensive  guide,
w e  w i l l  w a l k  y o u
t h r o u g h  h o w  t o
u n l o c k  a
combination  lock
step by step, covering
the  most  common
types,  troubleshooting
tips,  and  even  safe,
ethical  methods  for
w h e n  y o u  h a v e
forgotten the code. By
the  end,  you  will  feel
confident  facing  any
combination  lock—and
you will never have to
break  out  the  bol t
cutters  again.
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UNDERSTANDING
THE DIFFERENT
TYPES OF
COMBINATION

LOCKS

Before  diving  into  the
unlocking  process,  it
helps  to  know  what
kind  of  lock  you  are
dealing with. Each type
operates  on  slightly
different mechanics, so
the  technique  varies.
The  most  common
categories  are:

Rotary
combination
locks – The
classic dial lock,
often found on
lockers and
padlocks. You
spin a single dial
clockwise and
counterclockwise
to align internal
wheels.
Three-digit or
four-digit
combination

locks – These
have numbered
discs on the front
or side,
commonly used
for suitcases,
briefcases, or
small luggage
locks.
Disc
combination
locks – Usually
seen on bicycle
cable locks, with
several rotating
discs that must
line up in the
correct order.
Digital
combination
locks –
Electronic
versions with
buttons or
touchpads; these
are less
mechanical and
more about
entering the
correct
sequence.

For the purpose of this
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article,  we  will  focus
p r i m a r i l y  o n
mechanical  locks,  as
they  are  the  most
common and often the
t r i c k i e s t  t o  o p e n
w i t h o u t  a  c l e a r
method.

PREPARING TO
UNLOCK A
COMBINATION
LOCK

Regardless of the lock
t y p e ,  a  l i t t l e
preparation  goes  a
long  way.  Before  you
begin,  consider  the
following:

Find good1.
lighting. Being
able to read the
numbers clearly
prevents
misalignment.
Clean the lock.2.
Dirt or grime can
cause sticking. A
quick wipe with a
dry cloth or a
blast of

compressed air
can help.
Hold the lock3.
steady. Place it
on a flat surface
or hold it firmly
in one hand.
Take a deep4.
breath. Rushing
often leads to
mistakes.
Patience is your
best tool.
Have the5.
combination
written down
or memorized.
If you are trying
to recall it, write
down
possibilities
before testing.

HOW TO UNLOCK A
STANDARD
ROTARY
COMBINATION
LOCK

This is  the iconic lock
with  a  single  rotating
dial,  like  those  made
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by  Master  Lock  or  on
school  lockers.  The
internal  mechanism
uses a cam and three
or  four  wheels.  The
exact  steps  may  vary
by  manufacturer,  but
the general process for
how  to  un lock  a
combination  lock  of
this type is as follows:

Start with the1.
dial at 0. Turn
the dial
clockwise (to the
right) several
times to clear
any previous
partial attempts.
Turn the dial2.
clockwise to
the first
number of your
combination.
Stop exactly on
that number. It is
crucial to align
the number with
the indicator
mark (usually an
arrow or a small
line above the

dial).
Turn the dial3.
counterclockwi
se (left) past
the second
number once,
then stop on the
second number
on the second
revolution. For
example, if your
second number
is 25, turn left
past 25 once,
continue turning
left, and then
stop when 25
aligns with the
indicator on the
second pass.
Turn the dial4.
clockwise
again to the
third number.
Go directly to
this number
without any extra
revolutions.
Pull the5.
shackle or turn
the latch. If the
combination is
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correct, the lock
should open
smoothly.

