Understanding Your Heat Pump





At the start of the heating season, or if you’ve never owned a heat pump, please take a few minutes and familiarize yourself with the following information. Heat pumps are complex devices, and knowing a few of their peculiarities can save you a lot of headaches and disappointments this winter.





Heat pumps don’t produce consistent warm air. They extract heat from the outdoor air, and their performance drops as the temperature falls. When the mercury falls below freezing, this drop in performance becomes quite noticeable. Consequently, they will have to run longer to get the temperature in your home to the thermostat setting. Many customers come from other parts of the country and are used to gas or oil heat. A properly functioning heat pump might only produce 90-degree air at the registers. This will feel lukewarm, and might make you conclude you have a problem when you really don’t. 


Heat pumps don’t produce immediate warm air. The pressure differential that is responsible for your heat supply can take up to 15 minutes to develop. Adjusting the thermostat way up will not do any good – it’s the physics of heat pumps. 


Heat pumps periodically display “odd” behavior. All heat pumps employ a defrost device of some sort to remove the ice that builds up on the outdoor coil during normal operation. During defrost you may observe noise, vibrations, smoke (it’s actually steam), water leaking outside, or cold air blowing inside. Don’t panic – these are all normal. The unit will automatically return to heat mode within 10 minutes or so.


Many high efficiency units employ time delays to prevent short cycling and compressor damage, as well as to boost efficiency. The blower will come on without the compressor (usually for about 5 minutes), and at the end of a cycle the blower may continue to run on its own for about 2-3 minutes. During these times, the unit will blow cold air. Also, most programmable thermostats have built-in time delays, which must be added to the above times. Take this into account before calling for service if you feel cold air.  


Keeping your indoor air filter clean is essential to proper operation. Dirty filters can cause the compressor to work harder, causing higher utility bills and increased wear. In severe cases, a plugged filter can cause the unit’s safety switch to trip. If it is a manual reset type located on a roof, you could be without heat until someone can reset it. Don’t risk it – change the filter monthly.





Following these steps should prevent most problems. If you do experience problems, please don’t hesitate to call.


