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Water Level
If the heat throughout the system is inadequate, either
the boiler isn’t heating or the water level is too low. If
the boiler isn’t heating, the furnace may malfunction.
Specific procedures for oil, gas, and electric heating
systems are detailed earlier in this chapter.

The second possibility, a low water level in the
system’s boiler, is easier to handle. The level of water in
the boiler should be maintained at about half full, and
there should be an air space, or “chest,” between the
surface of the water and the top of the tank. Without the
chest, the boiler can’t work up a full head of steam, and
the water overfills the return lines and may trip the relief
valve. To correct, keep the water level at half full. If the
water level in the boiler is consistently low, check the
pipes for leaks. If you spot a leak at a pipe connection,

Slope
The steam system is a simple one, but for it to work
properly, all pipes and radiators must slope back toward
the boiler. If the water can’t run back to the boiler, it
collects and blocks the path of the steam. When this
happens, you will hear hammering noises in the system,
and one or more individual radiators may not function.

Correcting malfunctions caused by inadequate slope
is easy. Place blocks of wood under the legs of the
affected radiators to correct the angle of slope. If you
suspect that the return pipes are at fault, check their
angle of slope with a level. These pipes may become
incorrectly tilted when the building settles. If you can
get at the pipes, you can solve the problem by
supporting the pipe with pipe straps to reestablish the
proper slope.

STEAM SYSTEM TROUBLESHOOTING CHART
Problem Possible Cause Solution

System won’t run 1. Problems in boiler/furnace assembly. 1. See sections on specific furnaces.

Not enough heat (entire 1. Thermostat set too low. 1. Raise thermostat five degrees.
system) 2. Boiler water level low. 2. Check boiler; if necessary, let boiler 

cool and refill half full.

3. Problems in boiler/furnace assembly. 3. See sections on specific furnaces.

4. Rust or scale in boiler and/or pipes. 4. Flush boiler system; add antiscale 
preparation. If problem persists, call a 
professional.

5. Problem in boiler. 5. Call a professional.

Not enough heat 1. Radiator or pipes not sloping properly. 1. Check slope; prop radiator or adjust 
(individual radiator) supply pipes to slope toward boiler.

2. Inlet valve closed or partially open. 2. Open inlet valve completely.

3. Air trapped in radiator. 3. Clear or replace air vent.

4. Radiator blocked. 4. Make sure radiators are not blocked by 
rugs, drapes, or furniture.

Uneven heat 1. Air vents not sized or adjusted properly. 1. Adjust air vents so that those far away 
from boiler are open more than those 
close to the boiler.

Leaks 1. Loose pipe connection. 1. Tighten pipe connection.

2. Worn stem packing or washer on inlet 2. Replace stem packing or washer on 
valve. inlet valve.

Water level gauge 1. Rust or scale in system. 1. Flush boiler system; add antiscale 
unreadable preparation. If problem persists, call a 

professional.

Pipes or radiators noisy 1. Water trapped in system. 1. Check slope; prop radiators or adjust 
supply pipes to slope toward the boiler.
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