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Let's sort out your cables together
If you have ever stood at a drawer holding a cord, squinting at the little plug on the

end and wondering what on earth it goes to — you are in very good company. This

guide helps you tell your cables apart, calmly and without the jargon.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. I've spent 30+ years helping

folks get comfortable with the gear in their homes, patiently and in plain language. Think of

this guide as me sitting at your kitchen table with that handful of cords, naming them one at a

time.

There are really only a few plug shapes you'll meet day to day, and once you can recognize

them by sight and by feel, the mystery drawer stops being a mystery. We'll go slow, and

there's a picture page near the back you can hold a cord right up against.

★ You don't need to memorize a thing

By the end of this you'll know the four common plugs on sight. If you'd rather just have

a second pair of eyes, bring your cords to me or send a photo — call or text (330)

200-8042 and I'll tell you what's what, free.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you're already most of the way to telling your

cables apart.

❑ Every cable has two ends, and they can be different — look at both.

❑ USB-A is the familiar flat rectangle that goes into a computer or a charging block. It only

fits one way up.

❑ USB-C is the small, rounded oval on most newer phones, tablets, and laptops. It goes in

either way up — no wrong side.

❑ Lightning is the slim flat plug on iPhones from before the USB-C switch (iPhone 14 and

earlier).

❑ Micro-USB is the small plug with a slanted, trapezoid shape on older and budget

gadgets.

❑ Two cables with the same plug can still do different jobs — charging only, or charging

plus data. More on that inside.

✔ One habit that saves you

When you buy a new device, keep its original cable with it — a loop of tape or a tag

does the trick. The cable that came in the box is the one you know works for everything

that device can do.
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Why are there so many kinds in the first place?
It helps to know this isn't your imagination — the plugs really did change over the

years, and for a reason.

For a long time, every gadget maker used a slightly different plug. Then the industry slowly

agreed to settle on one small, sturdy, reversible connector called USB-C. Newer phones,

tablets, and laptops use it, and in much of the world it's now the standard charging plug.

That's good news — fewer odd cords over time. But in the meantime, most homes have a

mix: a newer phone with USB-C, an older tablet with Micro-USB, an iPhone or two with

Lightning, and a basket of cables from gadgets long gone. The mix is normal, and it's exactly

what we're sorting.

✔ The plug is only half the story

The shape of the plug tells you what it fits. What a cable can actually do — just charge,

or also move photos and data — is a separate question we'll get to. For now, let's just

learn the shapes.
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USB-A — the flat rectangle
Start with the one you already know, even if you never knew its name. It's the plug

on the 'computer end' of a great many cables.

USB-A is a flat, solid rectangle, a little wider than it is tall, with a plastic tongue inside you can

just see. It's the plug that goes into a computer, a wall charging block, a car port, or a power

strip with USB holes. It has a top and a bottom, so it only slides in one way up.

Here's a friendly trick for the age-old 'it won't go in' struggle: the side with the seam or the little

logo usually faces up on a laptop and toward you on a desktop tower. If it resists, flip it over —

never force it.

✔ It's almost always one end of the cable

You rarely see USB-A on a phone or tablet. Think of it as the plug that feeds power in

from the wall or computer, with a different plug — USB-C, Lightning, or Micro-USB —

on the device end.
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USB-C — the small oval that goes in either way
This is the one worth knowing best, because it's the plug the whole world is moving

toward.

USB-C is a small, smooth oval — rounded on both ends, about the width of a pencil eraser.

Its best feature is that there's no wrong way up: it slides in whichever way you're holding it.

For anyone with tired eyes or fingers that don't love fiddly things, that's a small daily blessing.

You'll find USB-C on most newer phones, tablets, and laptops, on many cameras and

headphones, and increasingly on everything with a battery. iPhones from the USB-C switch

onward (iPhone 15 and later) use it; so do most recent Android phones.

! Same plug, different talents

All USB-C plugs look alike, but the cables behind them aren't all equal. Some only

carry power; others also carry data or even video. We cover how to tell them apart a

few pages on — and in our mystery-cable-drawer guide.
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Lightning — the slim plug on older iPhones
If you have an iPhone that's a few years old, or an older iPad, this is almost

certainly its plug.

Lightning is a slim, flat, rounded-corner plug, noticeably thinner than USB-C, with little gold

contacts you can see on both faces. Like USB-C, it goes in either way up. Apple used it for

years on iPhones and many iPads before switching to USB-C.

