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(54) VEHICLE AIR CONDITIONER

(57) If the quantity of heat absorbed by an exterior
heat exchanger 33 has decreased, a switch is made into
a first hot gas heating operation mode in which a refrig-
erant discharged from a motor-driven compressor 30 is
allowed to flow through a downstream interior heat ex-
changer 31 and an upstream interior heat exchanger 32,
bypass the exterior heat exchanger 33, and then be
sucked into the motor-driven compressor 30 after its
pressure has been reduced.
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Description

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] The present invention relates to a vehicle air
conditioner to be mounted on a vehicle, and more par-
ticularly relates to an air conditioner with a heat pump
device.

BACKGROUND ART

[0002] An air conditioner with a heat pump device has
been known in the art as an air conditioner to be mounted
on electric vehicles and other kinds of vehicles. A heat
pump device for use in each of those vehicles is formed
by connecting together an electric compressor, an exte-
rior heat exchanger provided outside the vehicle cabin,
a pressure reducing valve, and an interior heat exchang-
er provided inside the vehicle cabin in this order via re-
frigerant piping (see, for example, Patent Document 1).
[0003] When the heat pump device operates in a heat-
ing operation mode, the refrigerant is allowed to flow so
that the interior heat exchanger functions as a radiator
and the exterior heat exchanger functions as a heat ab-
sorber. On the other hand, when the heat pump device
operates in a cooling operation mode, the refrigerant is
allowed to flow so that the interior heat exchanger func-
tions as a heat absorber and the exterior heat exchanger
functions as a radiator.
[0004] Meanwhile, a vehicle air conditioner as dis-
closed in Patent Document 2, for example, includes an
upstream interior heat exchanger provided upstream in
the airflow direction and a downstream interior heat ex-
changer provided downstream in that direction. Its refrig-
erant piping includes a four-way valve. By turning this
four-way valve, a switch is made between multiple oper-
ation modes such as a heating operation mode and a
cooling operation mode.
[0005] As another example, a vehicle air conditioner
as disclosed in Patent Document 3 includes, as interior
heat exchangers, an upstream interior heat exchanger
provided upstream in the airflow direction and a down-
stream interior heat exchanger provided downstream in
that direction. The downstream interior heat exchanger
functions as a radiator in both of heating and cooling op-
eration modes, while the upstream interior heat exchang-
er functions as a heat absorber in both of the heating and
cooling operation modes.

CITATION LIST

PATENT DOCUMENT

[0006]

PATENT DOCUMENT 1: Japanese Unexamined
Patent Publication No. 2011-5983

PATENT DOCUMENT 2: Japanese Unexamined
Patent Publication No. 2011-255735

PATENT DOCUMENT 3: Japanese Unexamined
Patent Publication No. H09-240266

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

TECHNICAL PROBLEM

[0007] A heat pump device obtains a heating heat
source from the outside air by making the exterior heat
exchanger function as a heat absorber during the heating
operation mode. However, in a situation where the out-
side air temperature has decreased to around -20°C, for
example, it is difficult to absorb heat using the exterior
heat exchanger, thus causing a significant decline in
heating capacity.
[0008] To overcome such a problem, a heat source
may be secured by using an electric heater such as a
PTC heater. In the case of an electric vehicle, however,
the use of an electric heater increases the consumption
of a traction battery so much as to shorten its distance
to empty. Likewise, in various kinds of vehicles other than
electric vehicles, there is a demand for cutting down the
power dissipation as much as possible.
[0009] In view of the foregoing background, it is there-
fore an object of the present invention to reduce the over-
all consumption of energy for air conditioning while main-
taining comfortableness of air conditioning not only in
cooling but also in heating as well.

SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM

[0010] To achieve this object, according to the present
invention, if the quantity of heat absorbed by an exterior
heat exchanger has decreased, the operation modes are
switched into a hot gas heating operation mode in which
a refrigerant is allowed to flow while bypassing the exte-
rior heat exchanger. In that hot gas heating operation
mode, the refrigerant is supposed to flow through both
of first and second interior heat exchangers.
[0011] A first aspect of the present invention is a vehicle
air conditioner comprising:

a heat pump device including a compressor that
compresses a refrigerant, a first interior heat ex-
changer provided inside a vehicle cabin, a second
interior heat exchanger provided inside the vehicle
cabin and upstream of the first interior heat exchang-
er in an airflow direction, an exterior heat exchanger
provided outside the vehicle cabin, and a pressure
reducing valve, the heat pump device being formed
by connecting together the compressor, the first and
second interior heat exchangers, the pressure re-
ducing valve and the exterior heat exchanger via re-
frigerant piping, the heat pump device further includ-
ing a bypass pipe to allow the refrigerant to flow while
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bypassing the exterior heat exchanger, the heat
pump device being switchable between multiple op-
eration modes;
an interior air-conditioning unit which houses the first
and second interior heat exchangers and which in-
cludes a blower that blows air-conditioning air to the
first and second interior heat exchangers, the interior
air-conditioning unit being configured to produce
conditioned air and supply the conditioned air into
the vehicle cabin; and
an air-conditioning controller configured to control
the heat pump device and the interior air-condition-
ing unit.
The air conditioner further includes a decrease-in-
quantity-of-heat-absorbed detecting means for de-
termining whether or not the quantity of heat ab-
sorbed by the exterior heat exchanger has de-
creased during heating.
If the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detect-
ing means has sensed that the quantity of heat ab-
sorbed by the exterior heat exchanger is equal to or
smaller than a first predetermined value, the air-con-
ditioning controller makes the heat pump device op-
erate in a hot gas heating operation mode including
a first hot gas heating operation mode in which the
refrigerant discharged from the compressor is al-
lowed to flow through the first and second interior
heat exchangers so that each of these interior heat
exchangers functions as a radiator, bypass the ex-
terior heat exchanger with pressure reduced by the
pressure reducing valve, and then be sucked into
the compressor.

[0012] According to this configuration, if the quantity
of heat absorbed by an exterior heat exchanger has de-
creased (e.g., if the outside air temperature has de-
creased to -20°C or less), then the operation modes are
switched into a hot gas heating operation mode in which
a refrigerant is allowed to flow while bypassing the exte-
rior heat exchanger, which thus allows for achieving a
heating capacity without using any electric heater. In ad-
dition, in a first hot gas heating operation mode, a high-
temperature refrigerant discharged from a compressor
is made to flow through both of first and second interior
heat exchangers. This allows for increasing the heating
capacity inside the vehicle cabin.
[0013] A second aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of the first aspect of the present invention.
In the second aspect,
the air-conditioning controller makes the heat pump de-
vice operate in a hot gas heating operation mode includ-
ing a second hot gas heating operation mode in which
the refrigerant discharged from the compressor is al-
lowed to flow through the first interior heat exchanger,
bypass the second interior heat exchanger, further by-
pass the exterior heat exchanger after pressure has been
reduced by the pressure reducing valve, and then be
sucked into the compressor.

