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Introduction

When you turn on your air conditioner and feel the cool breeze, you rarely think about the intricate network of 

components that make that comfort possible. Behind the scenes, an AC split system diagramprovides a clear,

visual representation of the entire refrigeration cycle, showing how each part works together to keep your home or

office at a pleasant temperature. Whether you’re a homeowner troubleshooting a sluggish unit, a technician

preparing for a service call, or an HVAC student learning the fundamentals, understanding this diagram is essential.

In this comprehensive guide, we’ll explore every element of an AC split system diagram, explain how the refrigerant

cycle operates, compare the different types of split systems, and walk through common issues that can be

diagnosed using the diagram. By the end of this article, you’ll have a solid grasp of how to read the schematic, use

it for maintenance, and even help your HVAC contractor make better decisions about repairs or upgrades.

What Is an AC Split System?

An AC split system is the most common type of air conditioning solution used in residential and light commercial 

settings. It gets its name from the fact that its major components are split between two distinct locations: the indoor 

unit and the outdoor unit. This separation allows for efficient cooling, quieter operation, and easier installation

compared to older, single-unit systems.

Components of a Split System

•  Indoor Unit (Evaporator) – Located inside the room or building, it contains the evaporator coil, blower fan, and 

air filter.

•  Outdoor Unit (Condenser) – Placed outside, it houses the compressor, condenser coil, and a fan to dissipate 

heat.

•  Refrigerant Lines – Copper tubing that carries the refrigerant between the indoor and outdoor units.

•  Electrical Connections – Power supply, control wiring, and safety devices such as fuses and relays.

•  Controls & Thermostat – Devices that monitor temperature and send signals to the system to start or stop 

cooling.

Understanding the AC Split System Diagram

The diagram is a simplified, yet comprehensive, illustration of how these components interact. By studying the

diagram, you can quickly identify the flow of refrigerant, the direction of airflow, and the placement of key safety

devices.

Key Elements in the Diagram

•  Refrigerant Flow – Represented by arrows indicating the movement from the compressor to the condenser, 

then to the expansion device, and finally to the evaporator.

•  Electrical Pathways – Show the power supply lines, control circuits, and safety interlocks.

•  Thermostat Location – Often shown as a separate box, indicating where temperature readings are taken.

•  Air Ducts – If the system is ducted, the diagram will illustrate the path of conditioned air through the building.

•  Safety Features – Includes pressure switches, overheat protectors, and leak detection sensors.



The Refrigerant Cycle Explained

The heart of any air conditioner is the refrigerant cycle, which transforms high-pressure, high-temperature gas into

low-pressure, low-temperature liquid, and back again. The diagram captures each stage of this cycle with clarity.

1. Compression

The compressor, located in the outdoor unit, compresses the refrigerant vapor, raising its pressure and

temperature. In the diagram, this is typically shown as a bold arrow moving from the evaporator to the condenser.

2. Condensation

High-pressure refrigerant then flows through the condenser coil, where a fan pushes ambient air over the coil,

allowing the refrigerant to release heat and condense into a liquid. The diagram will label the condenser coil and

fan, often with a heat icon.

3. Expansion

The liquid refrigerant passes through an expansion valve or capillary tube, which reduces its pressure. This causes

a rapid drop in temperature, preparing the refrigerant to absorb heat from inside the building.

4. Evaporation

Inside the evaporator coil, the cold refrigerant absorbs heat from the indoor air. The blower fan circulates air across

the evaporator, delivering cool air into the room. The diagram will show the evaporator coil, blower fan, and the path

of the cooled air.

5. Return to Compressor

Once the refrigerant has absorbed heat, it returns to the compressor to start the cycle again. The diagram

completes the loop with arrows returning to the compressor.

Types of Split Systems

While the core principles remain the same, split systems come in various forms to suit different applications and

preferences. The diagram will often indicate the type of system you’re looking at.

1. Window-Mounted Split System

These are the most familiar: a single indoor unit mounted on a wall or window, paired with an outdoor unit outside

the building. The diagram shows a straightforward connection between the two units.

2. Ductless Mini �Split System

In a ductless configuration, the indoor unit is a small wall-mounted panel, and the outdoor unit is typically placed on

the roof or on a pedestal. The diagram will highlight the flexible refrigerant lines that run through the wall.

