If you ask five contractors how long a commercial refrigeration project takes, you may hear five different answers.
That is not because anyone is being evasive. It is because "commercial refrigeration installation" can describe very
different jobs, from swapping out a failed reach-in cooler in a café to building a multi-zone walk-in system for a

grocery store, commissary kitchen, or medical facility.

The short answer is that many straightforward installations take anywhere from one day to one week on site,
while larger or more specialized projects can stretch into several weeks or even months when planning,
permitting, equipment lead times, electrical work, refrigeration piping, and inspections are factored in. The on-
site labor is often only part of the schedule. In many cases, the real timeline is shaped before the crew ever

unloads a tool.

That distinction matters. Business owners often focus on the physical install date, but the full project clock starts
much earlier. Equipment submittals, site measurements, utility coordination, and delivery logistics can add far
more time than the actual setting of cases or condensing units. When expectations are not aligned from the start,
frustration follows, especially in businesses where downtime means spoiled product, disrupted service, or delayed

opening.

The honest range: what "normal” looks like

For a simple replacement in an existing space, a contractor may finish in a single day or over a weekend. Picture a
small restaurant replacing a reach-in freezer with another unit of similar size and electrical requirements. If the

opening is clear, the circuit is already there, and ventilation is adequate, the job can move quickly.

A moderate installation, such as a walk-in cooler for a restaurant expansion or a package of prep tables, line
coolers, and a remote condensing unit, often takes several days to a week of field work. That assumes the site is

reasonably ready and other trades have done their part.

A new construction or major remodel project is different. A supermarket rack system, a convenience store with
multiple display cases, or a food production facility with several temperature zones may require phased
coordination over multiple weeks. In practice, the calendar duration can be much longer because refrigeration
crews often arrive in stages. One visit may handle rough-in, another equipment set, another startup and

charging, and a final trip may follow after controls, inspections, or balancing.



What surprises many owners is that a project with only five or six days of labor can still consume four to eight
weeks on the calendar. The delay is rarely caused by a technician turning a wrench slowly. More often, it comes
from waiting on power upgrades, slab curing, curb installation, refrigerant piping access, roof penetrations, or the

equipment itself.

What determines the timeline more than anything else

The size of the system matters, of course, but complexity matters more. A self-contained merchandiser that plugs
into an existing receptacle is one thing. A remote system with line sets, condensate drains, insulated panels,

controls integration, and code-required ventilation is another.
The timeline usually turns on a handful of practical questions:

® |s this a replacement, an addition, or a ground-up install?

® |s the equipment self-contained or remote?

Is the building already prepared with adequate power, drains, clearances, and structural support?

® Are permits and inspections required in this jurisdiction?

Is the equipment in stock, or are there long factory lead times?

When contractors ask these questions early, they are not padding the schedule. They are trying to identify hidden
work. A cooler box might seem like the main event, but if the electrical service is undersized or the roof curb has

not been installed, the refrigeration timeline is no longer just a refrigeration timeline.

Replacement jobs move fastest, but only when the match is clean

The quickest commercial refrigeration installation projects are usually like-for-like replacements. A failed
undercounter unit replaced by a comparable model is about as simple as it gets. Even then, there are details that

can add hours.

Doorways and corridors can slow removal and delivery. Old units may need to be recovered properly before
disposal. Floors may need repair if a leaking unit damaged tile or concrete. If the new equipment draws more
amperage than the old one, an electrician may need to run a new circuit before startup. Something as mundane

as the unit arriving with shipping damage can turn a one-day project into a week of rescheduling.

In restaurants, timing often matters as much as labor. Many installers work after closing hours or at off-peak
times to avoid disrupting service. That can compress the available work window and create a stop-start rhythm. A
contractor may physically spend only eight or ten hours at the site, but the work may span two nights because

prep, removal, and startup must fit around operations.

New installations take longer because everything has to line up

With new installations, the refrigeration contractor depends on everyone else being ready. The slab has to be flat.
Wall openings need to be framed to the correct dimensions. Drain locations must match the shop drawings.

Power must be available where the equipment will land, not just somewhere nearby.

Walk-in coolers and freezers are a good example. Owners often assume the panels go up quickly and that is the
whole job. The panel assembly itself can indeed move fast when dimensions are verified and the floor is ready.
But the box is only part of the system. The evaporator has to be mounted, line sets run, condensate lines pitched

properly, the condensing unit installed and wired, controls connected, the system pressure tested, evacuated,



charged, and commissioned. If it is a freezer, you may also be dealing with floor insulation, vapor barrier
concerns, door heat, and defrost setup. Suddenly a "quick install" becomes a coordinated sequence of specialty

tasks.

On a recent restaurant project of the kind many contractors see every year, the owner expected the walk-in
cooler to be operational three days after delivery. The box did go up that quickly. What delayed startup was not
the refrigeration crew. The electrician had not completed the disconnect, the drain termination needed
correction, and the roof penetration for the line set still needed weatherproofing. By the time those items were
resolved, the install had shifted by another week. From the owner's perspective, refrigeration took too long. From

the field perspective, the refrigeration work moved at a normal pace. The site simply was not fully ready.