[0014] According to this configuration, if a high heating
capacity needs to be achieved, the operation modes may
be switched into the first hot gas heating operation mode.
On the other hand, if the heating capacity may be low,
then the mode of operation may be the second hot gas
heating operation mode. This thus allows for heating the
vehicle cabin with the capacity controlled depending on
the situation.
[0015] A third aspect of the present invention is an em-
bodiment of the second aspect of the present invention.
In the third aspect,
the vehicle air conditioner includes a degree-of-heating-
requested detecting means for detecting the degree of
heating requested.
[0016] The air-conditioning controller makes the heat
pump device operate in a first hot gas heating operation
mode if the degree-of-heating-requested detecting
means has found the degree of heating requested high,
and makes the heat pump device operate in a second
hot gas heating operation mode if the degree-of-heating-
requested detecting means has found the degree of heat-
ing requested low.
[0017] This configuration allows for choosing an ap-
propriate hot gas heating operation mode according to
the degree of heating requested.
[0018] A fourth aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of the second aspect of the present inven-
tion. In the fourth aspect,
the vehicle air conditioner includes a quality-of-wet-vapor
detecting means for detecting the quality of wet vapor of
the refrigerant sucked into the compressor.
[0019] The air-conditioning controller makes a switch
between the first and second hot gas heating operation
modes in accordance with the quality of wet vapor of the
sucked refrigerant detected by the quality-of-wet-vapor
detecting means.
[0020] According to this configuration, a switch is made
between the first and second hot gas heating operation
modes in accordance with the quality of wet vapor of the
sucked refrigerant. This prevents the compressor from
operating in wet condition, thus increasing the reliability
of the heat pump device.
[0021] A fifth aspect of the present invention is an em-
bodiment of any one of the first to fourth aspects of the
present invention. In the fifth aspect,
the heat pump device includes a refrigerant heater pro-
vided between the pressure reducing valve and the com-
pressor.
[0022] If the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed
detecting means has sensed that the quantity of heat
absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger is equal to or
smaller than a second predetermined value that is less
than the first predetermined value, the air-conditioning
controller activates the refrigerant heater to make the
heat pump device operate in a hot gas heating operation
mode.
[0023] According to this configuration, some heating
capacity is ensured by activating the refrigerant heater if
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the outside air temperature has further decreased to the
point that no heat can be absorbed at all from the outside
air.
[0024] A sixth aspect of the present invention is an em-
bodiment of any one of the first to fifth aspects of the
present invention. In the sixth aspect,
the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detecting
means is an outside air temperature sensor that detects
the temperature of air outside of the vehicle cabin.
[0025] This configuration allows for detecting a de-
crease in the quantity of heat absorbed with reliability
and at a low cost.
[0026] A seventh aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of any one of the first to fifth aspects of the
present invention. In the seventh aspect,
the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detecting
means is a frosting detecting means for detecting a frost-
ing condition of the exterior heat exchanger.
[0027] Specifically, if the exterior heat exchanger is
frosted, the heat exchange efficiency decreases, so does
the quantity of heat absorbed during heating. According
to the present invention, frosting in the exterior heat ex-
changer is detected, thereby determining whether or not
the quantity of heat absorbed has decreased. This allows
for performing a control depending on the condition of
the exterior heat exchanger.
[0028] An eighth aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of the fifth aspect of the present invention.
In the eighth aspect,
the refrigerant heater is an electric heater that generates
heat when supplied with power from a battery mounted
on the vehicle.
[0029] This configuration allows a vehicle air condition-
er according to the present invention to be mounted and
operated on an electric vehicle, for example.
[0030] A ninth aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of the eighth aspect of the present invention.
In the ninth aspect,
the vehicle air conditioner includes a battery level detect-
ing means for detecting a charge level of the battery.
[0031] If the charge level of the battery detected by the
battery level detecting means is equal to or smaller than
a predetermined value, the air-conditioning controller
prohibits the refrigerant heater from being activated.
[0032] This configuration allows for cutting down the
power to be dissipated for heating when the charge level
of a battery is low.
[0033] A tenth aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of the eighth aspect of the present invention.
In the tenth aspect,
the vehicle air conditioner includes a charging detecting
means for determining whether the battery is being
charged or not.
[0034] If the charging detecting means has sensed that
the battery is now being charged, the air-conditioning
controller activates the refrigerant heater.
[0035] This configuration allows for preparing to heat
the vehicle cabin while the battery is being charged, i.e.,

before the vehicle starts to travel. In this case, the refrig-
erant heater is used to absorb heat into the refrigerant,
thus ensuring some heating capacity for the vehicle that
starts to travel when charged, without getting the exterior
heat exchanger frosted. In addition, since the refrigerant
heater is activated during charging, the vehicle’s distance
to empty is not affected.
[0036] An eleventh aspect of the present invention is
an embodiment of the third aspect of the present inven-
tion. In the eleventh aspect,
the interior air-conditioning unit includes an electric air
heater, and
the air-conditioning controller determines whether or not
an air condition inside the vehicle cabin is going to reach
a degree of heating requested detected by the degree-
of-heating-requested detecting means, and activates the
air heater if the controller has decided that the condition
will not reach the degree of heating requested.
[0037] According to this configuration, unless the de-
gree of heating requested is achieved even by performing
a hot gas heating mode of operation, for example, an
electric air heater is activated, thus enabling compensa-
tion for the heating capacity.
[0038] A twelfth aspect of the present invention is an
embodiment of any one of the first to eleventh aspects
of the present invention. In the twelfth aspect,
the air-conditioning controller makes the heat pump de-
vice operate in the second hot gas heating operation
mode at the beginning of heating.
[0039] According to this configuration, the mode of op-
eration is set to be the second hot gas heating operation
mode at the beginning of heating, which allows for de-
creasing the overall volume of piping in one cycle and
increasing the amount of the refrigerant circulated. This
results in an early rise in pressure to a high level and an
increase in quickness of heating.

ADVANTAGES OF THE INVENTION

[0040] According to the first aspect of the present in-
vention, if the quantity of heat absorbed by the exterior
heat exchanger has decreased, the operation modes are
switched into a first hot gas heating operation mode in
which the refrigerant discharged from the compressor is
allowed to flow through the first and second interior heat
exchangers, bypass the exterior heat exchanger with
pressure reduced, and then be sucked into the compres-
sor. This allows for reducing the overall consumption of
energy for air conditioning while maintaining comforta-
bleness of air conditioning not only in cooling but also in
heating as well.
[0041] According to the second aspect of the present
invention, if a high heating capacity needs to be achieved,
the operation modes may be switched into the first hot
gas heating operation mode. On the other hand, if the
heating capacity may be low, then the mode of operation
may be the second hot gas heating operation mode. This
thus allows for heating the vehicle cabin with the capacity
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controlled depending on the situation.
[0042] According to the third aspect of the present in-
vention, if the degree of heating requested is high, the
operation modes may be switched into the first hot gas
heating operation mode. On the other hand, if the degree
of heating requested may be low, then the mode of op-
eration may be the second hot gas heating operation
mode. This thus allows for increasing comfortableness
in the vehicle cabin.
[0043] According to the fourth aspect of the present
invention, a switch is made between the first and second
hot gas heating operation modes in accordance with the
quality of wet vapor of the refrigerant sucked into the
compressor. This prevents the compressor from operat-
ing in wet condition, thus increasing the reliability of the
heat pump device.
[0044] According to the fifth aspect of the present in-
vention, if the quantity of heat absorbed by the exterior
heat exchanger is even smaller, the refrigerant heater is
activated to switch the modes into a hot gas heating op-
eration mode. This thus ensures some heating capacity.
[0045] According to the sixth aspect of the present in-
vention, a decrease in the quantity of heat absorbed by
the exterior heat exchanger is detected by an outside air
temperature sensor, thus allowing for detecting a de-
crease in the quantity of heat absorbed with reliability
and at a low cost.
[0046] According to the seventh aspect of the present
invention, a decrease in the quantity of heat absorbed
by the exterior heat exchanger is detected by a frosting
detecting means of the exterior heat exchanger. This al-
lows for performing a control depending on the condition
of the exterior heat exchanger.
[0047] According to the eighth aspect of the present
invention, the refrigerant heater is implemented as an
electric heater, thus allowing a vehicle air conditioner ac-
cording to the present invention to be mounted on an
electric vehicle, for example.
[0048] According to the ninth aspect of the present in-
vention, the refrigerant heater is prohibited from being
activated if the battery charge level of a vehicle is low,
thus allowing for increasing the distance to empty when
a vehicle air conditioner according to the present inven-
tion is mounted on an electric vehicle.
[0049] According to the tenth aspect of the present in-
vention, if the battery is being charged, the refrigerant
heater is activated, thus allowing for ensuring some heat-
ing capacity before the vehicle starts to travel and after
the vehicle has traveled and increasing the occupant’s
comfortableness. In addition, when the vehicle air con-
ditioner is mounted on an electric vehicle, the distance
to empty is hardly affected.
[0050] According to the eleventh aspect of the present
invention, the air heater is activated if the decision has
been made that the degree of heating requested will not
be reached even by performing a hot gas heating mode
of operation. This thus allows for increasing the occu-
pant’s comfortableness.

