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business,” Holley said. “We 
didn’t understand as much the 
profit side of HVAC.”

Three years later, HVAC is 
now profitable for Holley, but 
there was a learning curve. Pest 
control is a high-margin business. 
That means there is more room for 
error than in the HVAC business, 
Holley said. One reason for the 
higher margins is pest controls 
technicians are paid less than 
HVAC technicians, on average.

That’s due in part to less of a 
need for specialized training. It 
takes about 90 days to train a 
pest control technician, Holley 
said. The more skilled HVAC 
technicians expect more money. 
Holley said he makes it a 
practice to never hire pest control 
technicians away from other 
companies. That’s not the case 
with HVAC technicians.

Kelley said CroppMetcalfe 
does hire from other pest control 
firms, especially the large ones. 
He said technicians tire of 
working for these companies 
because they have to take care 
of their own routes and handle 
incoming calls. CroppMetcalfe 
does all that through dispatchers.

PEST CONTROL 
OFFERS EASY EXIT

Those larger firms, such as 
Orkin and Terminex, are an 
additional challenge in the pest 
control business. There are 
no real national players in the 
HVAC space, even though there 
are some national franchisors. 
The upside of that is these large 
pest control firms will buy out 
almost all decent competitors, 
Miller said. 

“The pest control companies 
that I know, as soon as they want 
to sell, they sell,” he said.

For good money, as well. 
Miller said pest control 
companies can sell for up to 
90% of their revenue. Part of 
that value comes from a loyal 
group of customers. This loyalty 
creates a challenge for HVAC 
contractors getting into pest 
control. Miller planned on 

attracting more of the 10,000 
customers in the Comfort Now 
database. He did get a few to try 
Pest Control Now, but far fewer 
than expected.

“They already have 
relationships established with 
another pest control company 
that they like, and it’s hard 
to break those relationships,” 
Miller said.

Holley said this is an area 
the HVAC contracting industry 
could learn from the pest control 
industry. He finds many HVAC 
contractors miss out on the 
recurring revenue of service 
contracts. Of course, there are 
more opportunities for a pest 
control technician to visit a 
house than an HVAC technician. 
Pest control involves four visits 
each year, while HVAC only 
involves two.

Those visits often occur 
at the same time of the year, 
so pest control offers little 
extra work during shoulder 
season. Diversification does 
offer some added insurance 
against slowdowns, as the recent 
pandemic shows. Although both 
businesses were deemed essential 
during the lockdowns, Holley 
said it could easily have been one 
or the other.

Holley said he sees diversi-
fication of ideas as one of the 
biggest benefits to offering both 
pest control and HVAC service. 
For example, the pest control 
industry is quickly adopting sub-
scription pricing. This involves 
consumers making monthly pay-
ments to cover a range of ser-
vices rather than paying at the 
time the work gets done. Holley 
said companies offering this 
option see better retention, in 
part because it allows consumers 
to spread out expenses. 

Home Zone provides three 
levels of subscriptions for its pest 
control customers. Holley is now 
looking at how to add twice-a-
year HVAC service to that model. 

“As an owner, I get a very 
diverse look at two different 
types of industries,” he said.   

YEAR-TO-DATE: Year-to-date U.S. shipments of residential gas storage water heaters increased 4.7%, 
residential electric storage water heaters increased 10.8%, commercial gas storage water heaters decreased 
9.6%, commercial electric storage water heaters decreased 6.6%, gas warm-air furnaces decreased 2.6%, oil 
warm-air furnaces decreased 10.3%, central air conditioners increased 10.3%, and heat pumps increased 9.9%.

SOURCE: Information contained in these graphs is courtesy of the Air-Conditioning, Heating, 
and Refrigeration Institute (AHRI). Industry figures are estimates derived from the best 
available figures supplied by a sample of AHRI member companies.

AHRI Shipment Data 
For December 2020
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U.S. shipments of central air conditioners and air-
source heat pumps increased 10.9% in December 
2020, to 564,143, up from 508,788 units shipped in 
December 2019. Air conditioner shipments increased 
6%, to 321,891 units, up from 303,688 units shipped 
in December 2019. Air-source heat pumps increased 
18.1%, to 242,252 units, up from 205,100 units 
shipped in December 2019. 

U.S. shipments of residential gas storage water 
heaters increased 4% in December 2020, to 
421,700, up from 405,648 units shipped in 
December 2019. Residential electric storage water 
heater shipments increased 15.2%, to 441,176 
units, up from 382,958 units shipped in December 
2019.  

U.S. shipments of gas warm-air furnaces increased 
22.8% in December 2020, to 353,091 units, up 
from 287,599 units shipped in December 2019. 
Oil warm-air furnace shipments decreased 7%, 
to 4,673 units, down from 5,023 units shipped in 
December 2019. 

U.S. shipments of commercial gas storage water 
heater shipments increased 9.4% in December 
2020, to 7,953, up from 7,272 units shipped in 
December 2019. Commercial electric storage water 
heater shipments increased 6.2%, to 12,901 units, 
up from 12,145 units shipped in December 2019.
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AIR-SOURCE HEAT PUMPS
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COMMERCIAL STORAGE
WATER HEATERS

353,091
Gas Warm-Air
Furnaces

4,673
Oil Warm-Air
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OCTOBER 2019

441,176 
Residential
Electric

DECEMBER 2020

382,958 
Residential
Electric

421,700 
Residential
Gas

Residential
Gas

405,648 

DECEMBER 2019

564,143
A/C & HP
Combined Total

321,891
A/C Only

242,252
HP Only

DECEMBER 2020

508,788
A/C & HP
Combined Total

303,688
A/C Only

205,100
HP Only

DECEMBER 2019

12,901  
Commercial
Electric

DECEMBER 2020

12,145
Commercial
Electric

DECEMBER 2019

7,953
Commercial Gas

7,272 
Commercial Gas

“Our goal is customers for 
life, and this was another way 
to lock in the customer not 
calling anybody else.”

— Ben Kelley
director of residential sales 
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