Equipment lead times often dominate the schedule

If you are planning a project rather than reacting to a failure, equipment availability may become the longest part
of the process. Some standard self-contained units are available quickly through local distributors. Others,
especially custom display cases, larger condensing units, specialty low-temperature systems, or equipment with

specific refrigerant requirements, can take weeks or longer to manufacture and ship.

Lead times change constantly with market conditions, seasonality, and manufacturer backlog. A contractor who
says, "The install itself is about three days, but the equipment is six weeks out," is giving you useful information. It

means the field duration and the procurement duration are two separate clocks.

That distinction is especially important for business openings. Plenty of stores miss opening targets not because
trades are unskilled, but because one long-lead item ripples through the project. Commercial refrigeration is
often one of those items. The prudent approach is to order early, confirm dimensions and utility requirements

before purchase, and build some float into the opening schedule.

Permits, code review, and inspections can add quiet delays

Not every project triggers the same permit requirements, but many commercial refrigeration jobs involve
mechanical, electrical, and sometimes plumbing review. Some jurisdictions move quickly. Others have backlogs. If
the project includes roof-mounted condensers, refrigerant piping in regulated occupancies, or electrical

upgrades, the paperwork can be substantial.

Inspections also affect sequencing. A rough-in may need approval before walls are closed. Final startup may wait
until power is signed off. In occupied buildings, access windows for inspectors can be narrow, especially in

healthcare, education, or high-security facilities.

Owners sometimes view permitting as a nuisance added by contractors. In reality, reputable installers usually
want the paper trail handled properly because it protects everyone. It is much harder to recover a delayed
schedule after a failed inspection than it is to spend an extra few days getting the documents right at the

beginning.

Site readiness is the hidden variable

If there is one factor that repeatedly stretches timelines, it is poor site readiness. Commercial refrigeration
systems are unforgiving about bad information and incomplete preparation. A quarter inch of floor slope in the
wrong place can affect a walk-in door swing. A drain set six feet away from where the drawings showed it can

force redesign. A wall that looks finished may still be missing backing for mounted equipment.



The fastest projects share the same trait: the site is truly ready. Measurements are verified, utilities are live, access
paths are clear, and other trades have finished their work. The slowest projects tend to involve improvisation.

Technicians can solve a lot in the field, but every surprise costs time.

This is especially true in retrofits. Existing buildings hide problems well. You may discover inadequate power,
inaccessible chases, aging roof structure, blocked line set routes, or previous work that never matched the

original drawings. On paper, a retrofit can look simple. Once ceilings open up, the schedule can change fast.

How long each stage usually takes

Not every project follows the same sequence, but most commercial refrigeration installation work includes
planning, delivery, physical installation, startup, and closeout. The commercial freezer setup duration of each

stage depends on scale.

A basic replacement may involve a brief site check, a delivery appointment, several hours of installation, and
same-day startup. A moderate project may need one to two weeks of preconstruction coordination, a few days

for equipment arrival and staging, several days of field work, and an additional visit for final commissioning.

Larger systems have more moving parts. The rough-in may occur early in the construction schedule. Equipment
setting may happen later once the building envelope is secure. Startup may be held until interior temperatures
stabilize, controls are online, and product loading plans are in place. In grocery and foodservice environments,
contractors often prefer to commission under realistic operating conditions, because a system that looks fine in

an empty cool space can behave differently once doors open frequently and product load increases.

Startup is not the same as finished

One common misunderstanding is the belief that a system is complete the moment it gets cold. Cooling is only
one measure of success. Proper startup involves checking pressures, superheat or subcooling as appropriate to
the system design, confirming airflow, verifying defrost cycles, testing door heaters if present, checking

condensate removal, and making sure the controls are doing what they should.

That matters because rushed startup can create failures that appear days later. A cooler may pull down to
temperature on day one and still have a drainage problem, a door seal issue, or a control setting that causes
nuisance alarms. Experienced contractors build time for commissioning because they know callbacks cost more

than doing it right once.

For owners, this means asking a better question than "When will it be installed?" A more useful question is "When

will it be installed, started up, and ready for reliable operation?" Those are not always the same date.

Business type changes the timeline

A convenience store replacing merchandisers, a restaurant installing a walk-in freezer, and a pharmacy adding
temperature-sensitive storage all have different risk profiles. The refrigeration technology may overlap, but the

acceptable downtime, inspection requirements, and temperature tolerances can be very different.

