
section 26 When you turn on the water in your
sink, you don’t want the hot water to be
so hot it nearly burns you. At its hottest,
the temperature of the hot water deliv-
ered through any of the water fixtures in
your home should be no more than 120°
Fahrenheit.

If it’s hotter than 120°, you are wasting
heat, wearing down your water heater
with increased mineral buildup and there
is the chance someone could scald them-
selves.

Note: Don’t turn the temperature
lower than 120°, because that could
let bacteria grow.

How t o l ower t he
t emper at ur e on your
wat er heat er
• Energy savings per decade: Up to
$166 and 1,320 lbs. CO2 assum-
ing the temperature is lowered 10°
on a natural gas heater

• Level of difficulty: Easy
• Cost: $0
• How long it takes: Aminute
• Tools needed: A flashlight, a
glass, a thermometer that goes
up to 130°. Possibly a voltage
tester and a medium-sized flat-
head screwdriver

Check t he wat er t emper at ur e
1. Go to the water fixture in your home

farthest from your hot water heater
(i.e., if your water heater is in the
basement then the farthest faucet is
the sink on the top floor on the oppo-
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site side of the building from the heater).

2. Turn on the sink or tub all the way to the
hottest temperature possible for two min-
utes.

3. Fill up a glass with the water after the two
minutes is up.

4. Put a thermometer into the water to meas-
ure the temperature.

5. If it is hotter than 120°, you should turn
down the temperature on your water
heater.

Gener i c di r ect i ons for adjust i ng t he
t emper at ur e on a nat ur al gas wat er
heat er

Tip: You can tell you have a natural gas
water heater, because one of the labels on
the front of it should mention gas or
therms. Also, gas heaters have a metal or

plastic flue on top of the heater that vents
into a chimney or out an exterior wall—this
flue carries combustion gases out of your
home.

Often there is a temperature dial near the
bottom of the heater.

On the temperature dial, there is generally
a thick line showing the temperature most
people set the heater to. If you have a
large home—so the water has to be travel
further—you might need to set the tempera-
ture higher than normal. If you have a
small home, you may be able to keep this

temperature lower than normal. Using our
directions, you can learn how to adjust
your dial.

1. Turn the dial to lower the temperature.
We can’t tell you if that’s clockwise or
counterclockwise because it varies
from heater to heater. In general, you
want to turn it slightly toward the Vaca-
tion setting if there is one. Don’t turn it
far. A small adjustment can have a big
effect.

Tip: Most hot water heaters these days
are made by Rheem/Ruud. On the dial for
these, there are generally two lines. The
longer line represents 130°. The shorter
one to the right should set your heater to
120°.

2. Wait two days to allow the water to
cool and measure the temperature
again in the farthest fixture. Re-adjust
the dial as necessary.

If these generic directions do not apply to
your water heater, then look for a manual
taped to your water heater. Obey its direc-
tions to change the temperature on your
heater. If there is no manual, you can
probably Google your water heater’s
model and download the manual.
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Gener i c di r ect i ons for adjust i ng t he
t emper at ur e on an el ect r i c w at er
heat er
It’s important not to waste heat with elec-
tric water heaters because heating with
electricity is expensive.

Taped to your water heater should be a
manual.Follow its directions to change the
temperature on your specific heater. If
there is no manual, you can Google your
water heater’s model to download the man-
ual.

If you have a new electric heater, switching
the temperature might be as simple as
pressing some buttons on the front of the
heater. If you have an older water heater,
changing the temperature might be more
difficult.

* * * * * * * *

Warning: Electric water heaters have
enough electricity running through them
to kill you. Don’t do this work unless you
feel confident you know how to do each
step safely. If you don’t feel you can do

this work, have your plumber or
electrician do the work.

Tip: If you go on vacation for a few days
your hot water heater should be able to
take a vacation too.

On most natural gas water heater tempera-
ture dials there is a Vacation setting. When
you leave for vacation, turn the dial to Va-
cation (it will keep the water at a much
lower temperature) so you save energy
and money.

Leave a note by the front door reminding
yourself when you get home to turn the
temperature dial back to normal so the wa-
ter will be nice and hot for the next morn-
ing’s showers.

Tip: One of our favorite plumbers, Barbara
Taggart, points out many people have hot
water tanks that are too big for their
needs. The people have to pay to keep
that water hot day after day. She recom-
mends against installing anything bigger

than a 30-gallon water heater unless you
have a Jacuzzi, take baths where you fill
the tub, or have two or more people in
your home who routinely take long show-
ers right after each other.

She also recommends front-loading wash-
ing machines because they use a lot less
water than top-loading washers. If your
water bill or heating bill is high (especially
during the summer) then buy a front
loader next time you shop for a washer.

Barbara is wise. Considering a clogged toi-
let, she frequently quotes Camus, “Noth-
ing human is alien to me.”

Tip: Finally, you can consider a solar hot
water system. These systems can provide
70% or more of your hot water needs from
the sun’s heat.
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