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Honda Outboard Identification Guide

Introduction: Why Knowing Your Honda
Outboard Matters

Owning a Honda outboard motor is a point of pride for many
boaters. Renowned for exceptional fuel efficiency, whisper-quiet
operation, and legendary reliability, these four-stroke engines
have powered everything from small dinghies to offshore fishing
vessels  for  decades.  Yet  even the  most  devoted owner  will
eventually  face  the  need  to  identify  their  specific  engine.
Perhaps you are ordering a replacement water pump impeller,
troubleshooting a performance issue, or considering a resale.
Without a clear identification process, you risk buying the wrong
parts, misdiagnosing problems, or misrepresenting your motor
to a buyer. This Honda Outboard Identification Guide walks
you through every method of determining exactly which engine
you  have,  from  decoding  model  numbers  to  reading  serial
numbers and recognizing visual cues. By the end, you will have
the  confidence  to  locate  parts,  verify  specifications,  and  keep
your Honda running smoothly for years to come.

Understanding the Honda Outboard Model

Number System

The most straightforward way to identify your Honda outboard
is  by  its  model  number.  Honda  uses  a  standardized
alphanumeric  code  that  conveys  the  engine’s  horsepower,
control  type,  shaft  length,  and sometimes even its  intended
application. Learning to read this code is like unlocking a secret
language that eliminates guesswork.

Breaking Down the Model Number

A typical Honda outboard model number looks something like
BF115A XD  or  BF200A XA.  Let’s  dissect  the  BF115A XD
example:

BF – Stands for “Boat Four-stroke.” All modern Honda
outboards carry the BF prefix. Earlier models used a
different prefix, but BF has been standard since the late
1990s.
115 – The next digits indicate the horsepower rating.
Here, 115 horsepower.
A – A letter representing the generation or revision of that
horsepower family. “A” is typically the first generation,
“B” the second, and so on. Each generation may have
internal differences in components, gearing ratios, and



ECU calibrations.
X – This letter designates the control type. Honda uses
codes such as:

X – Remote control (typically panel or binnacle
mount)
Z – Tiller handle (manual steering)
H – With power tilt and trim, often found on larger
models
T – Electric start with tiller (less common)

D – The final letter indicates shaft length:
S – Short shaft (15-inch)
L – Long shaft (20-inch)
X – Extra-long shaft (25-inch)
D – Trolling motor gearcase (specific to small kicker
models like the BF8D)

Note that not all model numbers include a shaft-length letter,
especially on smaller engines where only one shaft option is
offered.  For  example,  a  BF8A  might  simply  be  a  short-shaft
portable motor. Always check the actual plate on your motor for
the exact string.

Locating the Model and Serial Number Plate

The model number and serial number are essential for ordering
parts  and  confirming  year  of  manufacture.  Honda  typically
places  the  identification  plate  in  one  of  three  locations
depending  on  the  engine  size:

On the port (left) side of the clamp bracket –1.

Common on portable models up to 30 horsepower. The
plate is often riveted to the bracket and may be covered
by grime.
On the starboard (right) side of the transom2.
bracket – Found on mid-range engines (40–115 hp). Look
near the mounting bolts.
On the engine cowling – Larger V6 models (150–2503.
hp) sometimes have a sticker on the inside of the cowling
or on the intake cover.

If the plate is missing or faded, check for a stamped number on
the  engine  block.  Some  Honda  outboards  have  the  serial
number stamped directly into a boss near the flywheel or on the
cylinder  head.  Use  a  flashlight  and  a  rag  to  clean  the  area
thoroughly.  Older motors may have the model number on a
decal that has peeled off; in that case, the stamped number is
your only reliable source.

Decoding the Serial Number for Year of
Manufacture

Once  you  have  the  serial  number,  you  can  determine  the
production year. Honda does not embed the year directly in the
serial  number  in  a  simple  manner,  but  the  serial  range
corresponds to specific model years. The most reliable way is to
look up the serial number against a Honda outboard year chart.
However, there are general patterns:

For BF engines from approximately 1998 to 2005, serial
numbers starting with BA through BZ typically fall in that
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era, with each letter advancing roughly one year.
From 2006 onward, Honda introduced alphanumeric
prefixes such as 1000001 and up. Many online databases
allow you to enter the serial number and retrieve the
exact year.
If you have a pre-1998 motor, the serial number may be
shorter, often a six-digit number stamped separately.
These can be cross-referenced via vintage Honda
outboard forums or a dealer's lookup.

Pro tip: Write down your full model number and serial number
before visiting a parts counter.  Many online retailers have a
dropdown  that  auto-filters  compatible  parts  after  you  input
these  codes,  saving  immense  time.

Identifying Honda Outboards by Physical
Characteristics

When the identification plate is unreadable or missing, you can
still identify your motor by observing specific physical features.
Experienced  mechanics  and  enthusiasts  can  narrow down a
Honda  outboard  to  a  horsepower  range  within  seconds  by
looking at key design elements.

