
When an air conditioner quits in the middle of a heatwave, minutes stretch. The thermostat climbs, tempers
shorten, pets pant, and you start wondering if the house will ever cool down again. Most homeowners think the
story only starts when the HVAC contractor pulls into the driveway. In practice, the first hour after a breakdown
sets the stage for everything that follows, from how quickly you get relief to how much the ac repair costs and
how much equipment stress you avoid. There is a way to use that hour well.

This guide walks through practical, field-tested steps to take before the technician arrives. It also covers a few
judgment calls we make on service calls every week, why they matter, and how you can help the process along
without putting yourself or your system at risk.

Stabilize the house first
A stalled system puts your home on a slow drift toward outdoor conditions. Your first job is to slow the drift.
Close blinds and curtains on sun-struck windows, especially west-facing panes in the late afternoon. Shade has
more impact than most people expect. Indoor gains from solar load often exceed several thousand BTUs in bright
rooms, which means your air conditioner, once it does run, will have to work harder and longer to recover.

Limit activities that add heat and moisture. Ovens, long showers, laundry on hot cycles, and even running
multiple desktop computers throw extra load into the mix. If you have ceiling fans, set them to run
counterclockwise to create a cooling breeze. Fans do not lower air temperature, they move heat off skin, so turn
them off when you leave rooms to avoid extra wattage.

Pets and vulnerable family members, including seniors and infants, should move to the coolest part of the home.
Basements or shaded first-floor rooms hold temperature better than top-floor bedrooms. Hydration helps. So
does a damp cloth on the back of the neck. While all this sounds basic, it buys margin, which buys patience,
which avoids panic decisions like tinkering with equipment you should not open.

Confirm the symptom, not the story
By the time a homeowner calls, there is usually a working theory. The “compressor died,” or “it just needs
refrigerant,” or “the thermostat is bad again.” Sometimes those are right. Often they are not. Before the
technician arrives, focus on confirming simple, observable symptoms.

Check the thermostat display. If it is blank or flickering, the problem can be as simple as dead batteries or a
tripped low-voltage fuse at the air handler. If the display is normal, verify the mode is set to Cool and the
setpoint is at least 3 degrees below current room temperature. If your thermostat has a delay, give it a full five
minutes after changing the setting before assuming the call for cooling is not going through.



Listen for the indoor blower. If you hear air moving through the vents, the indoor side is at least partially alive.
Step outside and listen for the outdoor condenser. No sound means no fan and no compressor, which could
point to a failed contactor, capacitor, high-pressure switch trip, or simply a tripped breaker. A humming
condenser that will not start often indicates a weak run capacitor. None of these require you to open panels.
Observations help the ac repair process later.

Quick electrical checks that are safe to do
There is a clean line between safe homeowner checks and risky poking inside live equipment. Stay on the safe
side. You can still rule out common issues that delay service.

Start at the electrical panel. Look for the breakers labeled Air Handler, Furnace, or AC Condenser. Breakers can
trip without looking fully “off.” Gently push each suspect breaker to Off, then back to On. If a breaker immediately
trips again, stop there. That symptom is valuable information, and forcing it can cause more damage.

Check the outdoor service disconnect near the condenser. Many pull-out style disconnects have two orientations,
one with blades inserted for power on and one reversed for power off. Reseating a half-in, half-out pull-out has
resolved more than a few no-cool calls in my career. Keep your hands dry, stand on a dry surface, and avoid the
check if there’s any sign of burned plastic, buzzing, or a wasp nest in the box.

If your thermostat takes batteries, replace them, even if the screen looks fine. Low batteries can cause erratic
behavior like short run times or missed calls. Two minutes and a fresh set can save an unnecessary trip.

Airflow matters more than people think
Restricted airflow can mimic deeper failures. A clogged filter reduces coil temperature, invites freeze-up, and
chokes off cooling across the whole house. If you have not changed the filter within the last one to three months,
check it now. If it is visibly dusty or bowed inward, replace it. Size and MERV rating matter. An overly restrictive
filter can cripple an older blower. Many systems run best on MERV 8 to 11. Higher MERV filters are fine in
systems designed for them, but they can starve airflow in legacy equipment.



Look at supply and return grilles. Heavy dust buildup at the return suggests the filter has been bypassed or
missing. Partially closed supply registers in unused rooms can raise static pressure and reduce total system
airflow. Opening them fully can help the system recover faster once it is back online.

One caveat: if the indoor coil has already iced over, replacing the filter will not create instant cooling. You need to
thaw the coil.

If you see ice, handle it the right way
Ice on the refrigerant lines or the indoor coil is one of the most common mid-summer sights. It is also one of the
most misunderstood. The urge is to keep the system running to “push through,” but that turns a block of ice into
a bigger block of ice and risks liquid slugging the compressor.

