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! Read this first — when in doubt, throw it out

Here is the one rule that keeps your family safe when the power goes out: when in

doubt, throw it out. Keep the refrigerator and freezer doors shut, and know the clock —

a closed refrigerator keeps food safe for about 4 hours, and a full freezer holds its cold

for about 48 hours (about 24 hours if it is only half full). Any perishable food — meat,

poultry, fish, eggs, milk, soft cheese, cut fruit, and leftovers — that has been above 40

degrees Fahrenheit for 2 hours or more should be thrown out. Never taste food to

decide whether it is safe; many of the germs that cause food poisoning leave no smell,

taste, or change you can see. Those two numbers — 40 degrees for the fridge, 0

degrees for the freezer — are the foundation everything else in this guide rests on.

Two numbers, and everything else follows
If you take just two things from this whole guide, take these: keep the refrigerator at

40 degrees or below, and the freezer at 0 degrees or below. Everything else builds

on that.

I'm Bill, and I run Bill's Home Tech here in Portage County, Ohio. When I visit a home, one of

the first things I check is whether the fridge and freezer are actually set right — not what the

dial says, but what a thermometer says.

Getting these two numbers right matters every single day, not just during a storm or an

outage. A fridge and freezer dialed in correctly keep food fresher, waste less, and give you a

head start if the power ever does go out.

★ Not sure where to start?

If you'd like a hand setting up your fridge and freezer the right way, call or text me at

(330) 200-8042. It's a quick, simple check, and I'm happy to walk you through it.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you already know most of what matters.

❑ Keep the refrigerator at 40 degrees or below.

❑ Keep the freezer at 0 degrees or below.

❑ The dial is not degrees — verify the real temperature with a thermometer.

❑ Keep a thermometer in each, all the time.

❑ After you change the setting, give it about 24 hours to settle before you check again.

❑ Don't block the vents inside — packed-in food still needs room for air to move.

❑ When in doubt, throw it out.

✔ Two dollars of peace of mind

An appliance thermometer costs only a couple of dollars and tells you the truth every

time you glance at it. It's one of the cheapest, smartest purchases in the whole house.
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Why 40 degrees is the line that matters
Food-safety experts talk about a 'danger zone,' and it's worth understanding,

because it explains why your fridge is set the way it is.

Between about 40 and 140 degrees Fahrenheit, the bacteria that cause food poisoning grow

quickly. Keep food below 40 degrees and that growth slows to a crawl — which is exactly

what a properly set refrigerator does.

Once food climbs above 40 degrees, that protection is gone. That is the whole reason this

number matters so much: it's not an arbitrary setting, it's the edge of the zone where food

stops being safe.

! 40 degrees or below, every day

This is the target every food-safety agency points to. A refrigerator that's actually

holding 40 degrees or below is doing its job, outage or not.
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Why 0 degrees is the freezer's number
The freezer plays a different game than the fridge — its job is to keep food solidly

frozen, not just cool.

At 0 degrees or below, food stays frozen solid, and the bacteria and quality changes that

happen at warmer temperatures essentially stop. That's what makes a freezer such a reliable,

long-term way to keep food safe.

A freezer that drifts a little above 0 degrees can still be fine for a while — food that still has ice

crystals, or reads 40 degrees or below, is generally safe — but 0 degrees or below is the

target that keeps everything solidly and safely frozen for the long haul.

✔ 0 or below, checked with a thermometer

Most freezer dials don't show degrees at all, so a freezer thermometer is the only real

way to know you're actually at 0 or below.
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The dial isn't degrees
Take a look at your fridge's dial, and there's a good chance you won't see a single

number that means 'degrees.'

Many refrigerators use a dial marked simply 1 through 5, or low to high, or a plain 'colder'

arrow. None of that tells you what temperature you're actually getting — it's a relative setting,

not a real reading.

The only way to know the actual temperature inside is a thermometer. Two identical-looking

fridges set to the same mark on the dial can land at two different real temperatures, so the dial

is a starting point, not an answer.

