
When an air conditioner stumbles, the first thing many homeowners blame is the compressor or AC Repair in Wood
River IL B & W Heating & Cooling the thermostat. Often the quieter culprit is the filter: clogged, wrong type, or simply
neglected. In Wood River, our summers are humid and dusty at different times of year, which matters for filter choice
more than you might think. Choosing the right filter is not trivia. It affects comfort, energy bills, indoor air quality, and
the longevity of your equipment. This guide walks through what I use and recommend after years of service calls and
installations with B & W Heating & Cooling and other local teams — practical trade-offs, numbers that matter, and the
mistakes that lead to repeat repairs.

Why filter choice matters in Wood River Our climate swings. Spring brings pollen and windblown dust; summer brings
humidity, mold spores, and heavier pollutant loads indoors as windows stay closed and AC runs more. Filters do three
jobs: protect the air handler from dust and debris, capture particles that affect occupant health, and influence airflow
through the system. Get any one of those wrong and the rest take a hit. A filter that captures every speck will also restrict
airflow, forcing the blower to work harder. A filter that lets everything through leaves evaporator coils dirty and reduces
heat transfer, increasing run time and repairs. The right filter is the one that balances protection, airflow, and cost for your
household and your system.

Understand the basic types Start by knowing the common filter classes you will encounter. Fiberglass panel filters are
cheap and let a lot of air through, but they mainly protect the blower and not indoor air quality. Pleated filters capture
more particles because pleats increase surface area, which improves filtration without a proportionate increase in
pressure drop. High-efficiency particulate air type filters, often rated by MERV, range from basic residential levels up to
those used in hospitals. HEPA filters capture the smallest particles but are not designed for most residential HVAC
systems without modifications to handle the reduced airflow and high pressure drop.

A useful rule from field experience: if your system is a standard residential forced-air split system, pleated filters rated
between MERV 8 and MERV 11 usually offer the best trade-off between filtration and system performance. Systems with
variable-speed blowers and larger filter cabinets can often handle MERV 13, but that should be confirmed with the
installer or manufacturer.

MERV ratings and what they mean MERV stands for Minimum Efficiency Reporting Value. It’s a standardized scale that
describes how well a filter captures particles of varying sizes. The numbers are important because they translate directly
into real-world performance.

MERV 1 to 4: Basic filtration, mostly for protecting the furnace, not indoor air quality.
MERV 5 to 8: Common for homes, effective at catching mold spores, dust, and pollen.
MERV 9 to 12: Good for people with mild allergies; filters finer particles like lead dust and some finer allergens.
MERV 13 to 16: High efficiency; can capture bacteria carrying droplets and very small particles. These approach
commercial-level filtration.

Do not assume higher MERV is always better. I once swapped a homeowner’s cheap fiberglass filter for a MERV 13
because they had asthma. The cooling performance dropped and the unit cycled longer until we confirmed the blower
could handle the pressure. We ended up retrofitting a larger filter cabinet and adjusting the blower settings so the
homeowner kept the improved air quality without knocking the efficiency down.

Consider airflow and static pressure Airflow matters as much as particle capture. Filters create resistance, AC Repair in
Wood River IL B & W Heating & Cooling measured in inches of water column or as pressure drop. As resistance climbs,
the blower needs to work harder to move air. If the system cannot maintain required airflow, you get reduced efficiency,
uneven cooling, coil freeze-ups, and premature wear.

If your contractor does maintenance or installation, ask for the system’s recommended maximum static pressure. If you
are doing this yourself, a pragmatic approach is to avoid high-MERV filters unless your system was designed for them or
you have verified the blower performance. Variable-speed blowers tolerate higher resistance better than single-speed
units. Newer, higher-efficiency furnaces and air handlers often include larger cabinets and higher-capacity blowers,
which allow for denser filtration without sacrificing airflow.

Practical checklist before upgrading filters

Confirm the model and age of your air handler, and whether the blower is single-speed or variable-speed.
Measure the filter slot size and check whether the system supports a deeper, higher-capacity filter.
If possible, have a technician measure static pressure during operation to see how current filters affect airflow.
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Consider occupant needs: allergies, pets, or respiratory conditions justify higher MERV choices even if you need to
make system adjustments.

Filter fits and dimensions: details that matter Never force a filter that is slightly too small. Gaps around the filter let
unfiltered air bypass and dump dust onto the coil. If your filter is odd-sized or the cabinet is warped, take the extra step to
get a precisely sized filter or have a contractor reframe the slot. Deep filters, commonly 4 inches or 5 inches, provide
more surface area and lower pressure drop for the same MERV level versus a 1-inch pleated filter. If your system can
accept a deeper filter, that is often the easiest way to upgrade filtration without increasing resistance.

Changing schedule and inspection cadence A filter that traps more particles will appear to last longer, but it can also load
up and restrict airflow unexpectedly. Typical guidance is to inspect filters monthly for the first three months after
switching types, then set a change schedule based on what you see. For many households in Wood River, that ends up
being:

1-inch fiberglass: replace every 30 days.
1-inch pleated MERV 8: replace every 60 to 90 days.
4-inch pleated MERV 11 to MERV 13: replace every 90 to 180 days, depending on pets, smokers, or renovation
dust.