Important:  Many
rotary  locks  require
you  to  l ine  up  the
n u m b e r s  w i t h  a n
indicator  that  is  not
exactly  at  the  top  of
the  dial.  Look  for  a
small  tick  mark  or  a
d o t .  I f  y o u  a r e
struggling,  check  the
lock  casing—some
locks  have  a  smal l
arrow  near  the  dial
instead of  on the dial
itself.
If  the  lock  does  not
open, do not panic. You
may  have  misaligned
t h e  n u m b e r s  o r
forgotten a rule about
direction.  Some  locks
require  you  to  turn
counterclockwise  past
the first number before
stopping on it.  Always
consul t  the  lock 's
manual if available.

Common
Mistakes
with
Rotary
Locks

Not clearing
the dial. Always
spin the dial a
full turn
clockwise before
starting.
Stopping on
the wrong
revolution. For
the second
number, you
must pass it once
and stop on the
second time
around. Many
users stop on the
first encounter,
which fails.
Using the
wrong
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indicator. Some
locks have a line
on the dial,
others on the
lock body. Check
carefully.

HOW TO UNLOCK A
THREE-DIGIT OR
FOUR-DIGIT
COMBINATION
LOCK (SUITCASE
TYPE)

T h e s e  l o c k s  a r e
common  on  luggage,
briefcases,  and  small
l o c k b o x e s .  T h e y
typically  feature  three
or  four  rotating  discs
with  numbers  on  the
edge.  The  unlocking
method is simpler than
a rotary lock:

Locate the1.
indicator mark.
Usually a small
dot, line, or
arrow on the lock
body near the
discs.
Set all discs to2.

0-0-0 (or
whatever the
starting
alignment is).
This clears any
half turns.
Rotate each3.
disc
individually
until the correct
number aligns
with the
indicator. Most
locks allow you
to turn each disc
independently.
Pull the4.
shackle or
press the
release button.
If the
combination is
correct, the lock
opens.

Some  suitcase  locks
require you to turn all
d i scs  a t  once  in  a
specific direction. If the
lock does not open, try
rotat ing  the  d iscs
s l i g h t l y  p a s t  t h e
number and then back,
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as  friction  can  cause
misalignment.  Also,
check if there is a reset
button—sometimes the
factory  combination  is
n o t  0 - 0 - 0  b u t
something  else  like
1-2-3. If you bought the
lock used, the previous
o w n e r  m a y  h a v e
changed  it.

HOW TO UNLOCK A
DISC
COMBINATION
LOCK (BIKE OR
CABLE LOCK)

Bike locks often have a
series  of  numbered
discs that you rotate to
set  the  combination.
These are usually 4 to
6 digits. The technique
is  straightforward  but
requires  attention  to
mechanical  feel:

Start with all1.
discs at zero.
Some locks have
a reset button;
press it if

available.
Rotate each2.
disc to the
corresponding
number in your
combination.
Use your
fingertip to turn
each disc
independently.
You will often
feel a slight click
or notch when
the number
aligns correctly.
Pull the3.
shackle or
release
mechanism. If
the lock opens,
you are done. If
not, you may
need to apply
slight pressure to
the shackle while
turning the
discs—this can
help settle the
internal
components.

For  disc  locks,  it  is
c o m m o n  t o
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accidentally turn a disc
p a s t  t h e  c o r r e c t
n u m b e r  w i t h o u t
realizing  it.  Try  going
slowly  and  checking
each  number  twice.
Also,  some  disc  locks
have  a  feature  where
y o u  m u s t  p u s h  a
button  while  setting
the combination. Check
the lock's brand online
if unsure.

WHAT TO DO
WHEN YOU HAVE
FORGOTTEN THE
COMBINATION

F o r g e t t i n g  t h e
combination  is  one  of
the  most  common
reasons people search
for  how to unlock a
combination  lock.  If
you own the lock and
have  lost  the  code,
there are ethical ways
to  recover  access.
N e v e r  u s e  t h e s e
methods on a lock you
do not own.

Check
Default
Factory
Settings
Many  inexpensive
combination  locks
come with a factory-set
code,  often  0-0-0,
1-2-3,  or  2-2-2.  Try
these  first.  If  the  lock
has a reset button, you
may be able to reset it
t o  t h e  d e f a u l t  b y
pressing  the  button
while  the  shackle  is
open  (if  it  is  already
open, this is trivial).

