
Hot Water Heater Guide

GuideToKitchenRemodeling.com
Hot Water Heater Guide          © 2013 ImprovementCenter.comImprovementCenter.com



Hot Water Heater Guide         © 2013 ImprovementCenter.com

ImprovementCenter.com Need help? Visit www.improvementcenter.com or call 866-924-4696.

Your home’s hot water heater is one of those appliances that’s 
usually taken for granted. At least that’s the case until the day 
you twist the hot water handle in the shower and all that comes 
out is cold. Actually it normally doesn’t happen quite that 
abruptly -- the transition can be so gradual that it’s difficult to 
notice.

But what are your options when you realize those hot showers 
aren’t lasting as long? Well, you can either replace the 
heating elements in your existing hot water heater or take the 
opportunity to upgrade to a more energy efficient unit.

Replacing Electric Hot Water Heater 
Elements

If you have a traditional hot water heater -- a storage tank 
electric model -- it has two elements that heat the water that sits 
in the tank. When one of the elements in the tank goes bad, your 
water supply no longer gets quite as hot or lasts as long. While 
both elements normally don’t stop working at the same time, it’s 
usually a good idea to replace both while the tank is drained.

You can choose to call a professional, or undertake the project 
yourself. Here’s a DIY guide to changing your hot water heater 
elements:

1. Turn off the power. Find the breaker in your electric panel 
marked “water heater” and turn it to the off position. Make 
sure everyone in your family knows it’s to remain that way.

2. Drain the tank. The tank should have a hose connection 
with a valve that opens to allow the water in the tank to 
drain -- it’s normally located near the bottom. Turn off the 
valve on the water line leading into the tank, hook a hose up 
to the drain valve, and then open the valve. You can direct 
the other end of the hose out a window or exterior door, or 
even into a bath tub. It usually takes a while for the entire 
tank to drain -- flipping the pressure release valve at the top 
of the tank to the open position can help speed it along.

3. Remove the elements. Take off the element access covers 
and set them aside. It’s a good idea to use a voltage tester 
on the wiring that goes to the elements to verify that the 
power is off. Once you’re certain, remove the wires and push 
them out of the way. Remove the elements by either taking 
the two bolts out or unscrewing the base -- manufacturers 
use both types. If you see bolt heads, your heater has the 
bolt type. You may need to tap the elements gently to 
loosen them before they’ll come out.

4. Install new elements. Purchase and install two new 
elements that match the units just taken out. While the 
shape can differ slightly, the voltage and mounting method 
should be the same. Use the new gaskets; they should come 
with the elements you purchased.

5. Fill the tank. Turn the drain valve to the off position, close 
the pressure release valve and open the supply valve at 
the top of the tank. As the tank fills, check for leaks around 
your newly installed elements. If there are no leaks, you can 
remove the drain hose.
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6. Replace the access covers. Screw the access covers back 
into place.

7. Turn on the power. When the tank is full of water, turn the 
breaker back on to heat the water. Depending on the size 
of the tank, it normally takes about 30 minutes before the 
water is warm. Under no circumstances should the power be 
turned on until the tank is full -- the elements can burn up if 
they’re not immersed in water.

Congratulations – you’ve just changed your hot water heater 
elements. Reward yourself with a hot shower.

Energy Efficient Hot Water Heaters

Storage tank hot water heaters are the most common type used 
in homes, but other models could be more energy efficient. 
While these alternatives may cost a little more initially, the 
long-term savings they may provide might make the switch 
worthwhile. Here are a few options to consider:

1. Tankless hot water heaters. Also called on-demand 
heaters, these only heat the water when you need it. In 
other words, you’re not paying to keep water in a storage 
tank hot.

2. Solar water heaters. There are several types to choose 
from but they all use a free resource to heat the water: 
sunshine.

3. Heat pump water heaters. The principle behind these is 
the same as what has made heat pump HVAC systems so 
popular: They pull the heat out of the outside air to provide 
you with hot water.

4. Tankless coil hot water heaters. These are similar to 
tankless hot water heaters in that they only heat the water as 
it’s needed. However, because they use coils in the furnace 
as a heating source, this option might be best for cold 
climates.

You should weigh considerations such as the size of your family, 
your daily hot water usage, and where you live when deciding on 
the most energy efficient option for your home.