Think of the inspection as proactive maintenance. If the filter looks gray and clogged, change it. If it still looks relatively
clean at the scheduled interval, you can extend the period slightly, but do not stretch it too far. I once visited a customer
with a frozen evaporator coil and three shrunken ac units because a neglected filter had starved the system of airflow;
replacing the filter fixed the airflow issue, but the repair cost was avoidable.

Special situations: pets, renovations, and respiratory needs Households with shedding dogs or cats, recent home
renovations, or occupants with asthma require a tailored approach. Pets shed hair and dander, which load filters quickly.
During renovations, airborne silica, drywall dust, and paint particles can overwhelm a standard filter.

For these cases I recommend upgrading temporarily to a deeper pleated filter or adding a portable HEPA air cleaner to
the living area. Portable HEPA units are a surgical solution for breathing zones while letting the HVAC system operate
with filters that keep airflow within safe limits. If household members have significant respiratory vulnerabilities,
coordinate with your HVAC provider to see if whole-house MERV 13 is achievable without sacrificing system
performance.
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When a higher-MERV filter is the right call If you have a newer system with a properly sized cabinet and a variable-
speed blower, moving up to MERV 13 gains you a lot in terms of captured particles with modest impact on energy
consumption. Installers I work with, including crews at B & W Heating & Cooling, will measure static pressure before
and after an upgrade and advise accordingly. For homeowners who spend a lot of time indoors or who are sensitive to
smoke and fine particulates, MERV 13 often strikes the right balance when the system conditions allow it.

Budget and lifecycle costs Filter selection is not just a one-time purchase. Consider the annual cost of replacement, the
energy impact, and potential maintenance savings. A cheap fiberglass filter might cost five dollars and be replaced
monthly, while a 4-inch pleated MERV 11 might cost 40 to 80 dollars but change only twice a year. Factor in the value of
fewer service calls, longer coil life, and lower dusting around the house. In my experience, many homeowners save
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money over a three-year horizon by choosing a higher-quality pleated filter, particularly when the alternative invites
frequent HVAC visits.

Anecdote from the service truck I remember a Wood River home where the owner insisted on the cheapest filters to save
money. The unit ran longer, the blower motor finally failed within two summers, and the coils needed a deep clean that
cost far more than a year of higher-quality filters. When they called B & W Heating & Cooling, the techs recommended a
4-inch pleated filter and a regular inspection schedule. Six months later the house ran quieter and the energy bill dropped.
Spending a little more on filtration turned out to be the least expensive fix in the long run.

Compatibility and warranties Read your system manual or consult your installer before making significant changes.
Some manufacturers specify that using filters beyond a certain MERV may void parts of the warranty if the higher
pressure damages the blower. Professional installers can often document that an upgrade was done with appropriate
controls and that static pressure was tested, which preserves warranties and prevents surprises.

Making a plan and working with pros If you hire someone for AC maintenance in Wood River, ask them to do more than
replace the filter. A good maintenance visit includes measuring static pressure, inspecting the evaporator coil, checking
refrigerant charge, and confirming airflow. If you are considering an upgrade to filtration as part of AC installation in
Wood River or a maintenance plan, make sure the contractor provides measurements and rationale. B & W Heating &
Cooling and reputable local providers will lay out the trade-offs and suggest a filter strategy suited to your household, not
a one-size-fits-all upsell.

Quick buying guide

Match filter dimensions exactly and prefer larger depth when possible.
Choose pleated filters for most home applications; use MERV 8 to 11 for typical households and MERV 13 where
system capacity allows and occupants need it.
Inspect monthly after any change, then adjust replacement intervals to observed loading.
Use portable HEPA units for rooms with sensitive occupants rather than overloading the central system without
verification.

Final practical tips from the field Keep a stack of correctly sized filters on hand and mark the change date on the frame
with a permanent marker when you install a new one. That small habit eliminates guesswork and prevents overuse. When
switching filters, take a moment to look inside the return grille for evidence of bypass or bypass gaps. If you see a lot of
dust on the blower side but the filter looks clogged, you have a fit issue. And finally, if you are not comfortable assessing
static pressure or evaluating blower specs, bring in a technician. That diagnosis takes 20 minutes and can save hundreds
in lost efficiency or premature repairs.

Selecting filters is not an academic exercise; it is a set of choices that influence comfort, health, and the life of your
equipment. With a little inspection, a sensible MERV choice, and occasional professional checks, you can keep your
system running well through the humid summers and dusty springs of Wood River. If you want a professional
assessment, ask for an AC maintenance in Wood River or AC Repair in Wood River IL evaluation from a trusted
provider, and mention filtration upgrades when you schedule. Professionals who do AC installation in Wood River and
routine maintenance can tailor solutions that protect your system and improve indoor air quality without compromising
performance.
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