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The Porsche Boxster, introduced in the mid-1990s, represented a pivotal shift for Porsche AG. As a mid-engine 

roadster, it revitalized the brand's financial health and redefined the entry-level sports car market. However, owning 

a high-performance German machine like the 986 (1997–2004) or the 987 (2005–2012) requires more than just an 

appreciation for its handling; it demands a rigorous commitment to maintenance and mechanical oversight. The 

technical literature, most notably represented by Wayne R. Dempsey’s "101 Projects for Your Porsche Boxster,"

serves as an essential framework for owners seeking to preserve vehicle integrity while enhancing performance.

The Engineering Philosophy of the Porsche Boxster

The Boxster’s architecture is centered around a mid-engine layout, which provides a near-perfect center of gravity 

and a low polar moment of inertia. This design facilitates exceptional cornering stability but presents unique 

challenges for the home mechanic. Unlike front-engine vehicles, the Boxster’s flat-six (boxer) engine is encased 

within the chassis, requiring specific "service modes" for access. Understanding the M96 and M97 engine 

architecturesis fundamental to any project. These engines utilize a dry-sump lubrication system (integrated) and

a dual-overhead-cam (DOHC) configuration, which, while efficient, introduces complexity in cooling and oil

management.

The Distinction Between 986 and 987 Chassis

While the 986 and 987 share a significant percentage of their DNA, the 987 introduced substantial improvements in 

interior ergonomics, chassis rigidity, and electronics (CAN bus systems). From a maintenance perspective, the 987 

refined many of the 986’s weaknesses, such as the Intermediate Shaft (IMS) bearingdesign, though it did not

entirely eliminate the need for preventative intervention in earlier 987.1 models. A technical writer must emphasize

that while the projects across these generations are similar, the torque specifications, fluid capacities, and sensor

integrations vary significantly.

Technical Analysis: The Intermediate Shaft (IMS) Bearing

Perhaps the most discussed technical project in Boxster ownership is the replacement or retrofitting of the IMS 

bearing. This bearing supports the intermediate shaft, which drives the camshafts indirectly off the crankshaft. In

the M96 engine, a failure of this sealed ball bearing leads to catastrophic engine timing loss and internal collision of

valves and pistons.

Mechanical Failure Modes

The failure typically occurs when the factory-installed permanent grease seal fails, allowing engine oil to wash out 

the grease without providing adequate lubrication. The resulting friction causes the bearing to disintegrate. 

Technical solutions involve replacing the original bearing with a ceramic hybrid bearingor an oil-feed solution that

ensures constant lubrication. This project requires specialized pullers and a locking tool for the camshafts to ensure

the engine remains in time during the procedure.

Core Mechanics: Cooling System Integrity



The Boxster utilizes a complex liquid-cooling system with two (or three, in S models) front-mounted radiators. Due

to their location, these radiators are prone to accumulating road debris, which traps moisture against the aluminum

cores, leading to corrosion and eventual leakage.

Step-by-Step Radiator Maintenance

1.  Front Bumper Removal: Accessing the radiators requires the removal of the front polyurethane bumper 

cover, involving several Torx fasteners and wheel well liners.

2.  Debris Extraction: Utilizing compressed air or a vacuum to remove leaves and dirt trapped between the AC 

condenser and the radiator.

3.  Coolant Flush: Porsche cooling systems are notoriously difficult to bleed. A vacuum-filling tool is required to 

ensure no air pockets remain in the long coolant lines running from the front of the car to the mid-mounted engine.

4.  Water Pump Inspection: The original water pumps feature plastic impellers. While this prevents damage to 

the engine block if the bearing fails, the plastic can become brittle and shatter, sending fragments into the cooling 

passages.

Comparison of Project Difficulty and Resource Investment

When planning modifications or maintenance, owners must categorize projects based on technical difficulty,

required specialized tools, and the potential impact on vehicle reliability. The following table provides a matrix for

common projects found in Dempsey's 101 Projects guide.