✔ Think of the dial as a suggestion

Turn the dial, then let a thermometer tell you what really happened. That's the only way

to know you've actually hit 40 or below.
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Put a thermometer in each box
This is the cheapest, simplest step in this whole guide, and it's the one that makes

every other step possible.

Put an appliance thermometer in the refrigerator and a freezer thermometer in the freezer,

and leave them there for good. They cost only a few dollars, and they turn a guess into a fact

every time you glance at them.

Without one, you're relying on the dial number and how the food feels — and neither one tells

you the truth. With one, a two-second glance answers the question.

✔ Cheap truth, worth having

If you don't already have appliance thermometers in your fridge and freezer, they're

worth picking up this week. It's a small thing that pays off every single day.
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Where to put the thermometer
Where you place a thermometer changes what it tells you, so a little placement

care goes a long way.

In the refrigerator, the middle of a middle shelf reads closest to the true average temperature

— away from the door, the back wall, and the vents, where readings can run warmer or colder

than the rest of the box.

• Middle of a middle shelf for the refrigerator — not the door, not tucked against the back

wall.

• Center of the freezer, nestled among the food rather than up against a wall.

• Read the number before you open the door wide, so a quick glance answers the question.

• Give a newly placed thermometer a few hours to settle before you trust the first reading.

✔ A quick glance beats a long look

Position the thermometer so you can read it through the door or with a quick opening

— the less time the door's open, the truer the next reading will be.
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Adjusting the setting, one notch at a time
If your thermometer says you're not at 40 or 0, resist the urge to crank the dial hard

— small, patient changes work better.

Move the dial one notch, then wait. It takes time for the whole box to settle at a new

temperature, so give it about 24 hours before you check the thermometer again.

Read the thermometer, adjust another notch if needed, and wait another 24 hours. It's slower

than you'd like, but it's the only way to land on the right setting without overshooting into 'too

cold' territory.

✔ Patience beats guessing

A dial cranked all the way to 'coldest' doesn't get you there any faster — it just risks

freezing things you didn't mean to freeze. One notch, one day, one reading.
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Don't pack against the vents
Every fridge and freezer has a vent or two where cold air actually enters the box —

block it, and the whole system suffers.

Airflow is how the cold gets spread evenly. Pack food tightly against a vent and you can

starve the rest of the box of cold air, leaving some spots warmer than the thermometer up

front would suggest.

This is an easy mistake to make in a full freezer, where every inch feels precious. Leave a

little breathing room right at the vent itself, even when everything else is packed in tight.

! A blocked vent hides a warm spot

A shelf or bin that's warmer than it should be is often just a blocked vent, not a broken

appliance. Check for a gap before you assume the worst.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
How you keep an eye on the right temperature looks a little different depending on

where you live and what you're managing.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, it's usually one kitchen fridge and maybe one freezer, both living

indoors at a fairly steady room temperature. That makes dialing in the right setting

straightforward, and once it's right, it tends to stay right.

• One fridge and one freezer, both indoors, means one setting to get right and check

occasionally.

• A steady indoor temperature means the setting you find rarely needs to change with the

seasons.

• A quick seasonal glance at both thermometers is usually all the upkeep this takes.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, it's common to have a garage or barn freezer in addition to the kitchen

fridge, and that second unit lives somewhere the temperature actually swings with the

seasons. A chest freezer full of a season's harvest raises the stakes on getting it right, and if

you're on a private well, remember the pump shares the same backup plan as the fridge.

• A garage or barn freezer feels the weather — it may need a different setting in January

than in July.

• A chest freezer holding a season of garden produce or meat is worth extra attention to its

thermometer.

• A well pump depends on power too, so the fridge and freezer share their backup plan with

the water.

• More units in play means it's worth knowing which one matters most if you ever have to

choose.

★ Somewhere in between?

Whether it's one kitchen fridge or a house full of freezers, tell me what you're working

with and I'll help you get every one of them dialed in right. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Too cold is a problem too
It's tempting to think colder is always safer, but a fridge set too low creates its own

kind of trouble.

A refrigerator dialed down too far can freeze lettuce limp, crack eggs in the carton, and turn

milk slushy — none of it dangerous exactly, but all of it wasted food and a wasted trip to the

store.

