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Safety Subject 
 

Portable Space Heaters 
 

 The use of electrical appliances brought from home is discouraged 

 All portable space heaters must be equipped with a “Tip-Over Switch” that 
will shut off the appliance if accidentally knocked over 

 All portable space heaters must have a 3 prong, grounded cord  

 Never use with an extension cord or power strip 

 Never leave a space heater unattended or on overnight 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Space Heater Safety 

With proper use, portable heaters provide warmth and                            
comfort but they need space around them for safe operation. 

 

SAFETY TIPS 

 Keep anything combustible at least three feet from a space heater. 

 Never use any kind of space heater as a drying rack. 

 Buy a space heater equipped with a guard around the flame or heating   
coil to keep children, pets and combustibles from the heat source. 

 When selecting a heater, make sure a nationally recognized testing 
laboratory has approved it. (It will bear a label indicating approval.) 

 Never leave a space heater unattended or on overnight. 

 Always place a space heater on a flat, level surface. 

 Only use a space heater equipped with a 3 prong, grounded plug.                 
Do not use an extension cord. 

 Be sure the space heater is equipped with a “Tip Over” switch that will 
automatically shut off the appliance if accidentally tipped over. 

 Always follow the manufacturer’s instructions for use and safety measures.

  
 



NEWS from CPSC 
U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission 

Office of Information and Public Affairs Washington, DC 20207
 

Fire Hazard: Using A Portable Heater? Use Smoke Detector, Too  
WASHINGTON --- Government safety experts warn that if you use a portable electric heater, make certain 
there is a working smoke detector in the same room.  
 
According to the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, (CPSC) fire departments responded to 2,600 
residential fires involving portable electric heaters in 1986, these fires resulted in an estimated 130 deaths, 
140 injuries and property losses totaling $28.1 million.  
 
CPSC offered the following precautions for using portable electric heaters safely:  

• Always locate heaters at least three feet away from flammable objects such as bedding, furniture, 
curtains and drapes. Never use heaters to dry clothes or shoes. Don't place heaters where towels or 
other flammable objects could fall on the heater and start a fire.  

• Place heaters on the floor, never on tables or furniture, since they may fall, dislodging or breaking 
parts of the heater.  

• Do not use heaters in wet moist places, such as bathrooms, since critical parts of the heater may 
rust and could fail.  

• String out electric cords on top of carpets or rugs; placing cords underneath anything can cause 
overheating.  

• Do not use extension cords with electric heaters unless absolutely necessary; using an extension 
cord with high wattage appliances could start a fire. If you must use an extension cord, it must be 
marked #14 or #12 gauge; lower gauge numbers mean the wires are larger and can carry greater 
electrical current. For example, an extension cord sold for air conditioners will often have these 
lower gauge wires. Do not use a cord marked #16 or #18 gauge. Use only extension cord bearing 
the label of an independent testing laboratory.  

• Be sure the plug is firmly in the outlet. A loose plug may cause the plug and/or receptacle to 
overheat. Have a qualified repairman replace worn out plugs or outlets.  

• Heaters draw considerable power, therefore, the cord and plug may feel warm. If the plug feels too 
hot to touch, unplug the heater and have a qualified repairman check for problems. If the heater and 
its plug are found to be working properly, have the outlet replaced.  

• Sometimes, a heater is plugged into an outlet which is protected by ground-fault circuit interrupter 
(GFCI). GFCIs are often placed on circuits where improper grounding can cause electric shocks to 
consumers. If you use a portable heater on a GFCI-protected circuit and GFCI trips, do not assume 
that the GFCI is broken or defective. Stop using the heater and have it checked by an appliance 
service center, even if the heater seems to be functioning properly.  

• Broken heaters should be checked and repaired by a qualified appliance service center. Do not 
attempt to adjust or replace parts in the heater your self. 
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THE STATISTICS 

The U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission 
(CPSC) estimates that in 1994, electric space heaters 
were associated with 2,400 fires resulting 80 deaths, 
240 injuries and $48.2 million in property loss. 

THE PROBLEM 

Even though electric space heaters don't have an 
open flame, the heating elements of some types of 
electric heaters are hot enough to ignite nearby 
combustibles like draperies, paper, clothing, 
furniture, and flammable liquids. It is, therefore, 
important to check surrounding objects periodically 
to see if they feel hot. Refer to the manufacturer's 
instructions to see how far the heater should be 
placed from combustible materials, and for how far 
the heater should be placed from the floor so that 
carpeting or flooring materials don't ignite. 
 
Additionally, to prevent electrocutions, always keep 
portable electric heaters away from water; never use 
them in a bathroom or near a sink. (If you must use 
an appliance near water, always use a ground fault 
circuit interrupter). 

 

SAFETY TIPS 

CPSC recommends the following when selecting 
an electric heater: 

• Look for one that is listed with a nationally-
recognized testing laboratory. These heaters 
have been tested to meet specific safety 
standards, and manufacturers are required to 
provide important use and care information to 
the consumer. On heaters that are not listed, 
consumers have less assurance that the safety 
features and operating instructions are adequate. 

• Purchase a heater with a guard around the 
heating element. A wire grill or other protection 
is essential to keep fingers or fabrics from 
touching the hot element. Portable electric 
heaters that heat by circulating oil or water, 
however, usually have lower surface 
temperatures and may not need guards. 

• Before using the heater, read and follow the 
instructions for its operation and maintenance. 

• If you must use an extension cord, make sure it 
is a heavy duty cord marked with a # 14 gauge 
or larger wire. An incorrectly-sized cord may 
create a fire hazard. If the heater's plug has a 
grounding prong, use only a grounding (three-
wire) extension cord. 

• Never run the heater's cord (or any cord) under 
rugs or carpeting. 

• Do not leave the heater operating unattended or 
operating while sleeping. Portable electric air 
heaters are designed for use only as temporary 
supplemental heating and only while attended. 

• To prevent electrical shocks and electrocutions, 
always keep portable electric heaters away from 
water and never touch an electric heater if you 
are wet. 
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