Foodservice projects often have to work around active kitchens and tight delivery windows. Retail jobs may
require coordinated set dates for display cases so flooring, painting, and shelving can continue around them.
Healthcare and laboratory applications may involve validation steps, alarm integration, or stricter environmental
controls. Those projects may not involve dramatically more labor, but they usually require more documentation

and coordination, which extends the schedule.
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Seasonal timing matters more than many owners expect

Emergency replacements spike in hot weather. During those periods, top contractors are busier, distributors are
stretched, and freight delays become more common. If a condenser fails in mid-summer, the installation itself
may still be a one- or two-day job, but getting the crew and the exact equipment when you want it can be

harder.

Planned work is easier to schedule during slower seasons. If you know a remodel or expansion is coming, early
planning gives you more options. It can also lower the risk of temporary cooling solutions, spoiled inventory, or

premium freight charges.

What can speed up a commercial refrigeration installation

Owners and facility managers have more influence over the timeline than they sometimes realize. Good

preparation does not make every job fast, but it removes the avoidable delays that plague so many projects.
Here is where preparation pays off most:

* Confirm the exact equipment model, dimensions, and utility requirements before ordering.

* Make sure electrical, plumbing, and structural work are complete before the refrigeration crew arrives.
* Verify access routes, including doors, hallways, elevators, and roof access if needed.

® Build inspection time and delivery buffer into the project schedule.

® Decide early whether the business will stay open during the work.

These are simple steps, but they prevent the classic schedule killers. | have seen crews lose half a day because a
new freezer would not clear a rear service hallway that no one measured. | have seen line sets rerouted because
the planned roof penetration interfered with another trade's installation. Neither problem was difficult. Both were

preventable.

What commonly causes delays after the job starts
Once a project is active, the usual causes of delay are not mysterious. They are just common.

Shipping damage is one. Commercial refrigeration equipment is heavy, awkward, and vulnerable at corners, coils,
and doors. A unit can arrive on time and still be unusable. Electrical issues are another frequent culprit, especially
when existing panels are full or the available voltage does not match the equipment submittal. Improper drain
placement, lack of roof readiness, missing permits, and poor coordination with other trades round out the list.

On occupied sites, access restrictions are also significant. If installers can only work before opening, after closing,
or during a narrow loading dock window, the calendar expands. The labor may not increase much, but the

elapsed time does.

A realistic way to plan your own project

If you are trying to estimate your schedule, it helps to divide the project into two phases: time before installation
and time on site. The first phase includes scoping, ordering, approvals, and readiness. The second covers delivery,

installation, startup, and punch work.

For a small replacement, the first phase may be a few days if the unit is available. For a larger project, it may be

several weeks. The on-site phase for many standard commercial jobs is shorter than owners expect, often



between one and five working days. But if multiple systems, remote condensers, structural work, or inspections

are involved, the job can easily extend beyond that.

A prudent rule is to ask your contractor for three dates, not one: expected equipment arrival, expected
installation window, and expected operational handoff. That framing usually produces better communication and

fewer surprises.

Why the lowest schedule promise is not always the safest choice

When owners compare bids, the shortest promised timeline can be tempting. Sometimes that promise is
legitimate. Sometimes it is just optimistic. Commercial refrigeration installation involves dependencies that no
contractor fully controls. A professional who acknowledges uncertainty is often more dependable than one who

guarantees a best-case scenario.

The better sign is specificity. If a contractor says, "We need two days for the box, one day for piping and wiring,
and startup after electrical final," that is grounded. If another says, "We can have it done tomorrow," without

discussing power, drains, access, or equipment availability, caution is warranted.

Speed matters, especially during breakdowns, but reliability matters more. A rushed install that leads Commercial
Refrigeration Installation to temperature swings, icing, leaks, or callbacks is not truly faster. It just postpones the

disruption.

So, how long should you expect?

For many straightforward projects, expect commercial refrigeration installation to take one to five days on site.
For larger systems or new construction, expect a longer field schedule and much more lead time before
installation begins. If permits, utility upgrades, custom equipment, remote condensers, or multiple trades are

involved, the full process can extend to several weeks or longer.

The best forecasts come from contractors who visit the site, verify conditions, and explain the assumptions
behind their schedule. That is where real accuracy comes from, not from generic averages. Refrigeration work is

detail-driven. When the details are known early, timelines tighten. When they are guessed at, the schedule slips.

For owners, the practical takeaway is simple. Ask early questions, confirm site readiness, and separate the
procurement timeline from the installation timeline. Do that, and you will have a much clearer picture of when

the system will actually be cold, stable, and ready for service.
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FAQ About Commercial Refrigeration Installation

Can | put a commercial refrigerator in my house?

Yes, you can install a commercial refrigerator in your house, but you should prepare for higher noise levels,

increased energy bills, and heavy physical dimensions.

What is the average salary for a refrigeration technician in the US?

The average salary for a refrigeration technician in the United States is about $61,010 to $75,000 per year, or
roughly $30 to $36 per hour.

What are the Three R's of refrigeration?

The three R's of refrigeration and HVAC management are Recover, Recycle, and Reclaim. They describe the

standard processes used to handle refrigerants safely and responsibly over their lifecycle.