Try
Nearby
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Numbers
I f  y o u  k n o w  t h e
combination  roughly,
try numbers just above
and  below  each  digit.
For  example,  if  you
remember  14-25-38,
try 13-25-38, 15-25-38,
14-24-38,  etc.  Often
the numbers are off by
one  due  to  alignment
issues.

Use the
“Feeling”
Method
(Resistan
ce
Decoding

)
For rotary locks, there
is  a  known  technique
to find the combination
by  feeling  for  internal
resistance.  Place  the
lock  in  a  tensioned
state  (pull  slightly  on
the  shackle),  then
slowly  rotate  the  dial.
At  certain  points,  the
dial  will  feel  slightly
stickier or you will hear
a small click. These are
the “gates” where the
wheels align. By noting
these  res i s t ance
points, you can deduce
the  numbers.  This
m e t h o d  r e q u i r e s
patience and practice.
Many YouTube tutorials
d e m o n s t r a t e  t h e
process  in  deta i l .
Again, only use this on
a lock you own.
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Contact
the
Manufact

urer
If the lock is part of a
set (like a gym locker
or a school locker), the
institution may have a
master key or a reset
p r o c e d u r e .  F o r
personal  locks,  some
manufacturers  provide
a look-up service if you
h a v e  t h e  s e r i a l
number.

UNLOCKING
WITHOUT THE
COMBINATION –
ETHICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

You  may  have  seen
videos showing how to
decode  a  combination
lock  quickly,  using
tools like a shim or a

thin  piece  of  plastic.
These  methods  can
b y p a s s  t h e
combination  entirely.
However,  they  are
intended only for locks
you own and have lost
the  code  to.  Using
these  techniques  on
someone else's lock is
unlawful.  If  you  are
locked out of your own
belongings,  a  shim (a
thin piece of metal  or
plastic) can sometimes
s l i p  b e t w e e n  t h e
shackle and the locking
mechanism.  For  many
disc locks, you can try
a  thin  feeler  gauge.
Always  proceed  with
caution  and  expect
that you may damage
the lock.

TROUBLESHOOTIN
G COMMON ISSUES

Even  with  the  correct
combination, locks can
jam or feel stuck. Here
are some fixes:
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Stiff rotation:
Apply a small
amount of
graphite powder
or silicone
lubricant to the
dial or discs. Do
not use oil, as it
attracts dirt.
Shackle won’t
lift: Sometimes
the shackle is
under tension
from the door it
is attached to.
Press down on
the lock or jiggle
it while pulling
up.
Numbers don’t
align: The
indicator may
have shifted.
Look for a
second mark or
try aligning
numbers slightly
to the side.
Disc lock feels
“mushy”: The
internal springs
may be worn.

Apply gentle
pressure and
rotate discs back
and forth until
they seat.

CONCLUSION

L e a r n i n g  how  to
u n l o c k  a
combination lock is a
skill  that  saves  time,
f r u s t r a t i o n ,  a n d
sometimes  money.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
dealing  with  a  classic
rotary lock, a suitcase
lock,  or a bicycle disc
lock, the key principles
remain  the  same:
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
mechanism, follow the
correct  sequence  of
rotations,  and  stay
patient.  If  you  have
f o r g o t t e n  y o u r
combination, there are
ethical ways to recover
a c c e s s  w i t h o u t
destroying  the  lock.
Remember  to  always
respect ownership and
only  unlock locks that



12

12 How To Unlock A Combination
Lock

2024-12-16

belong to you. With the
techniques  described
in this article, you can
confidently  open  any
standard  combination
lock  you  encounter.

Practice  a  few  times
with a lock you know,
and  soon  the  process
will  become  second
n a t u r e .  N o  m o r e
staring helplessly at