Set the thermostat to Fan only and turn Cooling off. If you can open the furnace or air handler door without
tools, do not. Condensate and thaw water can make a mess. Plan for a full thaw, which can take 2 to 8 hours
depending on ice mass and indoor humidity. Place towels where water might drip, especially around the indoor
unit, and check the condensate drain for overflow.

Thawing before the technician arrives shortens diagnostic time. It is hard to test charge or airflow with an iced
coil. An HVAC contractor appreciates walking into a system that is thawed, with a fresh filter and working blower,
so they can isolate whether the freeze was caused by low refrigerant, airflow restriction, a failing blower motor, or
a metering device issue.

Reset logic the smart way, and only once
Modern thermostats, communicating controls, and inverter-driven condensers include time delays and soft
lockouts. Homeowners sometimes defeat those protections by toggling power rapidly, which can make a small
problem worse.

If you need to reset the system, do it once, with intention. Turn the thermostat to Off. At the breaker panel,
switch the AC Condenser and Air Handler or Furnace breakers Off. Wait a full five minutes. Switch the Air Handler
or Furnace back On first, then the AC Condenser. Wait another two minutes, then set the thermostat back to
Cool. Give the system ten minutes to respond. If it comes back to life and runs steadily, keep monitoring. If it fails
again, leave it off and wait for the technician. Repeated cycling risks compressor damage and masks intermittent
faults like a failing capacitor that sometimes starts and sometimes does not.

What to tell the technician when they call
The best service calls start with a tight handoff. When dispatch or the technician checks in, share the symptoms in
the order they happened, not just the end state. Mention any recent work: ac maintenance, duct cleaning,
renovations that created dust, thermostat replacements, or backyard electrical work. Small details matter. A
homeowner once offhandedly said they “trimmed some vines” near the condenser last week. The low-voltage
control wire had a nick under the sheathing, rain got in, shorted the circuit, and popped the 3-amp fuse. Ten-
minute fix with a splice kit and a fuse, instead of a long hunt.

If you noticed patterns, share them. Does the system fail mainly in the late afternoon? Does it run fine at night? Is
the outdoor fan running while the compressor is silent? Does the indoor blower never start? Clues like these
point us toward probable causes, from a weak dual capacitor to a failing condenser fan motor to a high-head-
pressure trip from a matted coil.



Safety red flags that change the plan
Not all no-cool events are equal. There are situations where you should power off and wait outside professional
help.

If you smell electrical burning, see smoke from the air handler or condenser, or hear popping and arcing, kill
power at the breaker and keep it off. A contactor that welded half-closed can overheat wiring. A motor with
shorted windings can burn its harness. Continuing to feed power can turn a small part change into a wiring
repair, or worse.

Water spilling from the indoor unit is another red flag. A clogged condensate drain can flood ceilings and walls.
Many systems include a float switch to shut off cooling when the drain backs up. If you see water pooling, power
off the system. If you can safely remove the drain cleanout plug and vacuum out the line with a wet vac, that is
one homeowner-safe intervention that pays off. Add a small amount of warm water to test flow. Avoid harsh
chemicals, and never introduce pressure that could blow apart fittings inside the wall.

If the system repeatedly trips a breaker instantly on reset, do not force it. That likely points to a short in a motor,
compressor, or wire. Forcing a breaker to hold can cause fire.

What parts commonly fail, and what you can infer
Homeowners often ask for the shortlist of usual suspects. While every house and system is different, patterns
emerge.

Capacitors are the number one failure item on many service routes. Heat and electrical stress wear them down.
You can sometimes infer a weak or failed capacitor if the outdoor unit hums without the fan spinning. Technicians
will confirm with a meter and replace with the correct microfarad rating. Do not replace blindly. Wrong values
hurt motors and compressors.

Contactor points pit and carbonize over time. A contactor that will not pull in leaves the outdoor unit inert while
the indoor blower runs. This often pairs with a small 3- or 5-amp low-voltage fuse blown by a short in the
thermostat wiring. Technicians test low-voltage circuits methodically to avoid repeat failures.

Condenser fan motors fail in heat. Signs include a hot, quiet condenser and an outdoor cabinet that feels like an
oven. Some fans limp along intermittently before stopping completely. Running a compressor without its fan
overheats the system quickly, so many units trip on high pressure and lock out to protect themselves.

Dirty coils, both indoor and outdoor, can simulate more expensive problems. A matted outdoor coil raises head
pressure, leading to frequent short-cycling and warm air inside. Indoor coils caked in dust from a missing filter
starve airflow and ice. You can gently rinse an outdoor coil from the inside out with a garden hose if the
technician cannot arrive soon and you can safely remove the top shroud without straining fan wires. Stop if
anything feels precarious.

