Keeping Your Home Warm: A Guide to Oil Furnace
Maintenance and Repair

For many homes in the northeastern United States, an oil furnace is the heart of winter
comfort. When temperatures drop, that steady heat from a well-maintained system makes all
the difference. But like any mechanical system, an oil furnace needs regular attention to keep
running reliably and efficiently. Understanding the basics of how your oil furnace works and
what regular care involves can help you spot small problems before they turn into costly
breakdowns.

How an Oil Furnace Works

An oil furnace burns heating oil to produce heat, which is then distributed throughout your
home. The process starts when the thermostat calls for heat. The furnace's burner unit draws
oil from the tank through a filter, then pumps it to a nozzle where it is atomized into a fine
spray. At the same time, a fan pulls in air, and an ignition system lights the oil-air mixture inside
the combustion chamber. The resulting flame heats up a heat exchanger, which transfers the
warmth to either air (in a forced-air furnace) or water (in a boiler system). Exhaust gases exit
through a flue or chimney, while the heated air or water circulates through your home.

This cycle repeats every time the thermostat calls for heat. Each step depends on clean
components, proper adjustments, and an uninterrupted fuel supply. That is why routine care
matters so much.

Common Parts That Need Attention

Several components in an oil furnace are prone to wear or buildup over a heating season.
Knowing them helps you understand what a technician checks during a service visit and what
you might be able to monitor yourself.
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¢ Oil filter, The filter traps sediment and sludge from the tank before fuel reaches the
burner. A clogged filter starves the furnace of oil, causing it to shut down or run
poorly. Changing the filter annually is standard practice.

* Nozzle, The nozzle determines the spray pattern and droplet size of the oil. Over time,
it can become clogged or worn, leading to incomplete combustion, soot buildup, or a
noisy flame. Replacing the nozzle during annual service is a cheap way to maintain
efficiency.
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 Ignition electrodes, These create the spark that lights the oil. If they are dirty, cracked,
or out of alignment, the furnace may fail to ignite, leading to a lockout condition that
requires a manual reset.

e Combustion chamber, The chamber where burning happens can accumulate soot or
develop cracks. A cracked chamber can cause dangerous carbon monoxide leaks or
reduce heating efficiency. A technician inspects this during service.

e Draft and flue, Proper airflow through the furnace and out the chimney is essential.
Blockages or insufficient draft can cause the furnace to operate poorly or spill
combustion gases into the home. Annual checks include testing draft and cleaning
the flue if needed.

Signs Your Furnace Needs Attention

Even with regular care, problems can develop between scheduled maintenance. Some signs to
watch for include:

¢ Unusual noises, Rumbling, banging, or screeching sounds can indicate a variety of
issues, from a clogged nozzle to a failing motor or loose component.

e Frequent cycling, If the furnace turns on and off more often than usual, the
thermostat, filter, or burner adjustment may be off.

e Soot or smoke, Black soot around the furnace or visible smoke from the chimney
suggests incomplete combustion, which wastes fuel and can create safety hazards.

e Higher than normal fuel consumption, A sudden increase in oil usage without a
change in weather or thermostat setting points to a system running inefficiently.

e Odors, A strong smell of oil or burning dust can signal a leak, a dirty burner, or a
problem with the heat exchanger.

If you notice any of these, it is wise to call a professional rather than wait for a scheduled
service. Some problems, like a cracked heat exchanger or a blocked flue, can become
dangerous if left unchecked.

What Happens During Professional Maintenance

A thorough oil furnace service visit covers a handful of essential tasks. The technician will

start by inspecting the system visually, looking for signs of leaks, corrosion, or damage. Then
they typically replace the oil filter, the nozzle, and clean or replace the air filter on the burner.
They will also check the ignition electrodes, clean them if needed, and verify the gap and
position are correct.
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Next comes measuring the draft and adjusting the air-to-fuel ratio for optimal combustion. The
technician will also inspect the heat exchanger and chimney for soot or blockages. They may
test the safety controls, such as the flame sensor and the high-limit switch, to make sure the
furnace shuts down properly if something goes wrong. Finally, they will run the furnace through
a complete cycle, checking temperatures and pressures to confirm everything operates within
specifications.

Regular oil furnace service like this helps keep the system running at peak efficiency, which
means you burn less fuel to stay warm. It also extends the life of the equipment and reduces
the chance of an unexpected breakdown on the coldest night of the year.

When to Call for Service

Most professionals recommend scheduling a preventive maintenance visit once a year, ideally
before the heating season starts. For homes in areas with harsh winters, a tune-up in late
summer or early fall gives you peace of mind that the system is ready. If you have an older
furnace or one that has had issues before, you might want to consider a second check mid-
season.

Emergency service is a different matter. If the furnace stops producing heat entirely, you will
want a technician to come out as soon as possible. Some problems, like a failed oil pump or a
cracked heat exchanger, require immediate attention. Others, like a dirty flame sensor or a
tripped safety switch, might be resolved with a simple reset. Your technician can guide you on
what is safe to handle and what needs professional repair.

Choosing a Service Provider

When looking for someone to work on your oil furnace, experience and local knowledge matter.
A technician familiar with the area will know common issues with different makes and models,
and they will understand local building codes and climate considerations. Ask about licensing
and insurance, and whether the company offers a service plan that includes annual inspection
and priority response for emergencies.

It is also worth checking online reviews or asking neighbors who they use. A reliable company
will be transparent about pricing and what is included in a service visit. Avoid anyone who
pressures you into unnecessary repairs or offers a price that seems too good to be true.

American Energy Supply, Co. is located at 1704 Chichester Ave, Linwood, PA 19061, and can be
reached at (610) 494-4874 for questions about your heating needs.



