
Relay Switch 

A relay is a switch controlled by a magnetic field; the relay enables the control of very 

large currents / voltages from a low power electronic system. The relay is constructed 

in 2 sections:  

1. The coil, which is enamelled copper wire wrapped around a soft iron core; this
produces the magnetic field using a small current from the electronic system.

2. The armature and contact, the magnetic field produced by the coil pulls the L
shaped armature to close the contact (most relays have a change over
operation, where a common input can be connected to 2 different outputs).

With no current flowing through the coil, the armature is in the position shown. 

Switch contact C1 touches contact C2. When a small current is passed through the 

coil, an electromagnet is  formed. The armature is attracted towards the pole at the 

bottom of the electromagnet. The armature turns on its pivot and pushes C2 away 

from C1 to make contact with C3. When the current is switched off, the electromagnet 

loses its magnetism and the armature returns to the position shown. 



 

APPLICATIONS  

Relay operated switches are used when: 

• we wish to control a large current by means of a small current. 

• we need to isolate low voltage circuits from a higher voltage section. 

EXAMPLES  

CAR STARTER MOTOR CIRCUIT  

A car starter motor draws a very heavy current when it turns over the engine. Very 

thick conductors are required to carry the motor current.   

 

Car starter system 

The relay coil only draws a small current to operate. Thin conductors can be used to 

link the starter switch to the relay coil. Considerable savings on the cost of conductors 

can be made by placing the relay switch near the battery and starter motor. 

AUTOMATIC PORCH LIGHT  

This system switches on a porch light when it gets dark. The electronic circuit used to 

detect changes in l ight intensity would probably be operated on a 9V battery supply. 

The light bulb would have to be operated on a 230 volt mains supply.  

LIGHT LEVEL DETECTOR (low voltage) - RELAY OPERATED SWITCH - LAMP (Mains 

voltage)  


