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HOW TO USE A
DISHWASHER: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
FOR SPOTLESS
RESULTS EVERY
TIME

Standing in front of a
gleaming machine full
of steam and clean
plates can feel like
magic, but for many,
the question of how to
use a dishwasher
remains surprisingly
confusing. You are not
alone if you have ever
wondered whether to
rinse plates first, where
the detergent goes, or
why your glasses come
out cloudy. Modern

dishwashers
sophisticated
appliances designed to
save time, water, and
energy, but they only
work well when loaded
and operated correctly.
This comprehensive
guide will walk you
through every step,
from preparing your
dishes to maintaining
your machine, ensuring
you get sparkling clean
results while extending
the life of your
appliance.

are

Learning how to use a
dishwasher properly is
not just about pressing
a button. It involves
understanding the
machine's anatomy,
choosing the right
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settings for different
loads, and avoiding
common pitfalls that
can lead to poor
cleaning or even
damage. Whether you
are a first-time owner
or someone who has
been loading racks
haphazardly for years,
this guide will
transform the way you
think about
dishwashing. Let us
dive into the details so
you can master this

essential household
task.
UNDERSTANDING
YOUR

DISHWASHER: KEY
COMPONENTS AND
CYCLES

Before you can
effectively use a
dishwasher, you need
to understand what is
happening inside. A
dishwasher cleans
using a combination of
hot water, detergent,

and mechanical spray
action. Knowing the
key parts of your
machine helps you

troubleshoot issues
and use it more
efficiently.

Main
Compone
nts of a
Dishwash
er

e Spray Arms:
These rotating
arms spray water
jets onto the
dishes. They are
typically located
at the bottom
and sometimes
in the middle or
top of the tub.
Make sure
nothing blocks

2 How To Use A Dishwasher

2026-07-18



How To Use A Dishwasher

them from
spinning freely.
Racks: Most
dishwashers
have a top rack
for glasses, cups,
and small bowls,
and a bottom
rack for plates,
pots, and larger
items. Some
models include a
third rack for
silverware or
utensils.
Detergent
Dispenser: This
compartment on
the door opens
automatically
during the main
wash cycle. It
usually has a
main cup and a
smaller pre-wash
cup.

Rinse Aid
Dispenser:
Located next to
the detergent
dispenser, this
holds a liquid

that helps water
sheet off dishes,
preventing spots
and improving
drying.

Filter System:
Most modern
dishwashers
have a self-
cleaning or
manual filter that
traps food
particles. A clean
filter is essential
for good
performance.
Heating
Element:
Located at the
bottom of the
tub, this heats
the water and
helps dry the
dishes. Some
models hide the
element beneath
the floor of the
tub.



Common

stubborn residue.

e Light or Quick

Cycle: A shorter

D | S h Was hycle for lightly

soiled dishes or a

er Cyclesic e waer

Explained

Different cycles are
designed for different
levels of soiling.
Understanding them is
a core part of learning
how to wuse a
dishwasher effectively.

¢ Normal or Auto
Cycle: Best for
everyday loads
with average
soil. It uses a
standard
temperature and
duration.

e Heavy or Pots
& Pans Cycle:
Uses hotter
water and longer
wash time to
tackle baked-on
food, grease, and

and energy.
Rinse Only
Cycle: Simply
rinses dishes
without
detergent. Useful
for holding
dishes until you
have a full load.
Sanitize Cycle:
Uses extremely
hot water to kill
bacteria and
germs. Great for
cutting boards,
baby bottles, or
when someone is
sick.

Eco or Energy
Saver Cycle:
Designed to
minimize water
and energy use,
though the cycle
may run longer.
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PREPARING
DISHES FOR THE
DISHWASHER:
SCRAPE, DON'T
RINSE

One of the most
debated aspects of
how to wuse a
dishwasher is whether
to rinse dishes before
loading. The short
answer is: you should
scrape off excess food
but do not rinse
thoroughly. Modern
dishwashers are
equipped with sensors
that detect how dirty
the water is. If you
rinse everything off
completely, the
machine may not
detect enough soil to
trigger a robust clean,
and it may actually run
a shorter, less effective
cycle. Furthermore,
some detergents
require a certain
amount of food residue
to work effectively

because the enzymes
in the detergent cling
to food particles to
break them down.

What to
Scrape
and What
to Leave

e Scrape off
large food
scraps: Bones,
fruit pits, large
pieces of meat,
and leftover
vegetables
should go into
the trash or
compost bin.

¢ Do not pre-
rinse: A light
scrape is
sufficient. Small
particles of
sauce, egg, or
cereal are
actually helpful



MAXIHUM: cleaning
process.

e Soak burnt-on
pans: If a pot
has heavily
burnt-on food,
soak it for a few
minutes and give
it a quick scrub
before placing it
in the
dishwasher.
Otherwise, the
burnt residue
may not come off
completely.

¢ Rinse items
that will sit for
a while: If you
are not running
the dishwasher
immediately, a
light rinse can
prevent odors
and stuck-on
food.

HOW TO LOAD A
DISHWASHER
PROPERLY FOR

CLEANING

Loading a dishwasher
is a strategic exercise.
The goal is to ensure
that every dish gets
exposed to the spray of
hot water and
detergent. Poor loading
is the number one
reason dishes come
out dirty or wet. Here
is a detailed
breakdown of how to
use a dishwasher by
loading it correctly.