[0051] According to the twelfth aspect of the present
invention, the operation modes are switched into a sec-
ond hot gas heating operation mode at the beginning of
heating, thus resulting in an increase in quickness of
heating.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0052]

[FIG. 1] FIG. 1 generally illustrates a configuration
for a vehicle air conditioner according to an embod-
iment.
[FIG. 2] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a vehicle air
conditioner.
[FIG. 3] FIG. 3 is a perspective view illustrating an
upstream interior heat exchanger as viewed from an
upstream side in an airflow direction.
[FIG. 4] FIG. 4 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
cooling operation mode.
[FIG. 5] FIG. 5 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
normal heating operation mode.
[FIG. 6] FIG. 6 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
first hot gas heating operation mode.
[FIG. 7] FIG. 7 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
second hot gas heating operation mode.
[FIG. 8] FIG. 8 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
refrigerant-heated heating operation mode.
[FIG. 9] FIG. 9 is a diagram corresponding to FIG. 1
and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in a
powerful defrosting operation mode.
[FIG. 10] FIG. 10 is a diagram corresponding to FIG.
1 and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in
a moderate defrosting operation mode.
[FIG. 11] FIG. 11 is a diagram corresponding to FIG.
1 and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in
a gentle defrosting operation mode.
[FIG. 12] FIG. 12 is a diagram corresponding to FIG.
1 and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in
a first heating-dominant defrosting operation mode.
[FIG. 13] FIG. 13 is a diagram corresponding to FIG.
1 and illustrating how the air conditioner operates in
a second heating-dominant defrosting operation
mode.
[FIG. 14] FIG. 14 is flowchart showing how to perform
a heating operation subroutine control.
[FIG. 15] FIG. 15 is flowchart showing how to perform
a defrosting operation subroutine control.
[FIG. 16] FIG. 16 is a flowchart showing how to per-
form a control of selecting a defrosting operation
mode according to the amount of frost deposited.
[FIG. 17] FIG. 17 illustrates a general configuration
for a vehicle air conditioner as a variation.
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DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

[0053] Embodiments of the present invention will now
be described in detail with reference to the accompanying
drawings. Note that the following description of preferred
embodiments is only an example in nature and is not
intended to limit the scope, applications or use of the
invention.
[0054] FIG. 1 generally illustrates a configuration for a
vehicle air conditioner 1 according to an embodiment of
the present invention. A vehicle on which the vehicle air
conditioner 1 is mounted may be an electric vehicle in-
cluding a traction battery B (shown in FIG. 2) and a trac-
tion motor (not shown).
[0055] This vehicle air conditioner 1 includes a heat
pump device 20, an interior air-conditioning unit 21, and
an air-conditioning controller 22 (shown in FIG. 2) that
controls the heat pump device 20 and the interior air-
conditioning unit 21.
[0056] The heat pump device 20 includes: a motor-
driven compressor 30 that compresses a refrigerant; a
downstream interior heat exchanger (first interior heat
exchanger) 31 provided inside the vehicle cabin; an up-
stream interior heat exchanger (second interior heat ex-
changer) 32 provided upstream of the downstream inte-
rior heat exchanger 31 in an airflow direction inside the
vehicle cabin; an exterior heat exchanger 33 provided
outside the vehicle cabin; an accumulator 34; and first to
fourth main refrigerant pipes 40 to 43, first to third branch
refrigerant pipes 44 to 46 and a bypass pipe BP which
connect all of these members 30 to 34 together. The heat
pump device 20 further includes a refrigerant heater 35.
[0057] The motor-driven compressor 30 is an onboard
compressor which has been known in the art, and is driv-
en by an electric motor. The discharge rate per unit time
is variable by changing the number of revolutions of the
motor-driven compressor 30. The motor-driven compres-
sor 30 is connected to an air-conditioning controller 22
so as to have its ON/OFF states switched and its number
of revolutions controlled. The motor-driven compressor
30 is supplied with power from the traction battery B.
[0058] As shown in FIG. 3, the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32 includes an upper header tank 47, a lower
header tank 48, and a core 49. The core 49 is obtained
by alternately arranging horizontally (i.e., laterally in FIG.
3), and assembling together, vertically extending tubes
49a and fins 49b and is configured so that air-conditioning
air passes between those tubes 49a. The flow direction
of the air-conditioning air is indicated by the open arrow.
Two rows of tubes 49a are arranged in the flow direction
of the outside air.
[0059] The respective upper ends of the tubes 49a lo-
cated upstream and downstream in the airflow direction
are both connected to the upper header tank 47 so as to
communicate with each other. Inside the upper header
tank 47, provided is a first partition 47a which partitions
the inside of the upper header tank 47 into an airflow
upstream portion and an airflow downstream portion. The

space located upstream of the first partition 47a in the
airflow direction communicates with the respective upper
ends of the upstream tubes 49a. On the other hand, the
space located downstream of the first partition 47a in the
airflow direction communicates with the respective upper
ends of the downstream tubes 49a.
[0060] Inside the upper header tank 47, also provided
is a second partition 47b which partitions the inside of
the upper header tank 47 horizontally. A communication
hole 47e has been cut through a portion of the first par-
tition 47a which is located on the right-hand side of the
second partition 47b.
[0061] A refrigerant inlet 47c has been cut through a
portion of the left side surface of the upper header tank
47 downstream in the airflow direction, and a refrigerant
outlet 47d has been cut upstream in the airflow direction.
[0062] Inside the lower header tank 48, also provided
is a partition 48a which partitions the inside of the lower
header tank 48 into airflow upstream and downstream
portions, just like the first partition 47a of the upper header
tank 47. The space located upstream of the partition 48a
in the airflow direction communicates with the respective
lower ends of the upstream tubes 49a, while the space
located downstream of the partition 48a in the airflow
direction communicates with the respective lower ends
of the downstream tubes 49a.
[0063] Having such a configuration, this upstream heat
exchanger 32 has four paths in total. Specifically, first of
all, a refrigerant flowing in through the inlet 47c enters a
room R1 which is located downstream of the first partition
47a of the upper header tank 47 in the airflow direction
and on the left hand side of the second partition 47b.
Then, the refrigerant flows downward through the tubes
49a communicating with this room R1.
[0064] Thereafter, the refrigerant enters the space S1
of the lower header tank 48 which is located downstream
of the partition 48a in the airflow direction, flows to the
right, and then flows upward through the tubes 49a. Then,
the refrigerant enters the room R2 of the upper header
tank 47 located downstream of the first partition 47a in
the airflow direction and on the right hand side of the
second partition 47b.
[0065] Subsequently, the refrigerant in the room R2
passes through the communication hole 47e of the first
partition 47a, enters the room R3 of the upper header
tank 47 located upstream of the first partition 47a in the
airflow direction and on the right hand side of the second
partition 47b, and then flows downward through the tubes
49a communicating with the room R3.
[0066] After that, the refrigerant enters the space S2
of the lower header tank 48 located upstream of the par-
tition 48a in the airflow direction, flows to the left, and
then flows upward through the tubes 49a. Thereafter, the
refrigerant enters the room R4 of the upper header tank
47 located upstream of the first partition 47a in the airflow
direction and on the left hand side of the second partition
47b, and then flows out through the outlet 47d.
[0067] In the upstream interior heat exchanger 32, a
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windward path P1 is constituted by the path upstream in
the airflow direction, and a leeward path P2 is constituted
by the path downstream in the airflow direction.
[0068] The downstream interior heat exchanger 31 just
has a smaller size than, but has the same or similar struc-
ture as/to, the upstream interior heat exchanger 32, and
a detailed description thereof will be omitted herein. Op-
tionally, the downstream and upstream interior heat ex-
changers 31 and 32 may have different structures.
[0069] The exterior heat exchanger 33 is provided near
the front end of a motor room (corresponding to the en-
gine room of an engine-driven vehicle) in a front portion
of a vehicle, and is configured to catch the wind blowing
against the vehicle traveling. Although not shown, the
exterior heat exchanger 33 also includes an upper head-
er tank, a lower header tank and a core. The core includes
a tube that extends vertically.
[0070] As shown in FIG. 1, a cooling fan 37 is provided
for the vehicle. This cooling fan 37 is driven by a fan motor
38, and is configured to blow air to the exterior heat ex-
changer 33. The fan motor 38 is connected to the air-
conditioning controller 22 to have its ON/OFF states
switched and its number of revolutions controlled. The
fan motor 38 is also supplied with electric power from the
traction battery B. Note that the cooling fan 37 may also
blow air to a radiator that cools a traction inverter, for
example, and may also be activated even if air condition-
ing is not requested.
[0071] The accumulator 34 is provided near the suction
port of the motor-driven compressor 30 and halfway
along the fourth main refrigerant pipe 43.
[0072] On the other hand, the first main refrigerant pipe
40 connects together the discharge port of the motor-
driven compressor 30 and the refrigerant inlet of the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31. Moreover, the
second main refrigerant pipe 41 connects together the
refrigerant outlet of the downstream interior heat ex-
changer 31 and the refrigerant inlet of the exterior heat
exchanger 33. The third main refrigerant pipe 42 con-
nects together the refrigerant outlet of the exterior heat
exchanger 33 and the refrigerant inlet of the upstream
interior heat exchanger 32. The fourth main refrigerant
pipe 43 connects together the refrigerant outlet of the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 and the suction port
of the motor-driven compressor 30.
[0073] The first branch refrigerant pipe 44 branches
from the second main refrigerant pipe 41, and is connect-
ed to the third main refrigerant pipe 42. The second
branch refrigerant pipe 45 branches from the second
main refrigerant pipe 41, and is connected to the fourth
main refrigerant pipe 43. The third branch refrigerant pipe
46 branches from the third main refrigerant pipe 42, and
is connected to the fourth main refrigerant pipe 43.
[0074] The bypass pipe BP is a pipe which makes the
refrigerant flowing through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41 bypass the exterior heat exchanger 33 and flow
through the third main refrigerant pipe 42. The bypass
pipe BP is connected to a point on the second main re-