The sweet spot sits just under 40 degrees — close enough to the line to be safely below it,

without drifting so cold that produce and eggs start to suffer. Aim there, not for the coldest

setting the dial allows.

✔ Just under 40 is the sweet spot

You don't need to chase the coldest number you can find. Just under 40 degrees

keeps food safe without freezing things that were never meant to freeze.
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The garage-freezer wrinkle
A freezer living in an unheated garage doesn't have the luxury of a steady room

temperature around it, and that changes things.

In a very cold garage in the depth of winter, some freezers actually struggle to run properly —

the surrounding air can be cold enough to confuse the thermostat. In the heat of summer, that

same freezer works harder than one sitting in a cool basement or kitchen.

Either way, the fix is the same: keep a thermometer in that freezer too, and check it through

the seasons rather than assuming a setting that worked in spring still holds true in August or

January.

✔ One more thermometer, cheap insurance

A freezer thermometer in the garage or barn unit costs the same couple of dollars as

the one in your kitchen, and it answers a question a kitchen thermometer never could.
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Before a storm, go a notch colder
If you know rough weather is coming, there's one small step worth taking the day

before.

Turn both the fridge and freezer dial one notch colder than usual. It gives each box a deeper

reserve of cold to draw on, so if the power does go out, you're starting from a colder point than

normal.

This is a small, free head start — no special equipment, just a dial turned a notch earlier than

you would otherwise. Turn it back to normal once the weather's passed and power looks

secure.

✔ A notch colder, a day ahead

The day before a forecasted storm is the easiest time to do this. It costs nothing and

buys you real margin if the lights do go out.
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During an outage, the numbers still rule
Once the power's out, it's tempting to stop thinking about temperatures altogether

— but the same two numbers still decide what's safe.

A quick glance at the thermometer, without opening the door wide, tells you where you stand.

As long as the refrigerator is reading 40 degrees or below, the food inside is on safe ground.

The freezer is more forgiving for longer, but the same idea applies: the thermometer, not the

clock alone and not a guess, is what tells you the real story while the power is out.

! 40 or below is your safe line

Whatever else is going on during an outage, that one number on the fridge

thermometer is worth checking. 40 degrees or below means the food is still safe.
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When the power comes back on
The moment the lights flicker back isn't quite the moment to relax and restock

without a look first.

Read the thermometers before you trust anything just because the power's back. If the fridge

held at 40 degrees or below, its food is fine. If the freezer's food still has ice crystals, or the

freezer itself reads 40 degrees or below, that food is safe to refreeze or cook.

Only once you've read the actual numbers should you put anything back on the shelf as 'safe.'

It takes a few seconds and it turns a guess into a fact.

✔ Ice crystals or 40 and below

Those are your two green lights for the freezer: visible ice crystals in the package, or a

thermometer reading 40 degrees or below. Either one means it's safe to refreeze or

cook.
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Common mistakes people make
A handful of avoidable slip-ups explain most of the temperature trouble I see in

people's kitchens.

• Trusting the dial number as if a mark like '3' or 'coldest' meant an actual temperature,

instead of checking a thermometer.

• Never putting a thermometer in at all, which leaves every reading a guess.

• Blocking the vents by packing food tight against them, leaving other spots warmer than

they should be.

• Leaving the door ajar, often from a bin or bag pressing against it, which quietly warms the

whole box.

• Setting it so cold that produce and eggs freeze, chasing 'colder is safer' past the point it

helps.

! The dial is the most common trap

Almost every temperature complaint I run into traces back to someone trusting the dial

number instead of a thermometer. Fix that one habit and most of the rest follows.
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The everyday payoff of getting this right
None of this only matters when the power's out — getting the setting right pays off

every single day.

A fridge and freezer set correctly run more efficiently, which means lower energy use and less

strain on the compressor. Food lasts longer and tastes better, because it's never sitting too

warm or freezing when it shouldn't.

And when an outage does happen, a properly set fridge and freezer simply have more

cushion to work with — they were already starting from the right place instead of playing

catch-up.

