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n the refrigeration and air conditioning industry, 
compressor failure is one of the major causes of worry. 
Commonly heard comments are 
• Compressors are not built as they used to be.
• Imported compressors are much better and can

withstand more rigorous duty.
• Why does nobody build compressors which are "fit­

and-forget type".
• Why is compressor design so delicate that they break

down even if a little bit of liquid or moisture enters.
• Manufacturers are making the designs more delicate

to withstand competition and in the process sacrificing
quality.

Installers and contractors continue to grumble, that 
there is no good or absolutely reliable compressor 
available in the market, and that every manufacturer, 
inserts several clauses about what should be done and 
what should not be done to protect himself, in case failure 
takes place. Also, he very rarely admits that the 
compressor is faulty. 

It is understandable if newcomers in the industry, have 
these perceptions, but even those who claim to be 
experienced in handling plants, very rarely look inwards 
to find out whether they have done anything wrong that 
leads to compressor failure. 

Having spent more than 36 years in this industry and 
been closely associated with compressor manufacturers 
of various types, being familiar with system design and 
installation, I thought it would be appropriate to share 
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my experiences and knowledge as to why compressors 
fail and how to prevent such failures. 

All of us know that a compressor is the only moving 
component in any refrigeration system and anything 
going wrong anywhere in the system will finally reflect 
on the compressor performance. It must be understood 
that related components and system malfunction initiate 
the compressor failure. Many times the compressor is 
therefore compared with the human heart 

When a person suffers from a heart attack, it may be 
due to diabetes, hypertension, high cholesterol, mental 
tension or many other causes, which has finally resulted 
in heart failure. If proper diagnosis or preventive steps 
were taken at the appropriate time, the attack could have 
been avoided or at least delayed. 

Similar is the problem when a compressor fails. The 
end result is the compressor failure, but the causes could 
be many, such as liquid entering the compressor, wrong 
design/application, incorrect piping, contaminants in the 
system, overheating or electrical problems and many 
more other reasons. 

It is, therefore, essential to go to the root cause if the 
compressor fails, rather than simply replacing it with a 
new compressor, as the replaced compressor will also fail, 
if the root cause remains unattended. 

We will therefore, get into the basics of what the 
refrigeration and air conditioning professional needs to 
know, to ensure that the compressor selected for a 
particular application gives satisfactory, trouble free and 
expected performance during its expected span of life. 

It is my personal experience and also the experience 
of most of the world-class compressor manufacturers, with 
whom I have close interaction that more than 95% of 
compressor failures are not attributable to the compressor 
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