frigerant pipe 41 upstream of the exterior heat exchanger
33 and also connected to a point on the third main refrig-
erant pipe 42 downstream of the exterior heat exchanger
33.
[0075] The heat pump device 20 further includes a first
flow path switching valve 50, a second flow path switching
valve 51, a first pressure reducing valve 52, a second
pressure reducing valve 53, a first check valve 54, a sec-
ond check valve 55 and a bypass switching valve 56.
[0076] The first flow path switching valve 50, the sec-
ond flow path switching valve 51 and the bypass switch-
ing valve 56 are configured as electric three-way valves,
and are controlled by the air-conditioning controller 22.
The first flow path switching valve 50 is provided halfway
along the second main refrigerant pipe 41, and the first
branch refrigerant pipe 44 is connected to the valve 50.
The second flow path switching valve 51 is provided half-
way along the fourth main refrigerant pipe 43, and the
third branch refrigerant pipe 46 is connected to the valve
51. The bypass switching valve 56 is provided halfway
along the second main refrigerant pipe 41 and down-
stream of the first flow path switching valve 50 in the
refrigerant flow direction and an upstream side of the
bypass pipe BP is connected to the bypass switching
valve 56. By being switched by the air-conditioning con-
troller 22, the bypass switching valve 56 allows the re-
frigerant flowing through the second main refrigerant pipe
41 to pass through only the exterior heat exchanger 33,
only the bypass pipe BP, or both the exterior heat ex-
changer 33 and the bypass pipe BP selectively. The flow
rate ratio of the refrigerants flowing through the exterior
heat exchanger 33 and the bypass pipe BP is changeable
arbitrarily.
[0077] The first and second pressure reducing valves
52 and 53 are electric types to be controlled by the air-
conditioning controller 22 to operate in either a closing
direction in which the valves exhibit a pressure reducing
action or in an opening direction in which the valves ex-
hibit no pressure reducing action. The degrees of open-
ing of the first and second pressure reducing valves 52
and 53 are ordinarily set according to the condition of the
air-conditioning load, but may also be set to be an arbi-
trary degree irrespective of the air-conditioning load.
[0078] The first pressure reducing valve 52 is provided
closer to the upstream interior heat exchanger 32 than
the point of connection between the third main refrigerant
pipe 42 and the first branch refrigerant pipe 44 is, i.e.,
provided on a refrigerant pipe leading to the refrigerant
inlet of the upstream interior heat exchanger 32. On the
other hand, the second pressure reducing valve 53 is
provided on the second main refrigerant pipe 41 between
the first flow path switching valve 50 and the bypass
switching valve 56. That is to say, the second pressure
reducing valve 53 is arranged on the second main refrig-
erant pipe 41 between the point of connection with the
bypass pipe BP and the downstream interior heat ex-
changer 31.
[0079] The first check valve 54 is provided on the third
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main refrigerant pipe 42, and is configured to allow the
refrigerant to flow through the third main refrigerant pipe
42 from the exterior heat exchanger 33 toward the up-
stream interior heat exchanger 32 and to prevent the re-
frigerant from flowing in the reverse direction.
[0080] The second check valve 55 is provided on the
second branch refrigerant pipe 45, and is configured to
allow the refrigerant to flow through the second branch
refrigerant pipe 45 from the fourth main refrigerant pipe
43 toward the second main refrigerant pipe 41 and to
prevent the refrigerant from flowing in the reverse direc-
tion.
[0081] The refrigerant heater 35 is arranged on the
second main refrigerant pipe 41 between the second
pressure reducing valve 53 and the bypass switching
valve 56, i.e., between the second pressure reducing
valve 53 and the motor-driven compressor 30. The re-
frigerant heater 35 is configured as an electric heater that
heats the refrigerant flowing through the second main
refrigerant pipe 41, and has its ON/OFF states switched,
and the degree of heating adjusted, by the air-condition-
ing controller 22. The refrigerant heater 35 is also sup-
plied with electric power from the traction battery B.
[0082] The interior air-conditioning unit 21 further in-
cludes a casing 60 housing the downstream and up-
stream interior heat exchangers 31 and 32, an air mix
door (temperature controlling door) 62, an air mix door
actuator 63 that drives the air mix door 62, blowout-mode
switching doors 64, a blower 65, and a PTC heater (elec-
tric air heater) 67.
[0083] The blower 65 is provided to select one of the
air inside the vehicle cabin (inside air) or the air outside
the vehicle cabin (outside air) and blow the selected air
as air-conditioning air into the casing 60. The blower 65
includes a sirocco fan 65a and a blower motor 65b that
drives the sirocco fan 65a in rotation. The blower motor
65b is connected to the air-conditioning controller 22 to
have its ON/OFF states switched and its number of rev-
olutions controlled. The blower motor 65b is also supplied
with electric power from the traction battery B.
[0084] The blower 65 is provided with an inside air inlet
port 65c to introduce the inside air and an outside air inlet
port 65d to introduce the outside air. Inside the blower
65, provided is an inside/outside air switching door 65e
to open one of the inside and outside air inlet ports 65c
and 65d and close the other. The blower 65 is further
provided with an inside/outside air switching door actu-
ator 61 to drive the inside/outside air switching door 65e.
This inside/outside air switching door actuator 61 is con-
trolled by the air-conditioning controller 22. The blower
65 is configured to have its air introducing modes
switched between an inside air introducing mode in which
the inside air inlet port 65c is fully opened and the outside
air inlet port 65d is fully closed and an outside air intro-
ducing mode in which the inside air inlet port 65c is fully
closed and the outside air inlet port 65d is fully opened.
The blower 65 is configured so as to allow the occupant
to select either one of the inside and outside air introduc-