3. Multi �Zone Mini �Split System

These systems use one outdoor unit to serve multiple indoor units, each controlling a separate zone. The diagram

will feature several indoor panels connected to a single outdoor compressor, often with separate thermostat icons

for each zone.

4. Packaged Terminal Air Conditioner (PTAC)

Common in hotels and apartments, the PTAC unit is a single unit that serves both indoor and outdoor functions.

The diagram will show a single box with internal components labeled.



Common Issues & Troubleshooting Using the Diagram

One of the biggest advantages of an AC split system diagram is its utility in diagnosing problems. Below, we’ll walk

through some typical issues and how you can use the diagram to pinpoint the root cause.

1. Low Refrigerant Levels

When the system isn’t cooling properly, a low refrigerant level is a common culprit. The diagram will help you locate

the expansion device and trace the refrigerant lines to identify potential leaks.

2. Compressor Failure

Compressor issues manifest as a lack of cooling or a complete system shutdown. By examining the electrical

pathways in the diagram, you can check for tripped fuses or faulty relays that might be affecting the compressor.

3. Blocked Condenser Fan

A dirty or obstructed condenser fan can cause overheating. The diagram will show the fan’s location and its airflow

path, allowing you to assess whether debris is blocking the fan blades.

4. Evaporator Coil Frosting

Frost on the evaporator coil indicates a problem with airflow or refrigerant flow. Using the diagram, you can check

the status of the indoor blower fan and the expansion valve.

5. Electrical Short or Overload

Electrical problems often appear as sudden shutdowns or intermittent operation. The diagram’s wiring schematics

can help identify overloaded circuits or damaged insulation.

How to Read and Use the AC Split System Diagram for Maintenance

Below is a step �by �step guide to interpreting the diagram and applying that knowledge to routine maintenance.

1.  Locate the Units – Identify the indoor and outdoor units on the diagram. Pay attention to their labels and the 

surrounding components.

2.  Follow the Refrigerant Lines – Trace the copper tubing from the compressor to the condenser, then to the 

expansion device, and finally to the evaporator. This will help you locate any potential leaks or blockages.

3.  Check Electrical Connections – Review the power supply lines, fuses, and relays. Ensure all connections are 

tight and free of corrosion.

4.  Inspect Fans and Blowers – Verify that both the condenser fan and the indoor blower fan are operating 

smoothly and that their bearings are not worn.

5.  Examine Air Filters – A clogged filter can restrict airflow, leading to reduced efficiency. The diagram will show 

the filter’s placement within the indoor unit.

6.  Monitor Pressure Switches – These safety devices protect the system from over �pressure or low �pressure 

conditions. Use the diagram to locate them and test their operation.

7.  Validate Thermostat Settings – Confirm that the thermostat is correctly set and that the signal lines to the 

indoor unit are functioning.

Choosing the Right Diagram for Your HVAC System

Not all diagrams are created equal. Some are highly detailed, while others provide only a high �level overview. Here’s

how to pick the right one for your needs:

•  For Technicians – Detailed schematics with component specifications, wire colors, and pressure ratings are 



essential. Look for diagrams that include a parts list and troubleshooting notes.

•  For Homeowners – A simplified diagram that highlights the main components and airflow paths is sufficient. 

These are often included in user manuals or posted on the unit’s side panel.

•  For HVAC Students – Educational diagrams that explain the refrigerant cycle step �by �step are ideal. They often 

include labels for thermodynamic properties and pressure points.

•  For Contractors – Diagrams that integrate the entire building’s ductwork and zoning information help plan 

installation or upgrades.

Conclusion

An AC split system diagramis more than just a drawing; it’s a roadmap that reveals the inner workings of your air

conditioning system. By mastering this diagram, you can troubleshoot common problems, perform preventive

maintenance, and make informed decisions about upgrades or repairs. Whether you’re a homeowner eager to keep

your unit running smoothly or a HVAC professional seeking a deeper understanding of system dynamics, the

diagram provides the clarity and confidence needed to keep your environment comfortable and efficient.

Remember, the key to a well �functioning AC split system is regular inspection and timely maintenance. Use the

diagram as your guide, and you’ll be well on your way to enjoying reliable, efficient cooling for years to come.
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