A quick way to place it: if your iPhone is model 14 or earlier, it's Lightning; iPhone 15 and

newer moved to USB-C. Lots of households have both eras under one roof, which is why a

Lightning cable and a USB-C cable can look like near-twins in the drawer — until you look

closely.

✔ Lightning vs USB-C, side by side

Hold the two plugs next to each other: Lightning is thinner and flat with the gold strip

showing; USB-C is a touch chunkier and fully enclosed in a little oval shell. Once

you've compared them once, you'll never mix them up.
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Micro-USB — the little slanted plug
The plug you'll find on older and budget gadgets, and the one people most often

fight to insert the right way.

Micro-USB is small, and unlike USB-C it is not the same top and bottom. It has a distinctive

shape — a narrow trapezoid, wider on one side with two tiny hooks, slanted on the other.

Because it only fits one way, it's the classic 'why won't it go in' plug. The flat side with the little

lip usually faces up.

You'll see Micro-USB on older phones and tablets, e-readers, inexpensive headphones,

remote controls, cheap flashlights, and all sorts of older odds and ends. The world is leaving it

behind for USB-C, but there are plenty still in service.

✔ The easy tell

If a small plug clearly has a top and a bottom and refuses to go in upside down, it's

Micro-USB. If it slides in happily either way, it's USB-C. That one difference sorts the

two in a second.
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The four plugs, side by side
Here's the whole cast on one page. Keep this handy when you're sorting — there's

a picture version near the back, too.

Plug What it looks like Where you'll find it

USB-A Flat rectangle, one way up Charger block, computer, car

USB-C Small oval, either way up Newer phones, tablets, laptops

Lightning Slim flat, gold strip iPhone 14 and earlier

Micro-USB Slanted trapezoid Older and budget gadgets

Notice that most charging cables have a USB-A or USB-C on the power end and one of the

device plugs on the other. Knowing both ends is what tells you where a cable belongs.

★ Print this page, tape it inside the drawer

A lot of folks tape a little chart like this right inside the junk drawer. It turns 'what is

this?' into a five-second glance. If you'd like, I'll help you make one on a visit.
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Two kinds of households, two sets of needs
Sorting cables feels different depending on your life. The job is the same, but where

you start isn't.

If it's mostly just you and a device or two

You probably have a phone, maybe a tablet, and a cord or two for each. Your goal is simple:

know which cord is which and keep a working spare.

• Learn your phone's plug first — that's the cable you reach for daily.

• Keep one known-good spare of that cable in a place you'll remember.

• Toss the mystery cords you can't match to anything you still own.

• A single multi-tipped cable can cover a phone and a tablet if they differ.

If you're the family's cable keeper

A busy house — kids, grandkids, visitors — means a tangle of plugs across many eras. Your

goal is a system others can follow without you.

• Sort into piles by plug: USB-C, Lightning, Micro-USB, and odd ones.

• Label the keepers so a cord always goes back to the right basket.

• Set aside a 'guest' cable of each common type by the main outlet.

• Recycle the true orphans — see our mystery-cable-drawer guide.

★ Not sure which cords are worth keeping?

This is a perfect kitchen-table job. Tip the drawer out, and I'll help you name every

plug, match it to a device, and recycle the rest — in one calm sitting. Call (330)

200-8042.
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Why two identical-looking cables don't always behave
alike
This is the part that trips up even confident folks, so let's make it plain. The plug

tells you what fits; it doesn't promise what the cable can do.

Especially with USB-C, two cables can look exactly the same and still be different inside. One

might only carry power to charge your phone. Another carries power and data, so it can move

photos to a computer. A fancier one can also carry video to a monitor or charge a laptop

quickly.

That's why a cable that charges your phone just fine might fail to connect it to your computer

— it simply wasn't built for data. It isn't broken, and you aren't doing anything wrong. It's just

the wrong tool for that one job.

✔ When in doubt, use the original

The cable that came with a device is built for everything that device can do. For

charging only, almost any good cable with the right plug will do. For moving data or

video, reach for the original, or one clearly sold for that purpose.
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Telling plugs apart when the print is too small
The labels on cables are tiny, and the plugs are tinier. Here are the tricks I use so

you don't need a magnifying glass.

• By the flip test: goes in either way = USB-C or Lightning; only one way = USB-A or

Micro-USB.

• By thickness: Lightning is thin and flat with a gold strip; USB-C is a slightly chunkier

closed oval.