ing modes by turning a switch. However, the blower 65
is also configured so that the air-conditioning controller
22 automatically switches the modes under a predeter-
mined condition.
[0085] The casing 60 is provided inside an instrument
panel (not shown) in the vehicle cabin. The casing 60
has a defroster outlet port 60a, a vent outlet port 60b,
and a heat outlet port 60c. The defroster outlet port 60a
is provided to supply the air-conditioning air to the inner
surface of the windshield in the vehicle cabin. The vent
outlet port 60b is provided to supply the air-conditioning
air to (mainly the upper body of) the occupant in the ve-
hicle cabin. The heat outlet port 60c is provided to supply
the air-conditioning air to the feet of the occupant in the
cabin.
[0086] These outlet ports 60a-60c are each opened
and closed by an associated one of the blowout-mode
switching doors 64. Although not shown, the blowout-
mode switching doors 64 are operated by an actuator
connected to the air-conditioning controller 22.
[0087] Examples of the blowout modes include a de-
froster blowout mode in which the air-conditioning air is
supplied to the defroster outlet port 60a, a vent blowout
mode in which the air-conditioning air is supplied to the
vent outlet port 60b, a heat blowout mode in which the
air-conditioning air is supplied to the heat outlet port 60c,
a defroster/heat mode in which the air-conditioning air is
supplied to the defroster outlet port 60a and the heat
outlet port 60c, and a bi-level mode in which the air-con-
ditioning air is supplied to the vent outlet port 60b and
the heat outlet port 60c.
[0088] All of the air-conditioning air introduced into the
casing 60 passes through the upstream interior heat ex-
changer 32.
[0089] In the casing 60, the air mix door 62 is provided
between the upstream and downstream interior heat ex-
changers 32 and 31. The air mix door 62 is configured
to control the temperature of the air-conditioning air such
that the air that has passed through the upstream interior
heat exchanger 32 which is going to pass through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 is changed to
determine a mixing ratio between the air that has passed
through the upstream interior heat exchanger 32 and the
air that has passed through the downstream interior heat
exchanger 31.
[0090] The PTC heater 67 is arranged downstream of
the downstream interior heat exchanger 33 in the airflow
direction inside the casing 60 in order to heat the air-
conditioning air flowing inside the casing 60. The PTC
heater 67 is controlled by the air-conditioning controller
22 so as to have its ON/OFF states switched and have
the degree of heating changed. The PTC heater 67 is
supplied with electric power from the traction battery B.
[0091] The vehicle air conditioner 1 further includes an
outside air temperature sensor 70, an exterior heat ex-
changer temperature sensor 71, an interior heat ex-
changer temperature sensor 73, an inside air tempera-
ture sensor 75, a quality-of-wet-vapor detecting sensor
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(quality-of-wet-vapor detecting means) 80, a battery level
detecting sensor 81 (shown in FIG. 2), and a charging
state detecting sensor 82 (shown in FIG. 2). These sen-
sors are connected to the air-conditioning controller 22.
[0092] The outside air temperature sensor 70 is pro-
vided upstream of the exterior heat exchanger 33 in the
airflow direction in order to detect the temperature of the
outside air (outside air temperature TG) that has not en-
tered the exterior heat exchanger 33 yet. On the other
hand, the exterior heat exchanger temperature sensor
71 is arranged on a surface of the exterior heat exchanger
33 which is located downstream in the airflow direction
in order to detect the surface temperature of the exterior
heat exchanger 33.
[0093] The interior heat exchanger temperature sen-
sor 73 is provided downstream of the upstream interior
heat exchanger 32 in the airflow direction in order to de-
tect the surface temperature of the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32. Based on the temperature of the upstream
interior heat exchanger 32 detected downstream in the
airflow direction by the interior heat exchanger temper-
ature sensor 73, a determination may be made whether
or not frost has been deposited in the upstream interior
heat exchanger 32.
[0094] The inside air temperature sensor 75 is provid-
ed to detect the temperature inside the vehicle cabin (the
inside air temperature TR) and is arranged at a prede-
termined position inside the vehicle cabin. The inside air
temperature sensor 75 is a sensor that has been known
in the art, and a detailed description thereof will be omit-
ted herein.
[0095] The quality-of-wet-vapor detecting sensor 80 is
a sensor for detecting the quality of wet vapor of the re-
frigerant to be sucked into the motor-driven compressor
30, and is configured to detect the quality of wet vapor
based on the pressure and temperature of the refrigerant
near the refrigerant outlet of the exterior heat exchanger
33.
[0096] The battery level detecting sensor 81 is equiv-
alent to a battery level detecting means according to the
present invention, and has the ability to detect the level
of the traction battery B. The battery level detecting sen-
sor 81 may be a known one.
[0097] The charging state detecting sensor 82 is equiv-
alent to a charging detecting means according to the
present invention, and has the ability to determine wheth-
er or not the traction battery B is being charged by an
external power supply. The "external power supply" re-
fers herein to any power supply other than the vehicle’s
power generator, and may be a household wall outlet or
parking lot charging equipment, for example. This charg-
ing state detecting sensor 82 may also be a known one.
[0098] Although not shown, the vehicle air conditioner
1 also includes a solar radiation sensor and other kinds
of sensors.
[0099] The air-conditioning controller 22 is configured
to control the heat pump device 20 and other components
by reference to multiple pieces of information including

the temperature set by the occupant, the outside air tem-
perature, the temperature inside the vehicle cabin, and
the intensity of solar radiation. The air-conditioning con-
troller 22 may be implemented as a well-known central
processing unit, ROM, or RAM, for example. In addition,
the air-conditioning controller 22 further controls the mo-
tor-driven compressor 30 and the fan motor 38 depend-
ing on the air-conditioning load.
[0100] As in an ordinary automatic air conditioning con-
trol, the air-conditioning controller 22 controls, through a
main routine to be described later, a switch of the oper-
ation modes of the heat pump device 20, the volume of
the air to be blown by the blower 65, the degree of opening
of the air mix door 62, a switch of the blowout modes,
the motor-driven compressor 30, and the blower motor
65b. For example, although the fan motor 38 is basically
activated while the motor-driven compressor 30 is acti-
vated, the fan motor 38 also is activated even if the motor-
driven compressor 30 is at a stop, e.g., when the traction
inverter needs to be cooled.
[0101] The operation modes of the heat pump device
20 include: a cooling operation mode; a normal heating
operation mode; a first hot gas heating operation mode;
a second hot gas heating operation mode; a refrigerant-
heated heating operation mode; a powerful defrosting
operation mode; a moderate defrosting operation mode;
a gentle defrosting operation mode; a first heating-dom-
inant defrosting operation mode; and a second heating-
dominant defrosting operation mode.
[0102] The cooling operation mode shown in FIG. 4 is
selected when the outside air temperature is higher than
25°C, for example. In the cooling operation mode, the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 is made to func-
tion as a radiator, the upstream interior heat exchanger
32 is made to function as a heat absorber, and the exterior
heat exchanger 33 is made to function as a radiator.
[0103] Specifically, the first flow path switching valve
50 switches the flow paths such that a refrigerant that
has flowed out of the downstream interior heat exchanger
31 does not flow into the upstream interior heat exchang-
er 32 through the inlet thereof but flows toward the second
pressure reducing valve 53. On the other hand, the sec-
ond flow path switching valve 51 switches the flow paths
such that the refrigerant that has flowed out of the up-
stream interior heat exchanger 32 flows into the accu-
mulator 34. The bypass switching valve 56 switches the
flow paths such that the refrigerant flowing through the
second main refrigerant pipe 41 flows through only the
exterior heat exchanger 33. The first pressure reducing
valve 52 is turned into the expansion state, and the sec-
ond pressure reducing valve 53 is turned into the non-
expansion state.
[0104] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 flows into the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 through the first
main refrigerant pipe 40, and circulates through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31. The refrigerant

15 16 



EP 2 960 087 A1

10

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

that has circulated through the downstream interior heat
exchanger 31 flows, without expanding, into the exterior
heat exchanger 33 through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the exterior
heat exchanger 33 dissipates heat, and expands by
passing through the first pressure reducing valve 52 via
the third main refrigerant pipe 42. Then, the refrigerant
flows into the upstream interior heat exchanger 32. The
refrigerant that has flowed into the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32 circulates through the upstream interior
heat exchanger 32 to absorb heat from the air-condition-
ing air. The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 passes through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 and is sucked into the
motor-driven compressor 30 via the accumulator 34.
[0105] The normal heating operation mode shown in
FIG. 5 is selected when the outside air temperature is
lower than 0°C (at an extremely-low outside air temper-
ature), for example. In the normal heating operation
mode, the downstream and upstream interior heat ex-
changers 31 and 32 are made to function as radiators,
and the exterior heat exchanger 33 is made to function
as a heat absorber.
[0106] Specifically, the first flow path switching valve
50 switches the flow paths such that the refrigerant that
has flowed out of the downstream interior heat exchanger
31 flows into the upstream interior heat exchanger 32
through the inlet thereof. Meanwhile, the second flow
path switching valve 51 switches the flow paths such that
the refrigerant that has flowed out of the exterior heat
exchanger 33 flows into the accumulator 34. The bypass
switching valve 56 switches the flow paths such that the
refrigerant flowing through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41 flows through only the exterior heat exchanger
33. The first pressure reducing valve 52 is turned into the
non-expansion state, and the second pressure reducing
valve 53 is turned into the expansion state.
[0107] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 flows into the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 through the first
main refrigerant pipe 40, and circulates through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31. The refrigerant
that has circulated through the downstream interior heat
exchanger 31 flows through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41 into the upstream interior heat exchanger 32 via
the first branch refrigerant pipe 44. Then, the refrigerant
circulates through the upstream interior heat exchanger
32. That is, since the high-temperature refrigerant flows
into the downstream and upstream interior heat exchang-
ers 31 and 32, the air-conditioning air is heated by both
of the downstream and upstream interior heat exchang-
ers 31 and 32. As a result, a high heating capacity is
achieved.
[0108] The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 flows through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 into the second main re-
frigerant pipe 41 via the second branch refrigerant pipe

