
 
 

Heat Pump Summer: Conversation Guide  
 
How do heat pumps work?  

●​ Heat pumps use technology similar to that in a refrigerator or air conditioner. 
They function by transferring and compressing heat, which can be used in the 
form of hot air for forced air heating or to heat up water (either for hot water use 
or for central heating systems). Heat pumps also provide cooling, which means 
you won’t need a separate air conditioner in your home. 

●​ There are two main kinds of heat pumps: air source and ground source. The 
former are the most common and take heat from the ambient air. Even when the 
air outside feels cold, there is still heat energy present that a heat pump can 
leverage. Ground source heat pumps take heat from underground or a water 
source. 

 
Why should I get a heat pump?  

●​ There are many reasons to get a heat pump. A heat pump can add cooling to 
your home, reduce your energy bills, reduce your household emissions  

●​ Canadian heat pump owners highlight as the main benefits: lower energy bills, 
improved cooling, more evenly distributed heat and improved comfort, and 
improved air quality. Overall, 91% said they would recommend a heat pump to 
their friends and neighbours.  

 
Will a heat pump work in Canadian winters?  

●​ Since air source heat pumps work through compressing heat from the outside air, 
they lose some efficiency in very cold weather. However, this does not prevent air 
source heat pumps from lowering emissions and costs even in cold climates. 
Modern cold climate heat pumps can function efficiently at temperatures as low 
as -30 Celsius. In a government-led trial in the Yukon, heat pumps were 
successfully used at temperatures down to -29C. To put this in context, Toronto 
only saw temperatures drop below -20C on 16 days between 2018 and 2023. 

●​ And in fact, heat pumps are most popular in some of the coldest countries: 
Finland, Norway, and Sweden.  

https://cleanenergycanada.org/report/heat-pump-owners-have-their-say/
https://yukon.ca/en/air-source-heat-pump-monitoring-project-technical-report-2021-2022
https://toronto.weatherstats.ca/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41560-022-01104-8


 
 
 
Do I need back-up heating?   

●​ All-electric heat pumps can efficiently heat most Canadian homes throughout the 
winter. Many cold-climate models continue to operate efficiently with high output 
down to temperatures as cold as -30ºC. Cold climate heat pumps also commonly 
include a built-in backup electric heating element for extra warmth on the coldest 
days.  

●​ In short, in most cases in Canada you do not need back–up heating. However, 
you can pair a smaller heat pump with a furnace, boiler, or other system that 
works in tandem or takes over heating below a set temperature. This may be a 
good option if for example you own a newer furnace or boiler and are installing a 
heat pump to add cooling or if your existing ductwork is undersized.  

 
Will my monthly energy bills go down or up?  

●​ For many households in Canada, a heat pump can bring down monthly heating 
and cooling bills. This is especially true for households replacing electric 
resistance heating (such as baseboards), oil heating, or propane heating. For 
households replacing a natural gas furnace, a heat pump can reduce energy bills 
in most parts of British Columbia and can lead to similar cost outcomes in 
Ontario, but in some parts of the country a heat pump may currently cost more to 
run than a natural gas furnace.  

●​ You can have a look at mycleanbill.ca or heatpumpcalculator.ca to see how much 
a heat pump could save in different scenarios.  

 
What if there is a power outage in the winter?  

●​ One relevant fact to note is that natural gas furnaces also need electricity to 
operate and may fail in a power outage.  

●​ Having a well-insulated and airtight home will help in the case of a power outage. 
An energy efficient home will retain heat for longer and not cool down as fast 
even when a heating source is cut. 

●​ Another option may be to consider a home battery to increase your household’s 
resilience if you live in an area that is more vulnerable to power outages. Smart 
home electrification systems could also introduce the ability to use electric 
vehicle batteries during emergencies.  

http://mycleanbill.ca
http://heatpumpcalculator.ca


 
 
 
Will a heat pump work in my older home?  

●​ Heat pumps work in almost all buildings, but they do work better when the heat 
can stay inside for longer.  

●​ It is often a good idea to think about the air tightness and insulation of your home 
at the same time that you are replacing your HVAC system. This can be a more 
extensive retrofit, for example adding insulation in your walls or ceiling, but it can 
also mean reducing the draftiness of your home through smaller air tightness 
improvements.  

 
How do I find a good contractor to install a heat pump?  

●​ In Ontario, you can check out HRAI’s list of heat pump champion contractors. 
●​ In B.C., look for a registered Home Performance Contractor Network (HPCN) 

member. This may also be a requirement to access provincial incentive 
programs.  

 
I don’t like trying new technologies that haven’t been proven to work - 
can I trust a heat pump? 

●​ A heat pump transfers heat using the same technology as refrigerators and air 
conditioners. An air source heat pump is essentially an air conditioner that is 
reversible. Artificial refrigeration was first demonstrated in 1850, and the first 
documented heat pump followed shortly after in 1856. Heat pumps have been 
used in Canada since at least 1948. They have improved a lot since then, but the 
technology is not exactly new!  

 
 

https://portal.hrai.ca/ContractorLocator
https://homeperformance.ca/find-a-contractor/
https://www.efficiencycanada.org/canadian-heat-pump-myth-buster/

	Heat Pump Summer: Conversation Guide  