• By the slant: Micro-USB has that lopsided trapezoid look, wider on top with two little

corners.

• By the big end: the rectangle that fits the wall block is USB-A — a reliable landmark on

most cables.

• By feel in low light: run a fingertip over the plug — flat and thin (Lightning), smooth oval

(USB-C), notched trapezoid (Micro-USB).

✔ A phone camera is a free magnifier

Open your phone's camera, point it at the plug, and pinch to zoom in. The shape —

and sometimes a tiny logo — jumps right out, no reading glasses needed.
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Matching a cable to the gadget in your hand
Once you can name the plugs, matching them to your devices is easy. Work from

the device, not the drawer.

Look at the hole on the device itself — the socket the cable goes into. That tells you the

device end you need. Then look at what you'll plug the other end into: a wall block, a

computer, or a car. That's your power end. A cable that bridges those two is the one you

want.

Most newer phones and tablets want a USB-C device end. Older iPhones want Lightning.

Older odds and ends want Micro-USB. The power end is usually USB-A (for an older charger

or computer) or USB-C (for a newer charger).

★ Bring me the device, not just the cord

If you're unsure what a gadget needs, the gadget itself has the answer in its socket.

Show me the device and I'll match it to the right cable every time — and we'll label it so

you never wonder again. Call (330) 200-8042.
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What the tiny writing on a cable means
Some cables have a few letters or numbers printed near the plug. You don't need

to decode all of it, but a couple of markings are worth knowing.

You might see 'USB 2.0' or a higher number (that's about data speed), a little symbol, or

nothing at all. A plain charging cable often has no markings, and that's fine. The important

thing isn't the code — it's whether the cable does the job you need, which you can test in a

minute.

If a cable is sold for a specific job — fast charging, connecting to a TV, moving data quickly —

the box or listing will say so in plain words. Trust the words on the package over your guess

about the plug, and keep that packaging if the cable is a special one.

! Beware vague claims

Phrases dreamed up by sellers — things like 'super cable' or 'works with everything' —

don't mean much. Look for the plain description of what it does, and when it matters,

buy from a seller you'd trust for anything else.
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When a little adapter saves the day
Sometimes the plug on your cable and the hole on your device don't match — and

a small adapter bridges the gap instead of a whole new cable.

The most common one these days turns a USB-C into the older USB-A, or the reverse, so an

old accessory still works with a new laptop. There are also adapters from Lightning to USB-C

and so on. They're inexpensive and pocket-sized, and one or two in the drawer can rescue a

lot of odd moments.

Adapters are wonderful for occasional use. For something you plug in every day, a single

cable with the right plugs on both ends is tidier and less likely to wiggle loose. We go deeper

on this in our guide about plugging old USB gear into new devices.

✔ Keep the common two on hand

A USB-C-to-USB-A adapter and, if you own both iPhone eras, a Lightning-to-USB-C

adapter cover most surprises. Clip them to a tag in the drawer so they don't vanish.
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The mix-ups I see most often
A few honest mistakes account for most cable confusion. Knowing them ahead of

time means you'll breeze right past them.

• Lightning mistaken for USB-C: they're close cousins. Remember Lightning is thinner

with the gold strip showing.

• Forcing a Micro-USB upside down: it only goes one way — the slanted side with the lip

faces up. Never force it.

• Expecting a charge-only cable to move data: it looks fine but simply wasn't built for it.

Use the original for data.

• Keeping cords for devices you no longer own: if nothing in the house uses it, it's clutter

— recycle it.

• Buying a cable with the wrong end: check both the device socket and the power end

before you buy.

! Never force a plug

If a plug doesn't slide in with gentle pressure, something's wrong — it's the wrong type,

upside down, or there's lint in the socket. Forcing it can bend pins or crack the port.

Stop, look, and try the right way up.
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Making your good cables last
A cable usually dies at the ends, where it bends most. A little care keeps your good

ones working for years.

The weak spot is right where the cord meets the plug. Pull by the plug, never by yanking the

cord, and try not to leave a cable bent sharply over the edge of a nightstand night after night.

A loose loop for storage is kinder than a tight wrap.

Heat and pinching are the other enemies — a cord trapped under a chair leg or run under a

rug takes a beating you can't see. Give your daily cables a gentle path, and they'll reward you.

✔ A sign a cable is on its way out

Fraying near the plug, a kink that won't straighten, or a charge that only works when

you hold the cord 'just so' all mean it's time to retire it. A flaky cable isn't worth the daily

frustration.
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Buying a replacement without overpaying
You don't need the most expensive cable, and you don't want the cheapest

no-name one either. Here's the sensible middle.