45. The refrigerant flowing into the second main refrig-
erant pipe 41 expands by passing through the second
pressure reducing valve 53, and then flows into the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33. The refrigerant that has flowed
into the exterior heat exchanger 33 absorbs heat from
the outside air. Then, the refrigerant passes through the
third main refrigerant pipe 42 and the third branch refrig-
erant pipe 46 in this order, and is sucked into the motor-
driven compressor 30 by way of the accumulator 34.
[0109] The first hot gas heating operation mode shown
in FIG. 6 is selected when it is difficult to absorb heat
using the exterior heat exchanger 33. In the first hot gas
heating operation mode, the downstream and upstream
interior heat exchangers 31 and 32 are made to function
as radiators. Also, the refrigerant is allowed to flow while
bypassing the exterior heat exchanger 33.
[0110] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51 and the first and second pres-
sure reducing valves 52 and 53 are maintained in the
same state as in the normal heating mode. The bypass
switching valve 56 switches the flow paths so that the
refrigerant flowing through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41 flows through only the bypass pipe BP.
[0111] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 flows into the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 through the first
main refrigerant pipe 40, and circulates through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31. The refrigerant
that has circulated through the downstream interior heat
exchanger 31 flows through the second main refrigerant
pipe 41 into the upstream interior heat exchanger 32 via
the first branch refrigerant pipe 44. Then, the refrigerant
circulates through the upstream interior heat exchanger
32. That is, since the refrigerant discharged from the mo-
tor-driven compressor 30 flows into the downstream and
upstream interior heat exchangers 31 and 32, the air-
conditioning air is heated by both of the downstream and
upstream interior heat exchangers 31 and 32.
[0112] The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 flows through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 into the second main re-
frigerant pipe 41 via the second branch refrigerant pipe
45. The refrigerant that has flowed into the second main
refrigerant pipe 41 expands by passing through the sec-
ond pressure reducing valve 53, flows through the by-
pass pipe BP, passes through the third main refrigerant
pipe 42 and the third branch refrigerant pipe 46 in this
order, and then is sucked into the motor-driven compres-
sor 30 by way of the accumulator 34. In this first hot gas
heating operation mode, the refrigerant flows while by-
passing the exterior heat exchanger 33.
[0113] The second hot gas heating operation mode
shown in FIG. 7 is selected when it is difficult to absorb
heat using the exterior heat exchanger 33 and when the
heating capacity may be lower than in the first hot gas
heating operation mode shown in FIG. 6. In the second
hot gas heating operation mode, the downstream interior
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heat exchanger 31 is made to function as a radiator. Also,
the refrigerant is allowed to flow while bypassing the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33 and the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32.
[0114] Specifically, the first flow path switching valve
50 switches the flow paths so as to prevent the refrigerant
that has flowed out of the downstream interior heat ex-
changer 31 from flowing into the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32 through its inlet and allow the refrigerant
to flow toward the second pressure reducing valve 53.
The second flow path switching valve 51 and the second
pressure reducing valve 53 are maintained in the same
state as in the normal heating operation mode. The by-
pass switching valve 56 switches the flow paths so that
the refrigerant flowing through the second main refriger-
ant pipe 41 flows through only the bypass pipe BP.
[0115] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 flows into the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31 through the first
main refrigerant pipe 40, and circulates through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31. The refrigerant
that has circulated through the downstream interior heat
exchanger 31 flows into the second main refrigerant pipe
41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the second main
refrigerant pipe 41 expands by passing through the sec-
ond pressure reducing valve 53, flows through the by-
pass pipe BP, passes through the third main refrigerant
pipe 42 and the third branch refrigerant pipe 46 in this
order, and then is sucked into the motor-driven compres-
sor 30 by way of the accumulator 34. In this mode, the
refrigerant discharged from the motor-driven compressor
30 does not flow through the upstream interior heat ex-
changer 32, and therefore, the heating capacity becomes
lower than in the first hot gas heating operation mode
shown in FIG. 6.
[0116] The refrigerant-heated heating operation mode
shown in FIG. 8 is selected when it is even more difficult
to absorb heat using the exterior heat exchanger 33 (i.e.,
when it is virtually impossible to absorb heat from the
outside air). In the refrigerant-heated heating operation
mode, the downstream and upstream interior heat ex-
changers 31 and 32 are made to function as radiators.
Also, the refrigerant is allowed to flow while bypassing
the exterior heat exchanger 33, and the refrigerant heater
35 is turned ON.
[0117] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51, the first and second pressure
reducing valves 52 and 53, and the bypass switching
valve 56 are maintained in the same state as in the first
hot gas heating operation mode.
[0118] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the refrigerant discharged from the motor-
driven compressor 30 circulates through the downstream
interior heat exchanger 31 and the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32 in this order, passes through the fourth
main refrigerant pipe 43 and the second branch refriger-
ant pipe 45 and flows into the second main refrigerant

pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the second
main refrigerant pipe 41 expands by passing through the
second pressure reducing valve 53 and then is heated
by the refrigerant heater 35. Thereafter, the refrigerant
flows through the bypass pipe BP, passes through the
third main refrigerant pipe 42 and the third branch refrig-
erant pipe 46 in this order, and then is sucked into the
motor-driven compressor 30 via the accumulator 34.
[0119] The powerful defrosting operation mode shown
in FIG. 9 is selected in order to melt frost deposited, if
any, in the exterior heat exchanger 33 during heating. In
the powerful defrosting operation mode, the downstream
interior heat exchanger 31 and the exterior heat exchang-
er 33 are made to function as radiators, and the refriger-
ant is allowed to flow while bypassing the upstream in-
terior heat exchanger 32.
[0120] Specifically, the first flow path switching valve
50 switches the flow paths so as to prevent the refrigerant
that has flowed out of the downstream interior heat ex-
changer 31 from flowing into the upstream interior heat
exchanger 32 through its inlet and to allow the refrigerant
to flow toward the second pressure reducing valve 53.
Meanwhile, the second flow path switching valve 51
switches the flow paths so as to allow the refrigerant that
has flowed out of the exterior heat exchanger 33 to flow
into the accumulator 34. The bypass switching valve 56
switches the flow paths so that the refrigerant flowing
through the second main refrigerant pipe 41 flows
through only the exterior heat exchanger 33. The second
pressure reducing valve 53 is turned into the non-expan-
sion state.
[0121] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the refrigerant discharged from the motor-
driven compressor 30 circulates through the downstream
interior heat exchanger 31, and then flows into the exte-
rior heat exchanger 33 without expanding by passing
through the second main refrigerant pipe 41. The refrig-
erant that has flowed into the exterior heat exchanger 33
dissipates heat to melt the frost there. Thereafter, the
refrigerant passes through the third main refrigerant pipe
42 and the third branch refrigerant pipe 46 in this order
and then is sucked into the motor-driven compressor 30
via the accumulator 34.
[0122] The moderate defrosting operation mode
shown in FIG. 10 is selected in order to melt frost depos-
ited, if any, in the exterior heat exchanger 33 during heat-
ing, and has its defrosting capacity set to be lower than
in the powerful defrosting operation mode shown in FIG.
9. In the moderate defrosting operation mode, the down-
stream interior heat exchanger 31 and the exterior heat
exchanger 33 are made to function as radiators, and part
of the refrigerant is allowed to flow through the bypass
pipe BP. Also, the refrigerant is made to bypass the up-
stream interior heat exchanger 32.
[0123] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51 and the first and second pres-
sure reducing valves 52 and 53 are maintained in the
same state as in the powerful defrosting operation mode.
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The bypass switching valve 56 switches the flow paths
such that the refrigerant flowing through the second main
refrigerant pipe 41 flows through both of the exterior heat
exchanger 33 and the bypass pipe BP.
[0124] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the refrigerant discharged from the motor-
driven compressor 30 circulates through the downstream
interior heat exchanger 31, and then flows into the exte-
rior heat exchanger 33 and the bypass pipe BP without
expanding by passing through the second main refriger-
ant pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33 dissipates heat to melt the frost
there, while the refrigerant that has flowed into the bypass
pipe BP flows into the third main refrigerant pipe 42 al-
most without dissipating heat. The refrigerant that has
flowed into the exterior heat exchanger 33 and the refrig-
erant that has flowed through the bypass pipe BP are
confluent with each other in the third main refrigerant pipe
42. The confluent refrigerant passes through the third
branch refrigerant pipe 46 and then is sucked into the
motor-driven compressor 30 via the accumulator 34.
Since some of the refrigerant flowing through the second
main refrigerant pipe 41 flows through the bypass pipe
BP, the defrosting capacity becomes lower than in the
powerful defrosting operation mode.
[0125] The gentle defrosting operation mode shown in
FIG. 11 is selected in order to melt frost deposited, if any,
in the exterior heat exchanger 33 while a heating oper-
ation is being performed when the outside air tempera-
ture is relatively high (e.g., higher than 0°C), and has its
defrosting capacity set to be lower than in the moderate
defrosting operation mode shown in FIG. 10. In the gentle
defrosting operation mode, the downstream and up-
stream interior heat exchanger 31 and 32 are made to
function as radiators, and the refrigerant is made to by-
pass the exterior heat exchanger 33.
[0126] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51, the first and second pressure
reducing valves 52 and 53, and the bypass switching
valve 56 are maintained in the same state as in the first
hot gas heating operation mode.
[0127] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 circulates through
the downstream and upstream interior heat exchangers
31 and 32 in this order. The air-conditioning air is heated
by both of the downstream and upstream interior heat
exchangers 31 and 32. Thus, the heating capacity be-
comes higher in this mode than in the powerful defrosting
operation mode and the moderate defrosting operation
mode.
[0128] The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 passes through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 and the second branch
refrigerant pipe 45 and flows into the second main refrig-
erant pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the
second main refrigerant pipe 41 expands by passing
through the second pressure reducing valve 53, flows

