
When shopping for a mini split, it’s tempting to zero in on the lowest price tag—sometimes as low as $650 for a
basic unit. After all, who wouldn’t want to save a few hundred or even over a thousand dollars? But before you
jump on that bargain, there are several crucial factors you need to weigh. In this post, we'll unpack why the
cheapest mini split isn’t always the smartest buy—especially in a cold climate or if you’re planning a DIY install.

Example Cost Breakdown: Zone Air vs. Budget Models
For perspective, a popular, reliable Zone Air DIY 12K BTU system currently runs about $2,049.99. That’s obviously
a big jump from the $650 entry-level offers, but it shows up in performance metrics, installation quality, and long-
term value. Brands like Zone Air, MRCOOL, and Cooper & Hunter each approach the mini split market
differently, balancing price, efficiency, and install complexity.

Brand & Model Price Range Voltage Heating Performance DIY Friendly? Efficiency Class (SEER2 / HSPF2) Zone Air
DIY 12K System $2,049.99 115V Plug-in Heating to ~-4°F, no true hyper heat Mostly; needs electrician for
hardwired units ~19 / ~10 (high-mid) MRCOOL DIY 9K System ~$1,200 - $1,500 115V Plug-in Heating to 5°F,
no hyper heat Yes, fully DIY rated ~15 - 18 / ~9 (mid) Generic $650 Mini Split (various brands) ~$650 115V Plug-
in Heating limit ~20°F, no hyper heat Maybe, but warranty & reliability questionable ~12 - 14 / ~7 - 8 (low)
Cooper & Hunter CH-DH12WA ~$1,800 - $2,100 230V Hardwired Heating to -13°F with hyper heat tech No, pro
install recommended ~20 / ~10.5 (high)

Cold Climate Performance — Why Ratings Matter
One of the biggest pitfalls of buying the cheapest mini split is ignoring cold climate limitations. Many $650 units
tout heat pump capability, but what they often don’t advertise is the lack of hyper heat capability and acceptable
low-temperature operation.

A true cold climate mini split like many models from Zone Air and Cooper & Hunter will continue to provide
heat down to -13°F or even -22°F*, but low-end systems will typically start to grandmashousediy lose heat output
as outdoor temperatures dip below 20°F and simply stop making heat near 15°F or higher.

No Hyper Heat Capability: Budget units rarely include hyper heat, meaning they rely purely on standard
heat pump operation. This causes a sharp drop off in heating capacity at colder temps.

Cold Climate Ratings: Look for units with AHRI ratings for performance down to -13°F or better. Beware of
marketing that claims operating temperature down to -22°F but doesn’t specify output drop off.

Note: Operating to low temperatures isn’t the same as maintaining full BTU output at those temps. Cheap mini
splits often lose 50%+ capacity well before -22°F ambient.

DIY Versus Pro Install Reality
Another big consideration is the installation process. Low-cost mini splits claim a “DIY” label, but the reality is often
more nuanced.

Plug-and-Play 115V Units

Many budget brands and some MRCOOL models promote a 115V plug-in design, emphasizing ease of
installation. You just mount the indoor and outdoor units, run a short line set, plug into a standard outlet, and
you’re done—right?
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Not quite.

Electrical Code and Permits: Many jurisdictions require dedicated circuits or breaker upgrades for even
115V heat pumps. That often means a call to a licensed electrician, adding $300 or more.

Torque Wrench Use on Quick Connects: Even DIY quick connect line sets absolutely need careful torque
wrench use at fittings. Over or under-tightening can lead to leaks that drastically reduce system life and
performance.

Soapy Water Leak Check: After connecting line sets, a soap bubble or soapy water leak check is critical to
avoid refrigerant loss. Skipping this step is a hidden cost you don’t want to pay later via expensive repairs or
unit swaps.

230V Hardwired Units

Higher-end brands like Cooper & Hunter often require a 230V hardwired connection, usually out of reach for the
average DIYer. While offering better efficiency and heating performance, this almost unequivocally requires
professional electrician involvement, permits, and inspection. That’s a hidden cost you shouldn’t underestimate.

