What to Expect From a Heat Pump Installation

Heat pumps have become a common choice for homeowners looking to manage both heating
and cooling with one system. Unlike a furnace that burns fuel or a standard air conditioner that
only cools, a heat pump moves heat from one place to another. In the winter it pulls heat from
the outside air and brings it inside. In the summer it reverses direction and moves heat out of
your home. This dual function makes it a flexible option, but getting one set up properly takes
more than just buying a unit and plugging it in.

The process of a heat pump installation involves several steps that determine how well the
system performs over its lifespan. Many homeowners focus only on the equipment and miss
the preparation and fine-tuning that matter just as much. A poorly installed heat pump can run
longer than it should, struggle to maintain temperature, or wear out faster. Understanding what
happens during a proper setup helps you know what questions to ask and what to watch for.

Site Evaluation Comes First

Before any equipment arrives, someone needs to look at your home. A thorough site evaluation
covers the size and layout of your house, the condition of your existing ductwork if you have it,
and the location where the outdoor unit will sit. The size of the unit matters more than many
people realize. An oversized heat pump will short cycle, meaning it turns on and off too
frequently. That wastes energy and puts extra wear on the compressor. An undersized unit will
run almost constantly and still struggle to keep the house comfortable on very hot or very cold
days.

The evaluation also considers insulation and air leakage. A heat pump works best when the
home holds the conditioned air inside. If your attic is poorly insulated or windows leak air, the
system will run harder than necessary. Some contractors perform a manual J load calculation,
which is a standard method for figuring out the right equipment size. If a contractor gives you a
quote without measuring your home or doing any kind of load calculation, that is a red flag.

View the location on Google Maps

Indoor and Outdoor Unit Placement

Where the indoor air handler and the outdoor condenser unit go affects both performance and
noise. The outdoor unit needs clearance around it for airflow. If it is tucked into a tight corner
or covered by vegetation, the system will struggle to exchange heat efficiently. A clearance of
at least two feet on all sides is a common guideline. The unit should also sit on a level pad to
prevent vibration and refrigerant line issues.


https://maps.google.com/maps?cid=10636714610164991396&output=embed

The indoor unit is usually installed in a basement, attic, closet, or crawl space. It needs access
for maintenance and enough space for the air filter to be changed easily. Some installations
place the indoor unit in a location that makes filter changes awkward, which leads to neglected
maintenance down the road. Good placement considers both performance and everyday
convenience.

Refrigerant lines connect the indoor and outdoor units. These lines must be properly sized,
insulated, and sealed. If the insulation on the refrigerant lines is damaged or missing, the
system loses efficiency. The lines should also be as short and straight as practical. Long runs
or too many bends reduce performance and can cause problems with oil return to the
compressor.

Ductwork Considerations

If your home already has ductwork from a forced air system, that ductwork needs to be
evaluated. Heat pumps move air at a different temperature than furnaces. Furnace air is
typically hotter, so the temperature difference between the supply and return is larger. Heat
pumps produce cooler supply air, so they need more airflow to deliver the same amount of
heat. Ducts that are undersized or leaky can make a heat pump perform poorly.

In some cases, ducts need to be resized or sealed. In others, the existing ductwork works fine
with minor adjustments. A good contractor will test static pressure and airflow rather than just
assuming the ducts are adequate. If you are building a new home or adding a system to a
house without ducts, you have more options. A ductless mini-split system is a type of heat
pump that uses small indoor heads mounted on walls or ceilings. That avoids ductwork
entirely and works well for homes with hydronic heat or room additions.

One important detail during a heat pump installation is the thermostat wiring. Many older

homes have thermostats with only a few wires. Modern heat pumps often require additional
wires for features like auxiliary heat control or two-stage operation. If the wiring is insufficient,
the installer may need to run new thermostat cable. That is a small detail but one that can
cause frustration if overlooked.

The Refrigerant Charge and Airflow Setup

Once the equipment is mounted and connected, the system must be charged with refrigerant.
The correct charge is critical. Too much or too little refrigerant reduces efficiency and can
damage the compressor. The manufacturer specifies the charge based on line set length. A
good installer will weigh in the refrigerant rather than just guessing. They should also check
superheat and subcooling to confirm the charge is right.
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Airflow must be set correctly as well. The blower speed on the indoor unit needs to match the
ductwork and the outdoor unit. If the blower moves too much air, the system may not
dehumidify properly in cooling mode. If it moves too little air, the system can freeze up in
heating mode. Many modern heat pumps have variable speed blowers that adjust
automatically, but they still need to be configured correctly at startup.

After the system is running, the installer should test it in both heating and cooling modes. That
means letting it run long enough to see steady operation, checking the temperature split
across the indoor coil, and verifying that the defrost cycle works. Defrost is a feature that
prevents ice from building up on the outdoor coil during cold weather. If the defrost cycle is not
functioning, the unit can become a block of ice and stop working.

Permits and Code Requirements

Most jurisdictions require a permit for a heat pump installation. The permit process ensures
that the work meets local building codes and safety standards. Some homeowners try to skip
this step to save time or money, but it can cause problems later. If you sell your home, an
unpermitted installation may come up during the home inspection and cause the sale to fall
through. Permits also mean that the work is inspected, which adds a layer of accountability.

Code requirements cover things like electrical connections, refrigerant line insulation, and
clearances around the outdoor unit. A reputable contractor will pull the necessary permits and
schedule the inspection. If a contractor tells you a permit is not needed or suggests doing the
work without one, that is worth questioning.

What Happens After the Installation

Once the system is running, there is still work to do. The installer should walk you through the
basic operation of the thermostat, how to change the air filter, and what the normal sounds of
the system are. They should also explain the auxiliary or emergency heat setting. Most heat
pumps have a backup heat source, usually electric resistance strips, that kick in when the
outdoor temperature drops too low for the heat pump to keep up. Knowing how that works
prevents surprise high electric bills during a cold snap.

Warranty registration is another step that often gets forgotten. The manufacturer warranty on
the compressor and parts typically requires registration within a certain time after installation.
If the installer does not register the warranty, you may lose coverage. Ask about it and make
sure it is done.

Regular maintenance for a heat pump is similar to what an air conditioner needs. The outdoor
coil should be cleaned periodically to remove dirt and debris. The air filter needs to be changed
every one to three months depending on use and indoor air quality. The refrigerant charge



should be checked occasionally, especially if performance drops. Many homeowners sign up
for a maintenance plan with a local contractor to keep these tasks on schedule.

Choosing a Contractor for the Job

Not every HVAC contractor has the same level of experience with heat pumps. Some focus
mostly on furnaces and air conditioners. Heat pumps have their own quirks, especially in
colder climates where defrost cycles and backup heat are used often. Look for a contractor
who installs heat pumps regularly and can answer detailed questions about refrigerant
charging, airflow, and defrost operation. References from neighbors or online reviews can give
you a sense of whether the contractor does thorough work.

The quality of the heat pump installation matters more than the brand of the equipment. A well-
installed mid-range unit will outperform a top-tier unit that was set up poorly. Pay attention to
the details during the quote process. If a contractor gives you a price without visiting your
home or talking about ductwork, that is a sign they may cut corners during the actual
installation.

Hoot Heating & Air, located at 301 W Main St, Rising Sun, MD 21911, can be reached at (410)
658-6564 for those in Cecil and Harford counties looking for a local contractor familiar with
heat pump work.