through the bypass pipe BP, passes through the third
main refrigerant pipe 42 and the third branch refrigerant
pipe 46 in this order, and then is sucked into the motor-
driven compressor 30 via the accumulator 34. Although
no refrigerant flows through the exterior heat exchanger
33, the frost still melts by absorbing heat from the wind
blowing against the vehicle traveling and from the sur-
rounding air, because this gentle defrosting operation
mode is selected when the outside air temperature is
relatively high.
[0129] The first heating-dominant defrosting operation
mode shown in FIG. 12 is selected in order to melt frost
deposited, if any, in the exterior heat exchanger 33 during
heating while performing a heating operation with at least
a predetermined capacity. In the first heating-dominant
defrosting operation mode, the downstream and up-
stream interior heat exchangers 31 and 32 and the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33 are all made to function as ra-
diators.
[0130] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51, the first pressure reducing
valve 52, and the bypass switching valve 56 are main-
tained in the same state as in the normal heating oper-
ation mode. The second pressure reducing valve 53 is
turned into the non-expansion state.
[0131] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 circulates through
the downstream and upstream interior heat exchangers
31 and 32 in this order. The air-conditioning air is heated
by both of the downstream and upstream interior heat
exchangers 31 and 32. Thus, the heating capacity in-
creases.
[0132] The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 passes through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 and the second branch
refrigerant pipe 45 to flow into the second main refrigerant
pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the second
main refrigerant pipe 41 flows into the exterior heat ex-
changer 33 without expanding. Thus, the frost deposited
in the exterior heat exchanger 33 melts.
[0133] The second heating-dominant defrosting oper-
ation mode shown in FIG. 13 is selected in order to melt
frost deposited, if any, in the exterior heat exchanger 33
during heating while performing a heating operation with
at least a predetermined capacity. The heating capacity
is set to be lower in this mode than in the first heating-
dominant defrosting operation mode. In the second heat-
ing-dominant defrosting operation mode, the down-
stream and upstream interior heat exchangers 31 and
32 and the exterior heat exchanger 33 are all made to
function as radiators, and some of the refrigerant flowing
through the second main refrigerant pipe 41 is made to
flow through the bypass pipe BP.
[0134] Specifically, the first and second flow path
switching valves 50 and 51, and the first and second pres-
sure reducing valves 52 and 53 are maintained in the
same state as in the first heating-dominant defrosting

21 22 



EP 2 960 087 A1

13

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

operation mode. The bypass switching valve 56 switches
the flow paths such that the refrigerant flowing through
the second main refrigerant pipe 41 passes through both
of the exterior heat exchanger 33 and the bypass pipe BP.
[0135] If the motor-driven compressor 30 is activated
in this state, the high-pressure refrigerant discharged
from the motor-driven compressor 30 circulates through
the downstream and upstream interior heat exchangers
31 and 32 in this order. The air-conditioning air is heated
by both of the downstream and upstream interior heat
exchangers 31 and 32.
[0136] The refrigerant that has circulated through the
upstream interior heat exchanger 32 passes through the
fourth main refrigerant pipe 43 and the second branch
refrigerant pipe 45 to flow into the second main refrigerant
pipe 41. The refrigerant that has flowed into the second
main refrigerant pipe 41 flows into the exterior heat ex-
changer 33 and the bypass pipe BP without expanding.
Thus, the frost is melted by the refrigerant that has flowed
into the exterior heat exchanger 33. Since not all of the
refrigerant is allowed to flow through the exterior heat
exchanger 33, the heating capacity becomes higher than
in the first heating-dominant defrosting operation mode.
[0137] As shown in FIG. 2, the air-conditioning control-
ler 22 includes a frosting detecting section (frosting de-
tecting means) 22a which determines whether or not frost
has been deposited in the exterior heat exchanger 33
and how much frost has been deposited there, if any.
The frosting detecting section 22a decides that frost has
been deposited there if a value obtained by subtracting
the surface temperature of the exterior heat exchanger
33 detected by the exterior heat exchanger temperature
sensor 71 from the outside air temperature (TG) detected
by the outside air temperature sensor 70 is greater than,
e.g., 20 (°C). That is, frosting is detected based on the
fact that if frost has been deposited in the exterior heat
exchanger 33, the refrigerant cannot absorb heat in the
exterior heat exchanger 33 and its temperature does not
rise. Thus, the value of "20" may be changed into any
other value as long as a determination can be made,
based on that value, whether or not frost has been de-
posited in the exterior heat exchanger 33. Alternatively,
deposition of frost may be detected directly. Meanwhile,
the amount of frost deposited may be detected based on
the difference between the outside air temperature (TG)
detected by the outside air temperature sensor 70 and
the temperature detected by the exterior heat exchanger
temperature sensor 71. The greater the difference be-
tween these temperatures, the larger the amount of frost
deposited is regarded to be.
[0138] The frosting detecting section 22a also func-
tions as a decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detect-
ing means for determining whether or not the quantity of
heat absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 has
decreased during heating. As described above, if frost is
deposited in the exterior heat exchanger 33, the quantity
of heat absorbed from the outside air decreases. How-
ever, since there is a correlation between the amount of