✔ A small habit, a daily win

Getting the setting right once, and checking it now and then, is one of the lowest-effort,

highest-payoff habits in the whole kitchen.
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A quick seasonal check
Seasons change, and it's worth giving both thermometers a glance whenever they

do.

A reading that's crept warmer than it used to be is often the first sign of trouble — a door seal

that's starting to fail, or a coil that's icing up and losing its efficiency. Catching it early, with a

simple thermometer check, is a lot easier than dealing with a freezer full of spoiled food.

Make it a habit tied to something you already do each season — changing a furnace filter,

switching out storm windows, whatever marks the season for you — and glance at both

thermometers while you're at it.

✔ A warm reading is an early warning

If the fridge or freezer thermometer reads warmer than it used to, don't just nudge the

dial and move on — it's worth a look at the door seal, or a call if you're not sure why.
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! Read this first — carbon monoxide is the real danger

A running gas generator's exhaust contains carbon monoxide — an invisible, odorless

gas that can kill in minutes. Never run a gas generator indoors, in a garage, in a shed,

or on a porch, not even with the door open and a fan going. Run it outside only, well

away from the house — the safety agencies say at least 20 feet — with the exhaust

pointed away from every window, door, and vent. Put battery-backup carbon-monoxide

alarms on each floor and outside the bedrooms. A battery or solar power station is the

safe indoor alternative — it makes no exhaust at all. Whatever power source you use

to keep the fridge and freezer running, the goal is still just those same two numbers —

40 and 0.

If you want to keep hitting 40 and 0 through an outage
Coolers and ice handle most short outages, but if yours run long or happen often,

backup power keeps the fridge and freezer at their real settings the whole time.

A gas generator can run a fridge and freezer easily, but it must stay outdoors only, well away

from the house, because its exhaust carries deadly carbon monoxide.

✔ A battery power station is safe to use indoors

Unlike a gas generator, a battery or solar power station makes no exhaust and no

carbon monoxide, so it is safe to run inside the house right next to the refrigerator. A

gas generator is the opposite — it must always run outdoors, well away from doors,

windows, and vents.

Either path is really just working toward the same two numbers this whole guide is about: 40

degrees or below in the fridge, 0 or below in the freezer. I've written separate guides on sizing

backup power and on running a fridge safely on a generator, if you want to go deeper.
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Print this page and stick it on the fridge
Keep this where you'll actually see it — the fridge door isn't a bad choice.

❑ Refrigerator: 40 degrees or below.

❑ Freezer: 0 degrees or below.

❑ Verify both with a thermometer — the dial isn't degrees.

❑ When in doubt, throw it out.

★ Keep my number nearby too

Tape my number right next to this card: (330) 200-8042. If you're ever unsure what

your fridge or freezer is really doing, a quick call costs you nothing.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most often about getting the fridge and freezer set right.

Q: What number should my dial actually be on?

There's no universal dial number — dials vary by brand and model. Set it, wait about 24

hours, then check a thermometer. Adjust a notch at a time until the fridge reads 40 degrees or

below and the freezer reads 0 degrees or below.

Q: Is colder always better?

No. Too cold wastes energy and can freeze things like lettuce, eggs, and milk that were never

meant to freeze. Aim for just under 40 in the fridge and 0 or below in the freezer — not the

coldest setting available.

Q: Why did my lettuce freeze even though the fridge feels fine?

A fridge set too cold, or a spot too close to a vent, can freeze produce even when the rest of

the box feels normal. Check the setting and move sensitive items away from the vent.

Q: How long after I change the setting should I check it again?

Give it about 24 hours. It takes time for the whole box to settle at a new temperature, so an

earlier reading won't tell you the true story.

Q: Do I really need a thermometer? The fridge feels cold enough.

Yes. 'Feels cold' isn't the same as 40 degrees or below, and you can't tell the difference by

touch. A couple-dollar thermometer is the only way to know for sure.

★ Still have a question?

Getting the setting right is one of the simplest calls I take, and I'm always glad to help.

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made setting your fridge and freezer to the right temperature feel a little less

daunting and a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back

to a page whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed electrical or gas work

myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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