
Do you have a heat pump? Do you know how it works? 

A heat pump is nothing more than an air conditioner that has the 
capability of running in reverse. It is designed to heat or cool your 
home with a 20 or more degree temperature difference. This means 
the air coming out of the vents should be 20 or more degrees cooler 
or warmer than your return air temperature depending on whether 
you’re in cool or heat mode. 

In cool mode your heat pump takes the warm air in your home and 
moves it outside through the refrigeration process. When you switch 
your thermostat to heat mode, the reversing valve in your outside 
unit reverses the direction of the refrigerant in your system. This 
causes your system to take the heat in the air outside and move 
that heat inside your home through the same process. This allows 
the heat pump to gradually warm your home to the desired 
temperature. 

Inside your heat pump is a backup source of heat often referred to 
as emergency heat or auxiliary heat. We refer to this as strip heat or 
heat strips, and they are the same type of heat that you would have 
in an electric furnace. The strip heat can come on in one of three 
different ways during the cold winter months. 

Emergency Heat - This is engaged when you physically move a 
switch or press a button on the thermostat to switch to emergency 
heat. Emergency heat is the most expensive way to operate your 
heat pump and it should only be used when necessary. When in 
emergency heat the outdoor unit is turned off and the system 
is essentially running as an electric furnace. 

Auxiliary Heat - Your thermostat will normally turn on the heat 
strips automatically when there is more than a two degree 
difference between the set temperature and the room temperature. 
Auxiliary heat runs with the heat pump to provide a boost to help 
the system reach the desired temperature. 

Defrost Cycle - During this cycle, your heat pump will reverse the 
flow of refrigerant, as it does in cooling mode, and will essentially 
apply heat to the outdoor unit to defrost it. This defrost cycle should 
only operate when temperatures are below freezing. The thermostat 
will also turn on the heat strips to keep the house from getting cold 
during this short defrost cycle. 

Because auxiliary heat and the defrost cycle both run with no 
human intervention and in conjunction with the heat pump to 
keep your home warm, your electric bill may be much higher during 
cold winter months. This is why your usage can go up when you are 
asleep or even when you’re not at home. Anytime the heat strips are 
running, the cost to heat your home can increase drastically. 

It is important to know that an electric heat pump is still much more 
energy efficient to operate than a furnace or space heaters. However, 
a malfunctioning heat pump can be one of the leading contributors 
to an abnormally high electric bill. We recommend maintaining your 
unit through routine servicing and filter replacement. Also, keep a 
consistent temperature on your heat pump thermostat settings for 
maximum efficiency.

Nolin offers usage alerts to help you know if your heat pump or 
other appliances are using more energy than you expect. Usage 
alerts in SmartHub will let you know anytime your usage exceeds 
a pre-determined level that you get to choose. This feature of 
SmartHub is a good tool to quickly identify issues such as
malfunctioning heat pumps or water heaters. 

Visit www.nolinrecc.com/energy-savings/ for a “how to” video 
to help you set up usage alerts as well as lots of additional 
resources to help you reduce your energy use. 
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