How to Conserve Energy with Appliances

Source:  Sue Badenhop, family and consumer scientist

Appliances account for about 20 percent of household energy consumption, with refrigerators and laundry appliances at the top of the use list.


These tips may help you lower household energy use and reduce utility bills.


 A refrigerator uses more energy than any other appliance. An average refrigerator uses two times as much energy as a dishwasher per year.  Securely cover liquids and wrap foods stored in the refrigerator. Uncovered items release moisture that makes the compressor work harder.


Move the refrigerator away from the wall and vacuum the condenser coils every three months. A refrigerator will operate for shorter periods with clean coils.


Do not keep the refrigerator or freezer too cold. Recommended temperatures are 37 to 40 degrees for the refrigerator fresh food compartment and 5 degrees for the attached freezer section. A temperature of 0 degrees should be maintained in a separate freezer for long-term storage. A full freezer keeps warm air out when you open the door. 


Get everything you need out of the refrigerator or freezer at one time to keep cool air from escaping.  


Most of the energy a dishwasher uses is to heat water. However, a dishwasher uses about six gallons less water than hand-washing dishes. Do not hand rinse dishes before putting them in the dishwasher unless they are caked with burned-on or dried-on food.


Since the dishwasher uses hotter water than washing dishes by hand, it more effectively kills germs. Do not use the "rinse hold" feature for just a few soiled dishes because it uses three to seven gallons of hot water for each time. Be sure the dishwasher is full but not overloaded.


When using gas appliances look for blue flames; yellow flames indicate inefficient burning and may indicate an adjustment is needed. 


If you cook with electricity, turn off the stovetop burner several minutes before the allotted cooking time, because the element will stay hot long enough to finish cooking without using more electricity. 


Use a toaster oven or small electric pans for small meals rather than your large oven or stove. A toaster oven uses one-third to one-half as much energy as a full-sized oven. Microwave ovens and pressure cookers save energy by significantly reducing cooking time. Using a covered kettle or pan to rapidly boil water also uses less energy.


 Prepare several items at one time that require the same temperature in the oven for “oven meals.”

About 80 to 85 percent of the energy used to wash clothes is to heat water. To conserve water, use less water and use cooler water. The warm or cold-water settings usually will sufficiently clean clothes unless dealing with oily stains. Switching the water temperature from hot to warm can cut per-load energy use by 50 percent.


If you are buying a new clothes washer, choose a front-loading machine. Although it may cost more to buy, this model uses about one-third of the energy and less water than a top-loading machine. A front-loading machine also removes more water during the spin cycle, reducing energy used to dry clothes.


Wash and dry full loads of clothes. Use the appropriate water-level setting when washing a smaller load.


Clean the dryer lint filter after every load to improve air circulation. Do not over-load the dryer. Dry towels and heavier cottons separately from lighter-weight items. Do not over-dry clothes. Use the dryer moisture sensor, and when buying a new machine, choose one with this feature. Use the cool-down cycle to allow clothes to finish drying with residual heat in the dryer.


Take more showers than baths. A bath requires 10 to 25 gallons of hot water; a five-minute shower, less than 10 gallons. Install aerating, low-flow faucets and showerheads. Low-flow shower heads reduce water use by 50 percent or more. 


Set the heater’s thermostat as low as is comfortable in the winter. Clean the heat pump filter once a month or as needed, and maintain your system according to the manufacturer's instructions. Do not manually set back the thermostat if it causes electric resistance heating, which is more expensive, to come on.


Keep draperies and shades on south-facing windows open during the day to allow sunlight to enter; close these at night to reduce the chill. 


If you never use a fireplace, plug and seal the chimney flue. Keep the damper closed unless a fire is going. Inspect the flue damper seal for snugness. Add caulking around the hearth.


When you are buying new appliances, home office or entertainment equipment, consider buying Energy StarTM products to increase energy efficiency and savings. 


Remember to recycle, or start if you don't already. Recycling paper instead of making it from trees uses 70 percent less energy, 60 percent less water and reduces pollution by 50 percent. Recycling just two aluminum cans saves the same amount of energy required to power a personal computer for an eight-hour work day. 


For more information on conserving energy, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.


Educational programs of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.