Cowling Shape and Color

Honda outboards have evolved their cowling designs over the
years.  Early  1990s  models  featured  a  more  angular,  boxy
cowling with a distinctive red stripe. In the late 1990s, Honda
adopted a sleeker, more rounded cowling that carried into the

early 2000s. The current generation (2010 onward) features a
streamlined, aggressive look with deep, sculpted vent lines. The
standard color has always been white with a red Honda logo,
but some special editions (e.g., black or gray) exist. Also note
that smaller portables (2.3 to 9.9 hp) have a compact, square
cowling with a top-mounted fuel cap, while larger models have
side-mounted caps.

Number of Cylinders and Configuration

Honda  produces  outboards  in  inline-3,  inline-4,  and  V6
configurations.  A quick count of  spark plugs or  a glance at  the
engine block layout can tell you the cylinder count:

2.3 to 8 hp – Single cylinder, very compact.
9.9 to 20 hp – Either single cylinder (older BF9.9) or two
cylinders (BF15, BF20).
25 to 30 hp – Usually two cylinders, but some newer 30-
hp models use a three-cylinder design.
40 to 60 hp – Inline-four cylinders, smooth and
lightweight.
75 to 115 hp – Inline-four or inline-three depending on
generation. The BF75 and BF90 are three-cylinder; the
BF100 and BF115 are four-cylinder.
135 to 250 hp – All V6 engines, with 3.5L or 3.6L
displacement variants.

While counting spark plugs requires accessing the top of the
engine,  you  can  sometimes  see  the  exhaust  manifold
configuration  from  underneath.  The  V6  models  have  a  distinct
wide block with two cylinder banks angled apart.



Gearcase and Propeller Design

The gearcase shape also clues you in. Honda small portables
use a small, conical gearcase with a single mounting pin. Mid-
range engines have a “bullet” style gearcase with a low-profile
torpedo shape. V6 models have a massive, heavy-duty gearcase
with a large skeg and a distinctive anti-ventilation plate. The
propeller type matters too: Honda uses a spline drive system,
and the number of splines varies by horsepower. For example,
2.3 to 8 hp use a 7-spline prop, while 9.9 to 30 hp generally use
a  10-spline,  and  larger  engines  use  different  spline  counts.
Knowing your prop spline can help narrow down the engine
family.

Using Online Resources and Honda’s Official
Tools

After  you  have  tried  the  manual  methods,  digital  tools  can
finalize  your  identification.  Honda  Marine  maintains  a  parts
lookup portal on their website. You enter your model and serial
number, and it  returns a diagram of your exact engine with
original  part  numbers.  This  is  the  gold  standard  for  confirming
identity.

Additionally,  many  independent  websites  compile  Honda
outboard  model  year  charts.  A  simple  search  for  “Honda
outboard  serial  number  year  lookup”  will  yield  several
trustworthy databases. Be cautious: always confirm with at least
two sources to ensure accuracy, especially with older motors

that may have had replacement parts that changed the external
appearance.

Common Pitfalls When Identifying Honda
Outboards

Even with a guide, errors happen. Here are the most frequent
mistakes boaters make:

Confusing shaft length – Measuring from the mounting
bracket to the anti-ventilation plate can help, but some
models have intermediate shaft lengths. Always double-
check the model number letter.
Mixing control type – A tiller model and a remote model
of the same horsepower may share many parts, but the
control box, wiring harness, and steering system are
fundamentally different. Ordering a remote cable for a
tiller motor will not work.
Assuming all “BF115” are the same – The suffix letter
(A, B, C) indicates a generation change. A BF115A uses
different pistons, rings, and sometimes a different valve
train than a BF115B. Swapping parts between generations
is risky.
Ignoring the serial number – Some people focus only
on the model number, but the serial number is essential
for verifying exact factory specifications, including bolt
torque specs and service bulletins.
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Conclusion: Empowerment Through
Knowledge

Identifying  your  Honda  outboard  may  seem  daunting  at  first,
but  with  the  systematic  approach  outlined  in  this  Honda
Outboard  Identification  Guide,  you  can  confidently
determine  the  model,  year,  and  configuration  of  your  engine.
Start  by  reading  the  model  number  plate,  then decode the

letters and numbers. If the plate is missing, fall back on physical
identification: count cylinders,  examine the cowling shape, and
note the gearcase design. Finally, cross-reference your serial
number  with  official  Honda  marine  resources  online.  Whether
you are a weekend fisherman, a professional  guide,  or  a used-
boat  buyer,  accurate  identification  leads  to  correct  part
purchases, smoother maintenance, and prolongs the life of your
beloved  outboard.  So  go  ahead,  lift  that  cowling,  grab  a
flashlight,  and unlock the story of  your Honda motor—you now
have all the tools you need.