Refrigerant leaks show up as longer run times, warmer supply air, and eventually coil freeze at moderate indoor
temperatures. There is no safe homeowner fix for a refrigerant leak. What you can do is help document
conditions. Note when the system started struggling, whether you have seen icing, and whether past ac
maintenance visits logged a “top off.” Topping off, year after year, points to a leak that needs finding and fixing.

Southern HVAC LLC on what helps before we arrive



On emergency calls, the difference between a ninety-minute visit and a long afternoon often comes down to the
first ten minutes the homeowner spent. At Southern HVAC LLC, a local HVAC company in Hammond, LA, we train
our team to ask a simple triage script on the first call: thermostat status, breaker check, filter condition, and
whether there is any ice or water present. Homeowners who take a moment to run through those checks help us
pack the right parts, from capacitors to fan motors, and arrive with a clear hypothesis.

One example from early July last year stands out. A restaurant called at 3 pm with a down rooftop package unit, a
classic commercial HVAC headache at the worst time. Their general manager had already shut off cooling, set the
fan to On, and opened the kitchen’s makeup air dampers to relieve heat. He also sent a photo of an iced suction
line and a dirty roof coil. We arrived with coil cleaner, a fan motor his unit model often needs, and extra fuses.
Because the coil had thawed by the time we got there, we could measure superheat and subcool accurately,
confirm a low-charge condition, find a Schrader leak, and put them back in business by dinner. Simple steps
saved them an evening of lost revenue.

When waiting makes sense, and when it does not
Not every failure is an emergency. If your system cools marginally overnight but struggles in peak heat, you may
be dealing with a maintenance gap or declining performance that warrants a scheduled visit rather than a
middle-of-the-night call. A light coil cleaning, fresh filter, and a refrigerant fix can lift capacity by a surprising
margin. If you are limping along with a two-decade-old air conditioner, the calculus changes. You may be near
hvac replacement territory, especially if the compressor draws high amperage, the coil leaks repeatedly, and
repair costs start to stack against the value of new equipment.

On the other hand, a total no-cool event with young children or elderly family at home, or any sign of electrical
risk, calls for the fastest response you can arrange. If you work with a regular heating service provider, ask
whether they prioritize calls for existing customers with maintenance plans. Many do, and for good reason.
Routine ac maintenance and heating maintenance not only cut breakdowns, they also create a record that helps a
technician diagnose faster when something does go wrong.

What to gather for the technician
Information and access keep the visit efficient. Clear a path to the air handler or furnace, the outdoor condenser,
and the electrical panel. If the air handler lives in a closet full of storage, move boxes before the technician
arrives. Pets should be secured. If the thermostat has a lockout code or is tied to a home automation hub, have
the app ready.

System details matter. If you know the model and serial numbers for the air conditioner, air handler, or furnace,
snap photos. Share any previous ac repair invoices, especially if they reference replaced parts or refrigerant
amounts. If you recently had air conditioning installation or heating installation, have the installer’s startup data
nearby. Good numbers on day one help spot drift over time.

The role of humidity, and why it fools people
Heat gets the headlines, but humidity wrecks comfort and strains systems. An air conditioner that “runs but never
cools” in late summer often faces extreme latent load. If you use a whole-house humidifier that was left on from
winter, turn it off. Check that the bypass damper is closed if you have a bypass-style humidifier. A careless setting
can add gallons of moisture every hour to your ductwork. In coastal or swamp-adjacent climates, even a small
return leak in a crawlspace can pull in wet air that overwhelms the evaporator’s latent capacity. When technicians



from Southern HVAC LLC walk into a home where the temperature is high and the air feels swampy, we start
thinking about infiltration, return leaks, and duct insulation, not just the outdoor unit.

Window condensation and that sticky feel indoors are tells. If your thermostat has a humidity readout, share it. A
house at 78 degrees and 50 percent relative humidity feels acceptable, while the same 78 at 65 percent feels
muggy and oppressive. Sometimes, the best pre-visit step is to run a portable dehumidifier in a central location
to knock down the peak.

When to preemptively power down
Some homeowners prefer to leave a failing system limping until help arrives, hoping for a bit more cooling. There
are times that is unwise. If the outdoor fan is not spinning but the compressor is hot and buzzing, power down
immediately at the breaker. If you see icing or a condensate overflow, shut it down. If you suspect a short, shut it
down. Protecting the compressor, blower motor, and control board from further stress often saves hundreds of
dollars and avoids a follow-up visit.

