
Programmable Thermostats 
An Energy-Saving Guide

A programmable thermostat is recommended for individuals and families  
who are away from home during set periods of time throughout the week,  
allowing them to use less energy without sacrificing comfort. 

Programmable thermostats that have earned the ENERGY STAR® label offer the most energy-saving  
potential for your home and, unlike older manual thermostats they:
 •   are more convenient and accurate 
 •   contain no mercury 
 •   save energy and save money on utility bills — when used properly, about $150/year 
 •  are better for the environment, since using less energy helps reduce greenhouse gas emissions  
   associated with energy production 

Features
Separate Programs.  This feature allows for different settings for different days of the week.  Energy Star® 
labeled thermostats have a minimum of two programs (one for weekdays and one for weekends).  Figures 
1 and 2 show typical weekday and weekend settings for heating and cooling seasons.  Some products have 
three (weekdays, Saturday and Sunday) or seven (one for each day of the week) programs.

ENERGY STAR® qualified programmable thermostats typically come with:
  •   Digital, backlit displays 
  •   Touch pad screen programming 
  •   Voice and/or phone programming 
  •   Hold/Vacation features 
  •   Indicators which tell you when its time to change air filters 
  •   Indicators that signal malfunctioning of heating/cooling systems 
  •   Adaptive Recovery/ Smart Recovery features - control features that senses the amount of time it  
   will take to reach the next set-point temperature, and reach desired temperatures by the set time 
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Installation
Programmable thermostats are a low voltage wiring installation (however, you should shut down your elec-
tricity during the replacement), and involve anywhere from 2–10 wires, depending on your type of heating 
and cooling system. The previous attachment points will reconnect your new unit. Read all instructions and 
proceed carefully.

If the job requires more than just a replacement, call your certified Heating Ventilation and Air Conditioning 
(HVAC) professional to ensure proper installation, as well as operation of your heating and cooling system.
 
It’s a good idea to upgrade an old manual thermostat to a programmable unit if you’re replacing a Central 
Air Conditioner (CAC) or heating system. Programmable units are far more accurate and will maximize the 
efficiency of your new system. For heat pumps, you may need a special unit to maximize energy savings year-
round. Talk to your retailer or HVAC contractor before selecting the unit.

Also, if you’re replacing a conventional thermostat that has a mercury switch, be careful not to break the tube 
that holds this toxic substance. Contact your local recycling/hazardous materials center, or the manufacturer 
of your new thermostat, for advice on proper disposal.

Operation
In order to increase your energy savings, it’s important that you:
 •   Keep the thermostat set at energy-saving temperatures for long periods of time, such as during the  
   day  when no one is home and through the night. ENERGY STAR® qualified thermostats come with  
   four pre-programmed temperature settings for typical weekday and weekend routines.

 •   Resist the urge to override the pre-programmed settings. Every time you do, you use more energy  
   and may end up paying more on your energy bill.

 •   Set the “hold” button at a constant energy-saving temperature when going away for the weekend or  
   on vacation.

 •   Install your thermostat away from heating or cooling registers, appliances, lighting, doorways, sky 
   lights, and windows and areas that receive direct sunlight or drafts.  Interior walls are best.

 •   If you have a heat pump, a special programmable thermostat may be required to maximize your  
   energy savings year-round. Talk to your retailer or contractor for details before selecting  
   your thermostat.

Visit the ENERGY STAR® website at www. energystar.gov for more information.  

KPPC – The Kentucky Pollution Prevention Center – is Kentucky’s primary resource to help businesses, industries and other organizations develop environ-
mentally sustainable, cost-saving solutions for improved efficiency. Based at the University of Louisville J.B. Speed School of Engineering, KPPC provides  
technical information and assistance that is free, confidential and non-regulatory. Information for this guide was gathered from the Energy Star® website and 
other sources. While KPPC makes every effort to present accurate and reliable information, KPPC does not certify such information nor does it endorse or 
promote any commercial product or service.
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