
Central Air Conditioning 
Residential Information & Buying Guide 

This handout is intended only as a guide for informational purposes only. It is in no way a recommendation for services or equipment. 

While every attempt has been made to insure the correctness of this handout, no guarantees are made to its accuracy or completeness. 

For specific questions regarding code requirements, refer to the applicable State codes or contact your local Building Department. 

 

Air conditioners employ the same operating principles and basic components as your home refrigerator. An air 

conditioner cools your home with a cold indoor coil called the evaporator. The condenser, a hot outdoor coil, 

releases the collected heat outside. The evaporator and condenser coils are serpentine tubing surrounded by 

aluminum fins. This tubing is usually made of copper. A pump, called the compressor, moves a heat transfer 

fluid (or refrigerant) between the evaporator and the condenser. The pump forces the refrigerant through the 

circuit of tubing and fins in the coils. 

The liquid refrigerant evaporates in the indoor evaporator coil, pulling heat out of indoor air and cooling your 

home. The hot refrigerant gas is pumped outdoors into the condenser where it reverts back to a liquid, giving up 

its heat to the outside air flowing over the condenser's metal tubing and fins. 



 

Nearly all air conditioners used chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) as their refrigerant, but because these chemicals are 

damaging to Earth's ozone layer, CFC production stopped in the United States in 1995. Nearly all air 

conditioning systems now employ halogenated chlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs) as a refrigerant, but these are also 

being gradually phased out, with most production and importing stopped by 2020 and all production and 

importing stopped by 2030. Production and importing of today's main refrigerant for home air conditioners, 

HCFC-22 (also called R-22), began to be phased out in 2010 and will stop entirely by 2020. However, HCFC-

22 is expected to be available for many years as it is recovered from old systems that are taken out of service. 

As these refrigerants are phased out, ozone-safe hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs) are expected to dominate the 

market, as well as alternative refrigerants such as ammonia. 

 
Installation: Find the Right Contractor 

Whether you’re replacing an older air conditioner or installing one for the first time, finding an experienced 

and trustworthy contractor to install and service an air-conditioning system is incredibly important. 
According to experts, a central air conditioner's performance depends at least as much on how well it's installed 

and maintained as on the equipment itself -- and in many cases, more so. There is a big gulf between the highest 

quality installers and those that are less-qualified -- the “better” brands are very picky about who they let 

represent them in the field. Because of that, it is recommended to research the installers servicing your area, and 

look then to the brands they represent when narrowing down your selections. Here’s what to do. 

 Ask around. Seek referrals from neighbors, family, or business associates. It’s wise to get price quotes 

from at least three contractors. 

 Check their background. Contractors who bid on your installation should show you verification of 

bonding and insurance, plus any required contractor’s licenses. Check with your local Better Business 

Bureau and consumer affairs office for complaint records. It’s a plus if technicians are certified by a 

trade organization, such as North American Technician Excellence or HVAC Excellence, to service 

residential heating and cooling equipment. Those and other similar programs assess the technician’s 

knowledge of specific types of equipment and their proper service methods. 

 Get specifics. Contractors who bid on your job should calculate required cooling capacity by using a 

recognized method such as one found in the the ACCA’s Residential Load Calculation Manual, also 

called Manual J. An additional reference for assessing ductwork needs is Manual D. The calculations 

produce a detailed, room-by-room analysis of cooling needs. Ask for a printout of all calculations and 

assumptions, including ductwork design. Be leery of a contractor who bases estimates merely on house 

size or vague rules of thumb. 

 
Efficiency Ratings 
The easiest way to identify an energy-efficient air conditioner is by its SEER rating (Seasonal Energy 

Efficiency Ratio). This describes how much cooling the unit delivers for each watt of electricity. Air 

conditioners with exceptional cooling capabilities that also consume very little electricity earn high SEER 

ratings. Compare the unit’s upfront cost with potential energy savings over time to see if it's worth the 

investment. Central AC units with excellent energy efficiency ratings can potentially save you more on 

electricity bills than standard models – but read the advisement below. 