First, nail down both ends — the device plug and the power plug — so you buy the right

shape. Then match the job: for plain charging, a decent cable from a reputable maker is

plenty; for data or video, buy one clearly sold for that. A good length and a sturdy jacket

matter more than a fancy name.

Very cheap, unbranded chargers and cables are a place to be a little careful — we cover safe

charger shopping in a separate guide. For cables, a mid-priced one from a seller you trust is

the comfortable choice.

★ Text me the two ends before you buy

Snap a photo of your device's socket and the charger you'll use, and I'll tell you exactly

which cable to get — so you order once and it just works. No commission, just a

straight answer. Call or text (330) 200-8042.
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A simple system so you never hunt again
Naming the plugs is step one. A light-touch system keeps them sorted for good —

without turning it into a project.

Group cables by plug type in small bins, bags, or even labeled sandwich bags: one for

USB-C, one for Lightning, one for Micro-USB, and a small 'odds and ends' bag. Tuck a copy

of the chart from page eight in with them. When a cable comes loose, it has an obvious home

to return to.

Keep your daily cables where you use them — bedside, favorite chair, kitchen counter — and

your spares together in one drawer. Our labeling guide and our family-charging-spot guide

take this further if you'd like.

✔ Label the cable itself, not just the bin

A little tag or a strip of masking tape near the plug — 'Mom's phone,' 'TV box,' 'camera'

— turns a generic cord into one you'll never second-guess. It takes two minutes and

saves hundreds.
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Is it the cable, or something else?
When charging acts up, the cable is a common culprit — but not the only one. A

quick, orderly check saves you buying the wrong thing.

Try a different cable you know is good. If that fixes it, the first cable was the problem. If it

doesn't, the trouble may be the charging block, the outlet, or a bit of lint packed into the

device's socket. We have a whole guide on cleaning a charging port safely before you buy

anything.

Swap one thing at a time — cable, then block, then outlet — so you know which one was at

fault. It's the same patient approach I'd use on a visit, and it almost always finds the answer.

✔ Keep one trusted test cable

Set aside one cable you know works perfectly and label it 'test.' When something won't

charge, it's the first thing you reach for — an instant way to tell a bad cable from a

bigger problem.
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Your quick reference, start to finish
The short version you can lean on any time a cord has you stumped.

❑ Look at both ends — device plug and power plug.

❑ Flip test: either way = USB-C or Lightning; one way = USB-A or Micro-USB.

❑ Thin and flat with gold = Lightning; chunkier oval = USB-C.

❑ Slanted trapezoid = Micro-USB; flat rectangle = USB-A.

❑ Match the device socket first, then the power end.

❑ For data or video, use the original cable or one sold for the job.

❑ Never force a plug — check the type, the direction, and for lint.

★ Keep this guide in the drawer

You don't have to hold any of this in your head. Keep these pages with your cords, and

when in doubt, I'm a phone call away at (330) 200-8042.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about cables, answered plainly.

Q: Can I use any charger cable with any phone?

Only if the plug fits the device and the charger. A USB-C cable won't fit a Lightning iPhone, for

instance. For plain charging, any good cable with the right plugs usually works; for data,

prefer the original.

Q: My cable charges but won't connect to my computer — why?

It's very likely a charge-only cable. The plug fits, but the cable wasn't built to carry data. Try

the cable that came with the device, or one clearly sold for transferring files.

Q: Is USB-C going to replace everything?

That's the direction things are heading — most new devices use it. But Lightning and

Micro-USB gear will be around for years, so a mixed drawer is perfectly normal for now.

Q: How do I tell Lightning from USB-C at a glance?

Lightning is thinner and flat with a gold strip you can see; USB-C is a slightly thicker closed

oval. Hold them side by side once and you'll always know.

Q: Are expensive cables worth it?

For everyday charging, a sturdy mid-priced cable from a reputable maker is plenty. Pay more

only when you genuinely need fast data or video, and buy one clearly sold for that.

★ Still holding a mystery cord?

Sorting cables is one of my favorite little jobs — quick, satisfying, and it clears a real

daily annoyance. Call or text (330) 200-8042 and we'll name every one of them.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made telling your cables apart feel a little less daunting and a lot more

doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page whenever you

need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do licensed electrical, gas, or

appliance-repair work myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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