Loading
the Top
Rack

The top rack is
designed for items that
are more delicate and
should not be
subjected to the
intense direct heat of
the bottom heating
element.
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e Glasses and

cups: Place
them upside
down so water
can drain out.
Angle them
slightly to
prevent water
pooling. Never
nest glasses
inside one
another.

Small bowls
and ramekins:
Place them
facing down and
angled so water
can hit the
inside.

Plastic items: If
your dishwasher
has a top rack
with a lower
temperature
setting, place
plastics here to
prevent warping.
Check if they are
labeled
dishwasher-safe.
Small
colanders and

strainers: Place
them upside
down, ensuring
the holes allow
water to flow
through.

Loading
the
Bottom
Rack

The bottom rack is
where the most
powerful spray action
occurs. This is for your
heaviest and dirtiest
items.

e Plates and
dinnerware:
Face them
toward the
center, where
the spray arms
are. Do not
overcrowd; leave
space for water



to flow between
plates.

e Pots, pans, and
baking sheets:
Place them at an
angle, facing
downward. Make
sure the inside of
pots is exposed
to the spray arm.
Avoid stacking
pans directly on
top of one
another.

Large utensils
and spatulas:
Lay them flat on
the top rack or
place them in the
bottom rack with
the handles
facing down, but
ensure they do
not block the
spray arm.
Cutting boards:
Place them along
the sides, but
make sure they
are secure and
do not block the
detergent

dispenser when
the door opens.

Loading
the
Silverwar
e Basket
or Third
Rack

Silverware needs
careful handling to
prevent nesting and
ensure thorough
cleaning.

e Alternate
handles up and
down: Mix forks
and spoons with
some handles up
and some down
to prevent them
from nesting
together. Knives
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should always be
placed with
handles up for
safety.

e Separate
types: Do not
clump all spoons
together. Spread
them out so
water can flow
between them.

e Third rack
utensils: If you
have a third rack,
lay utensils flat,
spaced apart,
and ensure they
do not overlap.

CHOOSING THE
RIGHT DETERGENT
AND RINSE AID

Detergent is the
muscle of the
dishwashing process,
but not all detergents
perform equally.
Knowing how to use a
dishwasher includes
selecting the right
cleaning agent for your
water type and load.

Types of
Dishwash
er
Detergen
t

e Powder: Offers
flexibility in
dosing and is
often the most
affordable. It
works well for
pre-wash
because you can
add a small
amount directly
to the tub.

e Gel or Liquid:
Convenient but
generally less
effective at
removing heavy
soil. Good for
everyday light
loads.

e Tabs or Pacs:
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Pre-measured

and very
convenient. They
contain
detergent, rinse
aid, and

sometimes salt.
They work best
in machines with
a pre-wash cycle
because they
often dissolve
slowly. For
heavily soiled
loads, you may
need to add a
small amount of
powder to the
pre-wash cup.

How to
Use
Detergen
t Properly

Always fill the main
wash compartment. If
your dishwasher has a

pre-wash compartment
(usually a smaller cup
next to the main one),
fill it as well for heavily
soiled loads. Do not
just toss a tablet into
the bottom of the tub,
as it may dissolve too
quickly and get flushed
away before the main
wash begins. Close the
dispenser lid firmly.

The Role
of Rinse
Aid

Rinse aid is a
surfactant that reduces
the surface tension of
water, allowing it to
sheet off dishes rather
than forming droplets.
This prevents water
spots and speeds up
drying. Fill the rinse aid
reservoir until the

indicator shows full.
Many people skip this
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step, but it makes a
significant  difference,
especially if you have
hard water.

SELECTING THE
CORRECT WASH
CYCLE FOR EVERY
LOAD

Pressing the right
button is just as
important as loading
correctly. Here is how
to choose the best
cycle based on your
load type.

e Everyday
mixed load: Use
Normal or Auto
cycle. This is
suitable for most
households.

¢ Dishes with
dried-on or
baked-on food:
Choose Heavy or
Pots & Pans
cycle. This uses
hotter water and
longer duration.

e Lightly soiled

dishes after a
quick meal: Use
the Light or
Quick cycle. It
uses less energy
and water.

* Mixed load
including
plastics: Some
machines have a
specific cycle
that uses lower
temperatures. If
not, use Normal
and consider
placing plastics
on the top rack
only.

e Sanitizing
need: Use the
Sanitize cycle,
which heats
water to at least
150°F (65°C).

A note on drying: Many
dishwashers offer heat
drying or air drying.
Heat drying uses
electricity to warm the
tub, while air drying
uses a fan. Using the
energy-saver or eco-



dry option is better for
the environment and
your utility bill.

COMMON
DISHWASHER
MISTAKES AND
HOW TO AVOID
THEM

Even experienced
users make mistakes.
Here are the most
frequent errors when
learning how to use a
dishwasher, along with
simple fixes.

Overloadi
ng the
Racks

It is tempting to cram
in as many dishes as
possible, but
overcrowding blocks
water spray and
detergent from
reaching all surfaces.
Leave small gaps

12

between plates and
avoid overlapping
utensils. If you cannot
see the spray arm
when looking into the
tub, you have
overloaded it.

Using the
Wrong
Detergen
t or Too
Much

Never use hand dish
soap in a dishwasher. It
creates excessive suds
that can leak out or
damage the machine.
Also, using too much
detergent can leave a
residue on dishes and
inside the tub. Follow
the manufacturer's
guidelines, and reduce
the amount if your
water is soft.
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Blocking

13

the Spray
Arms