Consumers replacing an existing AC unit please be aware: A very important efficiency factor for replacing a 

central AC unit is it’s compatibility with your current furnace and thermostat. Many of the new (higher) 

efficiency units are only be able to achieve their maximum efficiency ratings when coupled with the proper 

technologies (in your furnace and thermostat), and with proper professional installation. Often times that would 

require replacing or upgrading the furnace and thermostat as well.  

The U.S. Department of Energy requires a minimum of 14 SEER for central air conditioners. An Energy Star 

qualified air conditioner will have a SEER of at least 15 and an EER of at least 12.5. 

 

 

 

 



 

Sound Levels 
Today’s central air conditioners often have noise-reducing features, such as specially designed fan blades, 

compressor and pan base insulation, and variable-speed fans. However, since the unit sits outside your home, 

it's important to choose one that won't bother you or your neighbors. The best AC units produce sound levels 

under 71.25 decibels – as loud as a conversation in a restaurant. 

 

System Size 
Many central air conditioner models come in multiple sizes, and MN energy code requires sizing the 

appropriate unit for your home’s square footage. If a central AC unit is too small, it wastes energy and struggles 

to produce consistent cooling on the hottest days. If it's too big, you paid extra when a smaller model would be 

more energy efficient – and it won't dehumidify your home as effectively.  

 

Intelligent Cooling 
Some air conditioners have gotten smarter, allowing you to control and adjust them from your smartphone. You 

may even be able to interconnect them to other cooling units in your home. 

 

Maintenance & Warranty 

A service plan that combines regular inspections with discounts on repairs and a labor warranty may well be 

worth negotiating into the overall price. Prices for such a service vary widely. 10 years is now the warranty 

norm, though better systems have stronger warranties still. Some models offer lifetime coverage on the 

compressor; a significant consideration since that's the most important -- and costliest -- part of a central air-

conditioner system. 

 

Buying tactics and strategies 

1.) Compare bids. Don't rely solely on price; you should expect to pay more for quality work. An extremely 

low bid is a warning sign that a contractor is likely to cut corners. 

2.) Negotiate for the best deal. An estimate isn't set in stone. If you have another bid that's lower, ask the 

contractor to explain the discrepancy. If you ask for a relatively small discount, you will probably get it. 

You can also negotiate for a better warranty or a service contract. 

3.) Get it in writing. Always make sure to get a written and detailed contract/agreement before the work 

begins. Project costs, scheduling, model numbers and warranty information should all be specified. This 

will protect you from unwanted last-minute changes. 

4.) Don't forget the rebates. Rebates come and go, and can vary by locality and power company, but when 

available, can help defray the cost of a new central air system. Check with your local authorities and 

energy companies to see what's currently available. A database of energy incentives and polices is also 

available at http://programs.dsireusa.org. 

 

Efficiency Tips for cooling 

 If you have a central air system in your home, set the fan to shut off at the same time as the compressor, 

which is usually done by setting the "auto" mode on the fan setting. In other words, don't use the system's 

central fan to provide air circulation -- use circulating fans in individual rooms. 

 Regular maintenance, such as replacing filters at least every three months and having your unit tuned up at 

least once a year to make sure it is running efficiently. 

 If the unit won't turn on at all with the temperature set very low, feel the copper lines that lead from the 

condenser. If the larger line feels warm, you may be out of coolant. If it's frozen, the line may be clogged; 

shutting down the system and waiting for it to thaw may fix the problem. If that doesn't help, then it's time 

to call a professional. 

 

Resource links  
Energy.gov      EnergyStar.gov      XcelEnergy.com       MN.gov      MNEnergyResources.com 

City of Mounds View Mechanical Permit       Energy Code Compliance Certificate 

https://www.energy.gov/energysaver/central-air-conditioning
https://www.energystar.gov/products/heating_cooling/air_conditioning_central
https://www.xcelenergy.com/programs_and_rebates/residential_programs_and_rebates/heating_and_cooling/cooling
https://mn.gov/commerce/consumers/your-home/save-energy-money/
https://accel.minnesotaenergyresources.com/home/rebates.aspx
../Permit%20Applications/2019/MV%20-%20MECH%20-%202019.pdf
PDFs%20FOR%20WEBSITE/MV%20Energy%20Certicate.pdf