Line Set Design and Leak Prevention
Cheap mini split packages may come with shorter, thinner line sets that barely cover typical installations. On the
other hand, reputable DIY kits like those from Zone Air usually include 25 to 50 feet of premium copper line set
with premium insulation.



Good line set design impacts:

1. Leak Prevention: Longer, properly sized lines with quality flare fittings and proper torque reduce the risk of
refrigerant leaks. Many cheaper units rely on quick-connect rubber seals that degrade quickly.

2. Temperature Cycling & Efficiency: Thicker insulation and fewer couplers limit thermal loss or gain,
improving overall efficiency.

3. Flexibility: Longer line sets and proper fittings let you position units optimally for noise, aesthetics, and
airflow—important for real-world performance and satisfaction.

Don’t assume that a cheap unit’s minimal line set will suit your space; budget for potential line set extensions,
which require extra fittings and careful sealing, or risk leaks and poor heat transfer that kill efficiency over time.

Lower Efficiency Class Means Higher Operating Costs
Efficiency ratings such as SEER2 (Seasonal Energy Efficiency Ratio) and HSPF2 (Heating Seasonal Performance
Factor) provide standardized insight into mini splits’ real-world energy use. Cheaper units almost always have
noticeably lower SEER2/HSPF2 ratings, often in the 12–14 SEER2 range, compared to 18+ for higher-end models.

Lower Efficiency = Higher Bills: Even if you save on upfront cost, you’ll pay more each month on your
electric bill.

Shorter Lifespan: Lower-quality components often don’t last as long, leading to earlier replacements.

Potential Warranty Issues: Many cheap brands have limited warranties and tie out-of-warranty repairs to
professional technicians only.

Summary: The Real Cost Is More Than Just Upfront Price
The lowest-cost mini split can look like a bargain, but these hidden issues add up fast. Let me tell you about a
situation I encountered learned this lesson the hard way.. Here’s a quick comparison:

Factor Budget $650 Mini Split Mid-Range Zone Air / MRCOOL High-End Cooper & Hunter Cold Climate Usability
Poor below 20°F, no hyper heat Moderate, down -4°F to -13°F Strong hyper heat to -22°F* Installation
Complexity Simple plug-in, some DIY risk Mostly DIY, minor electrician help Pro install required (230V wiring) Line



Set Quality Minimal length, risk of leaks Good quality, longer line sets Premium copper & fittings Efficiency (SEER2
/HSPF2) Low (~12 / ~7.5) Mid (15–19 / 9–10) High (20+ / 10.5+) Long Term Costs High due to inefficiency &
leaks Balanced upfront & operating cost Higher upfront, lowest bills & lifespan

Hidden costs like electrician fees, permit pulls, line set extensions, torque wrench use, and soapy water
leak checks all factor heavily into the total price—not to mention the end-user experience, comfort, and reliability.

Final Recommendations
If you live in a cold climate and need reliable heating below 20°F, don’t skimp on a $650 mini split. Look at
proven cold climate models from Zone Air or Cooper & Hunter.

For pure DIY installs without professional help, MRCOOL and Zone Air DIY models offer plug-and-play
convenience with solid performance, but budget for torque wrench tightening and thorough leak checking.

Always check certified efficiency ratings (SEER2 and HSPF2) and confirm cold-weather performance specs
instead of relying on marketing copy that glosses over “operating temperature” vs. “optimal output
temperature.”

Line set length, quality, and proper torque wrench use on flare fittings are not optional—they’re essential to
prevent refrigerant leaks and maintain system efficiency.

Buying the cheapest mini split is a classic example of “you get what you pay for”—and in cold climates with
complex installations, that “what you get” may not be enough to keep you warm or save money in the long run.

*Cold climate ratings assume proper installation and regular maintenance. Even hyper heat models see
capacity loss as temps approach their low limits.