Project Category Typical Task Difficulty (1-10) Estimated Time Special Tools 
Required

Engine Oil & Filter Change 3 1 Hour 19mm Socket, Filter 
Wrench

Engine IMS Bearing Retrofit 9 10-14 Hours Cam Locks, Bearing 
Puller

Suspension Shock/Strut 
Replacement

6 5 Hours Spring Compressor

Brakes Brake Pad/Rotor 
Swap

4 2 Hours Piston Retractor

Transmission Clutch Replacement 8 8 Hours Transmission Jack, 
Alignment Tool

Electrical Ignition Switch 
Replace

5 1.5 Hours Micro-screwdrivers

Advanced Performance Enhancements

Beyond basic maintenance, the 101 projects include performance modificationsintended to unlock the latent

potential of the 986/987 chassis. Because Porsche intentionally positioned the Boxster below the 911 in its

hierarchy, the factory intake and exhaust systems are somewhat restrictive.

Induction and Exhaust Optimization

Upgrading to a high-flow plenum (such as those from IPD) and a larger throttle body can significantly improve mid-

range torque. Coupled with a stainless steel header system, these modifications reduce backpressure. However,

a technical writer must note that modifying the exhaust system on a Boxster often introduces "drone"—a resonant

frequency that can be fatiguing. Selecting a system with Helmholtz resonators is the engineered solution to this

acoustic challenge.

Suspension Kinematics

The Boxster uses MacPherson struts at all four corners. While excellent for weight saving, this setup limits camber 

gain during hard cornering. Installing GT3-style adjustable lower control arms (coffins) allows for increased 

negative camber, which preserves the outer edge of the tires during track use. Furthermore, replacing aging rubber 

bushings with polyurethane or spherical bearings sharpens steering response by reducing deflection under load.

Practical Implementation: The Weekend Mechanic’s Workflow

To successfully execute 101 projects, one must adopt a professional workshop methodology. Technical accuracy is

predicated on preparation.

•  Documentation: Maintain a logbook of every torque sequence. Porsche uses many "stretch bolts" (torque-to-

yield) which must be replaced once removed.

•  Fluid Dynamics: Always use fluids meeting Porsche A40 specifications. The flat-six engine is sensitive to oil 

shear and foaming.

•  Safety: Because the Boxster must be lifted high enough to access the under-engine area, utilizing JackPoint 



jack stands or a mid-rise lift is a critical safety requirement. Never work under a car supported only by a hydraulic 

jack.

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes

Even with proactive maintenance, specific issues frequently arise in the 986 and 987 platforms. Addressing these

early prevents secondary failures.

The Air-Oil Separator (AOS) Failure

The AOS is a diaphragm-based component that separates oil mist from the crankcase air before it is recirculated 

into the intake. When the diaphragm tears, engine oil is sucked directly into the combustion chamber. Symptoms 

include: A massive cloud of white/blue smoke upon startup and a high vacuum reading at the oil fill cap. Failure to 

replace this immediately can lead to hydrolock, destroying the engine.

Bore Scoring in M97 Engines

In later 987.1 S models (3.4L engines), bore scoring can occur, particularly in cold climates. This involves the 

piston skirt galling the cylinder wall. A bore scope inspectionthrough the spark plug holes is the technical

standard for diagnosing this condition. Prevention includes frequent oil changes (every 5,000 miles) and ensuring

the engine reaches operating temperature before high-RPM use.

Integration of Technical Knowledge

The transition from a novice owner to a capable mechanic involves understanding the intersection of mechanical 

systems. For instance, a simple project like replacing spark plugs (Project 21 in many guides) provides an 

opportunity to inspect the spark plug tubes for oil leaks, which indicates a failure of the O-rings—a common issue 

in the 986. Similarly, when the car is on a lift for an oil change, one should always inspect the CV boots for tears 

and the rear main seal (RMS)for weeping. This holistic approach to vehicle health is what separates a mere "oil

changer" from a Porsche specialist.

Ultimately, the longevity of the Porsche Boxster is not determined by its initial build quality—which was high—but by

the precision of its ongoing maintenance. Utilizing a structured project-based approach allows the owner to

distribute the high cost of Porsche ownership over time while gaining a deep, technical understanding of one of the

world's finest handling chassis. By following the engineering principles laid out in technical manuals and Dempsey’s

project guides, the 986 and 987 can continue to provide a modern driving experience well into their third decade of

service. The synthesis of mechanical empathy, the right tools, and documented procedures ensures that these mid-

engine marvels remain benchmarks of automotive performance.
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