
Water Heater
Maintenance Tips

Essential Steps to Extend the Life of Your

Water Heater and Improve Energy Efficiency

FREE DIY GUIDE

This guide is provided as a free educational resource.

Always prioritize safety and consult a licensed professional for complex issues.

Disclaimer: This guide is for informational purposes only. The information provided does not constitute

professional advice. Always follow local building codes and safety regulations.



Introduction

Your water heater is one of the hardest-working appliances in your home, running 24/7 to provide hot water

for showers, dishes, laundry, and more. With proper maintenance, a tank water heater can last 8-12 years

and a tankless unit 15-20 years. Neglect it, and you could face premature failure, higher energy bills, and

even water damage from a catastrophic leak. This guide covers the essential maintenance tasks every

homeowner should know.

Understanding Your Water Heater

Tank Water Heaters

Tank water heaters store 30-80 gallons of hot water in an insulated tank. They use gas burners or electric

heating elements to maintain the water at a set temperature. Key components include the thermostat, anode

rod, dip tube, drain valve, and temperature & pressure (T&P) relief valve.

Tankless Water Heaters

Tankless (on-demand) water heaters heat water only when you need it by passing it through a heat

exchanger. They're more energy-efficient but require different maintenance, primarily descaling to remove

mineral buildup.

Tools & Materials You'll Need

-   Garden hose

-   Bucket (5-gallon)

-   Adjustable wrench or socket wrench (1-1/16" for most anode rods)

-   Replacement anode rod (magnesium or aluminum)

-   White vinegar (for tankless descaling)

-   Submersible pump (for tankless flushing)

-   Pipe tape (Teflon)

-   Insulation blanket (for older tanks)

Task 1: Check the Temperature Setting



Frequency: Check once, adjust as needed.

1. Locate the thermostat on your water heater (gas: near the bottom; electric: behind access panels).

2. The recommended setting is 120 degrees F (49 degrees C).

3. This temperature is hot enough for comfortable use while reducing scalding risk and energy waste.

4. Every 10 degrees F reduction saves 3-5% on water heating costs.

5. If you have a dishwasher without a built-in heater, you may need 140 degrees F.

Safety Note

Water at 140 degrees F can cause third-degree burns in just 5 seconds. If you have young children or

elderly family members, 120 degrees F is strongly recommended.

Task 2: Test the T&P Relief Valve

Frequency: Every 6-12 months. The temperature and pressure relief valve is a critical safety device that

prevents your water heater from exploding due to excess pressure or temperature.

1. Place a bucket under the discharge pipe connected to the T&P valve.

2. Lift the lever on the T&P valve for 5 seconds, then release.

3. You should hear a rush of water and see water flow into the bucket.

4. If no water flows, or the valve leaks after you release it, the valve needs replacement.

5. A faulty T&P valve is a safety hazard - replace it immediately or call a professional.

Task 3: Flush the Tank

Frequency: Every 12 months. Sediment (minerals, sand, debris) settles at the bottom of the tank over time.

This reduces efficiency, causes noise, and can accelerate corrosion.

1. Turn off the gas or electricity to the water heater.

2. Connect a garden hose to the drain valve at the bottom of the tank.

3. Run the hose to a floor drain, outside, or into buckets.



4. Open a hot water faucet somewhere in the house to allow air into the tank.

5. Open the drain valve and let the water flow until it runs clear (usually 5-10 minutes).

6. If the water is very sediment-heavy, you may need to briefly open the cold water supply to stir up

remaining sediment.

7. Close the drain valve, remove the hose, close the hot water faucet.

8. Turn the cold water supply back on and let the tank fill completely.

9. Turn the gas or electricity back on.

10. Wait 30-60 minutes for the water to heat up before using hot water.

Task 4: Inspect the Anode Rod

Frequency: Every 2-3 years. The anode rod is a sacrificial metal rod that corrodes instead of your tank. When

it's depleted, your tank starts corroding.

1. Turn off the water heater and cold water supply.

2. Locate the anode rod - it's usually accessible from the top of the tank via a hex-head bolt.

3. Use a socket wrench (typically 1-1/16") to unscrew the rod.

4. Pull the rod out and inspect it. Replace if: it's less than 1/2 inch thick, coated in calcium, or the core

wire is exposed.

5. Wrap the threads of the new rod with pipe tape.

6. Insert and tighten the new rod.

7. Turn the water supply and heater back on.

Pro Tip

If you have limited headroom above your water heater, buy a flexible or segmented anode rod that

bends for easier installation.

Task 5: Insulate for Efficiency



Adding insulation can reduce standby heat loss by 25-45%, saving you money on energy bills.

-   Older tanks (pre-2015): Add an insulation blanket around the tank. Follow the manufacturer's

instructions and avoid covering the thermostat, burner, or T&P valve.

-   Hot water pipes: Insulate the first 3-6 feet of hot water pipe coming out of the heater with foam pipe

insulation.

-   Cold water inlet: Insulate the cold water inlet pipe as well to reduce condensation.

Tankless Water Heater Maintenance

Tankless units need descaling every 12 months (more often in hard water areas) to remove mineral buildup

from the heat exchanger.

1. Turn off the gas or electricity and close the water supply valves.

2. Connect a submersible pump to the cold water service port using hoses.

3. Place the pump in a 5-gallon bucket filled with undiluted white vinegar.

4. Connect a second hose from the hot water service port back into the bucket.

5. Open both service ports and run the pump for 45-60 minutes, circulating vinegar through the unit.

6. Turn off the pump, drain the vinegar, and flush with clean water for 5 minutes.

7. Close the service ports, remove hoses, and restore normal operation.



When to Call a Professional

While many minor plumbing issues can be handled as DIY projects, some situations require the expertise of

a licensed plumber. Call a professional if you encounter any of the following:

-   Your water heater is leaking from the tank itself (not a valve or fitting)

-   The T&P relief valve is discharging repeatedly

-   You have no hot water despite the heater being on

-   The pilot light won't stay lit (gas units)

-   You smell gas near the water heater - leave immediately and call your gas company

-   The water heater is making loud banging or popping noises despite flushing

-   Your water heater is over 10 years old and showing signs of rust or corrosion

-   You need to replace the anode rod but can't access it or it's seized

-   You want to upgrade from a tank to a tankless system (requires electrical or gas line modifications)

Why Hire a Licensed Plumber?

Licensed plumbers have the training, tools, and experience to diagnose problems accurately and

make repairs that meet local building codes. Attempting complex repairs without proper knowledge

can lead to water damage, health hazards, or code violations that cost far more to fix later.

A professional plumber can also provide preventive maintenance to help you avoid costly emergency repairs

down the road. Regular inspections and maintenance are the best way to protect your home and your

investment.