One gray area is a system that occasionally starts after a rest, then trips out again. Repeatedly cycling a motor
that cannot get up to speed strains windings. Once or twice is a legitimate test. Beyond that, it becomes
gambling with expensive parts.

Thinking ahead: maintenance and replacement planning
Emergencies are loud teachers. After the house cools and the immediate problem is solved, take a quiet hour to
decide whether a pattern is emerging. If you have needed the same capacitor two summers in a row, or if
refrigerant keeps drifting down, you are signaling a deeper issue. Regular ac maintenance is not magical, but it is
the difference between finding a weak capacitor on a tune-up and finding it on the hottest Saturday of July. A
thorough tune includes coil inspection, electrical testing, airflow measurement, temperature splits, and drain
clearing. Done annually, it extends life and gives you early warning.

If the conversation shifts toward air conditioning replacement, ask for a load calculation, duct evaluation, and a
frank look at static pressure before you commit. A shiny new condenser strapped to undersized return ductwork
is a common mismatch. If you are already planning heating replacement in the near term, coordinate the two.
Shared ductwork and controls tie these systems together whether they are installed the same month or a year
apart. When handled well, a combined hvac replacement can fix long-standing comfort issues and lower utility
bills.

Southern HVAC LLC: patterns we see, prep that helps
Over the years, our teams at Southern HVAC LLC have learned that two homeowner actions save the most time
across both residential and commercial HVAC calls. First, thawing an iced coil fully before we arrive. Second,
clearing access to equipment and the drain line. Those two actions alone have shaved hours off some visits. One
warehouse client had repeated shutdowns on a split system feeding an office mezzanine. Their facility lead
started a simple routine: when the unit tripped, he set the thermostat to Fan, opened the access ceiling tile
closest to the return to relieve pressure, and vacuumed the condensate tee. By the time we arrived, the coil was
thawed and the drain clean. We tracked the problem to a slowly failing blower motor drawing elevated
amperage, replaced it, and eliminated the recurring issue. Without that prep, we likely would have split the call
into diagnosis and return trip.



A practical checklist you can follow now
Verify thermostat mode, setpoint, and batteries, then wait five minutes for delays to clear.

Check and reset breakers once, then leave them if they trip again.

Inspect and replace the air filter if dirty, and open closed supply registers.

If you see ice, set the thermostat to Fan only, Cooling off, and manage thaw water.

Note clear symptoms and recent work, clear equipment access, and keep the system off if there are electrical
smells, smoke, or water overflow.

A few edge cases worth knowing
Smart thermostats can mislead you. If they lose Wi-Fi or drop the C wire connection, some models default to odd
behaviors. If cooling commands seem to vanish, try temporarily bypassing the schedule and setting a manual
hold. If the thermostat Southern HVAC LLC AC maintenance reboots repeatedly, low-voltage issues upstream may
be present.

Heat pumps in cooling mode behave like straight cool systems on the indoor side, but their outdoor reversing
valves add failure points. A stuck reversing valve can create lukewarm air year-round. If you hear the outdoor unit
shift tone sharply when the thermostat switches between heating and cooling, the valve is moving. If it never
changes tone and you never feel true cold or warm air, mention that to your technician.

Packaged units and rooftop units add access complexity. If the only ladder is yours and it is rickety, do not expect
a technician to use it. Clear that access question early with your provider. For commercial spaces, confirm roof
keys and escort requirements so the tech is not stuck at reception while the building heats.

https://www.southernhvacllc.net/louisiana/hammond/commercial-hvac-services


What not to do, even if a neighbor suggests it
Do not pry open service panels to poke at capacitors or contactors without training and tools. Live equipment
can carry lethal voltages and arc unexpectedly. Do not add refrigerant from a can bought online. Modern systems
often require precise charge by weight with attention to subcool and superheat, and wrong blends can
contaminate a system. Do not spray coil cleaner on the indoor coil through the supply vents. You will create
residue and blow it through your home. If you must rinse a condenser, keep water pressure gentle, avoid the
electrical compartment, and let it dry before restoring power.

The quiet payoff of being prepared
Most homeowners measure an ac repair by whether the system works at the end. Fair enough. There is another
measure that matters just as much: how much collateral stress you avoided getting there. If you kept the house
shaded and cool enough to stay safe, if you protected the compressor by shutting down promptly, if you thawed
ice so diagnosis could happen on the first visit, you did more than keep your cool. You shortened the road to a
clean fix.

Emergency calls are never fun. They also do not have to be chaotic. With a few sensible steps, a little discipline
around resets, and good communication with your HVAC contractor, you can turn that first hour into an asset.
And the next time the forecast turns brutal, your house will be ready.
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