frost deposited and such a decrease in the quantity of
heat absorbed, the decrease in the quantity of heat ab-
sorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 may be detect-
ed by the frosting detecting section 22a. That is to say,
the magnitude of the decrease in the quantity of heat
absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 may be de-
tected based on the amount of frost deposited in the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33.
[0139] In this embodiment, the frosting detecting sec-
tion 22a is configured to determine whether or not the
amount of frost deposited in the exterior heat exchanger
33 is equal to or smaller than a first predetermined value
and whether the amount of frost deposited there is equal
to or smaller than a second predetermined value that is
less than the first predetermined value. The first prede-
termined value is set to be such a value at which it is too
difficult to absorb heat using the exterior heat exchanger
to avoid a significant decline in heating capacity. On the
other hand, the second predetermined value is set to be
such a value at which it is almost impossible to absorb
heat using the exterior heat exchanger 33 and no heating
operation can be performed.
[0140] The magnitude of decrease in the quantity of
heat absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 may be
detected either by the frosting detecting section 22a de-
scribed above or based on an outside air temperature
sensor 70 as will be described later with reference to a
flowchart. In the latter case, the outside air temperature
sensor 70 functions as the decrease-in-quality-of-heat-
absorbed detecting means. Specifically, if the outside air
temperature is equal to or lower than -15°C (which may
be a first predetermined value), the decision is made that
it is so difficult to absorb heat using the exterior heat
exchanger 33 that the heating capacity has decreased
significantly. On the other hand, if the outside air temper-
ature is equal to or lower than -20°C (which may be a
second predetermined value), then the decision is made
that it is almost impossible to absorb heat using the ex-
terior heat exchanger 33 and no heating operation can
be performed.
[0141] The air-conditioning controller 22 further in-
cludes a degree-of-heating-requested detecting section
22b, which is provided to detect what degree of heating
is requested when a heating operation is going to be start-
ed. In detecting the degree of heating requested, the tar-
get temperature of the air-conditioning air blowing out of
the interior air-conditioning unit 21 is compared to the
real temperature of the air actually blowing out, and the
decision is made that the lower the real temperature, the
higher the degree of heating requested should be and
that the closer the real and target temperatures are, the
lower the degree of heating requested should be. In this
case, the target temperature is calculated by the air-con-
ditioning controller 22 based on the temperature setting
by the occupant and the outside air temperature, for ex-
ample. Meanwhile, the real temperature may be obtained
by having the temperature of the air-conditioning air in
the vicinity of the blowout port measured by the temper-
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ature sensor, for example. Or the decision may also be
made that the higher the occupant’s temperature setting,
the higher the degree of heating requested should be.
[0142] Next, the procedure of control to be performed
by the air-conditioning controller 22 will be described.
Although not shown, in the main routine, if the outside
air temperature (TG) detected by the outside air temper-
ature sensor 70 is lower than 0°C, the operation modes
of the heat pump device 20 are switched into a heating
operation mode. In the heating operation mode, a heat
mode is mostly selected as the blowout mode of the in-
terior air-conditioning unit 21. Also, the air-mix door 62
is operated so that the temperature of the blown air be-
comes as high as the target temperature. Examples of
the heating operation modes include the normal heating
operation mode, the first hot gas heating operation mode,
the second hot gas heating operation mode, and the re-
frigerant-heated heating operation mode.
[0143] If the outside air temperature (TG) is within the
range of 0°C to 25°C, the air-conditioning controller 22
allows for performing heating while dehumidifying. How-
ever, if the outside air temperature (TG) is higher than
25°C, then the operation modes of the heat pump device
20 are switched into the cooling operation mode.
[0144] If a heating operation mode has been selected
in the main routine, the heating operation subroutine con-
trol shown in FIG. 14 is performed. In performing the heat-
ing operation subroutine control, first, in Step SA1, the
outside air temperature TG detected by the outside air
temperature sensor 70 is loaded with the refrigerant heat-
er 35 turned OFF. Next, the process proceeds to Step
SA2 to determine whether or not the quantity of heat ab-
sorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 has decreased.
In this embodiment, the quantity of heat absorbed by the
exterior heat exchanger 33 is detected by the outside air
temperature sensor 70. If the outside air temperature is
equal to or lower than -15°C (which may be a first pre-
determined value), the quantity of heat absorbed by the
exterior heat exchanger 33 has decreased so much that
the heating capacity maintained by absorbing heat from
the outside air would deteriorate significantly. That is why
in that case, the process proceeds to Step SA3 to perform
a hot gas heating operation mode selection processing.
[0145] Note that the determination may be made by
the frosting detecting section 22a whether or not the
quantity of heat absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger
33 has decreased. In that case, in Step SA2, the deter-
mination is made based on the amount of frost deposited
in the exterior heat exchanger 33.
[0146] In Step SA3, first of all, the degree-of-heating-
requested detecting section 22b determines whether the
degree of heating requested is high or low. If the degree
of heating requested turns out to be high, the process
proceeds to Step SA4 to switch the operation modes of
the heat pump device 20 into the first hot gas heating
operation mode. As a result, a heating operation may be
performed without absorbing heat from the outside air.
[0147] Next, the process proceeds to Step SA5 to load

the inside air temperature TR that has been detected by
the inside air temperature sensor 75. Subsequently, in
Step SA6, a determination is made whether the inside
air temperature TR is higher than 20°C. If the inside air
temperature TR is higher than 20°C, it means that the air
in the vehicle cabin has already been conditioned and
heated to a sufficient degree. Thus, in that case, the proc-
ess goes back to Step SA3 to select a hot gas heating
operation mode again based on the degree of heating
requested.
[0148] On the other hand, if the inside air temperature
TR has turned out in Step SA6 to be lower than 20°C,
then the process proceeds to Step SA7 to determine
whether or not the outside air temperature TG is equal
to or lower than -20°C. If the decision made been made
in Step SA7 that the outside air temperature TG is equal
to or lower than -20°C, it means that it is almost impos-
sible to absorb heat using the exterior heat exchanger
33 and no heating can be performed by absorbing heat
from the outside air. Thus, in that case, the process pro-
ceeds to Step SA8 to turn the refrigerant heater 35 ON
and switch the operation modes of the heat pump device
20 into the refrigerant-heated heating operation mode,
and then the process proceeds to END.
[0149] On the other hand, if the decision has been
made in Step SA7 that the outside air temperature TG is
higher than -20°C, then heat can still be absorbed a little
from the outside air, and the process goes back to Step
SA3 with the refrigerant heater 35 kept OFF.
[0150] If the degree of heating requested has turned
out to be low in Step SA3 of selecting the hot gas heating
operation mode, then the process proceeds to Step SA9
to switch the operation modes of the heat pump device
20 into the second hot gas heating operation mode, and
then the process proceeds to END.
[0151] On the other hand, if the answer to the query of
the processing step SA2 is NO and if the outside air tem-
perature TG is higher than -15°C, then heating may be
performed by absorbing heat from the outside air without
performing a hot gas heating operation. In that case, first
of all, the process proceeds to Step SA10 to make a
frosting determination. This frosting determination is
made based on the degree of frosting in the exterior heat
exchanger 33 that has been detected by the frosting de-
tecting section 22a to determine whether the degree of
frosting in the exterior heat exchanger 33 is high or low.
If the degree of frosting in the exterior heat exchanger
33 has turned out to be high in Step SA10, then the proc-
ess proceeds to Step SA11 to switch the operation modes
of the heat pump device 20 into the defrosting operation
mode. This defrosting operation mode will be described
later.
[0152] After the air conditioner has operated in the de-
frosting operation mode, the process proceeds to Step
SA12 to make a defrosting determination. The defrosting
determination may be made by the frosting detecting sec-
tion 22a to determine whether the frost in the exterior
heat exchanger 33 has melted yet. If the decision has
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been made in Step SA12 that the exterior heat exchanger
33 has already been defrosted, the process proceeds to
END. On the other hand, if the decision has been made
in Step SA12 that the exterior heat exchanger 33 has not
been defrosted yet, then the process goes back to Step
SA10.
[0153] On the other hand, if the decision has been
made in Step SA10 that the degree of frosting is low,
then a switch is made into the normal heating operation
mode.
[0154] The heating operation subroutine control is per-
formed as described above. If the operation modes have
been switched in Step SA11 into the defrosting operation
mode, then the subroutine control shown in FIG. 15 is
performed. In Step SB1 of the flowchart shown in FIG.
15, a determination is made whether or not the outside
air temperature TG detected by the outside air temper-
ature sensor 70 is lower than 0°C. If the answer to the
query of the processing step SB1 is NO (i.e., if the outside
air temperature TG is equal to or higher than 0°C), the
process proceeds to Step SB2 to determine the degree
of heating requested. That is to say, the degree-of-heat-
ing-requested detecting section 22b determines whether
the degree of heating requested is high or low. If the
degree of heating requested has turned out to be high,
the process proceeds to Step SB3 to switch the operation
modes of the heat pump device 20 into the gentle de-
frosting operation mode. In the gentle defrosting opera-
tion mode, no refrigerant flows through the exterior heat
exchanger 33, but the frost in the exterior heat exchanger
33 can still be melted by absorbing heat from the outside
air, because the outside air temperature is higher than
0°C. On the other hand, if the degree of heating requested
has turned out to be low in Step SB2, the process pro-
ceeds to Step SB4 to switch the operation modes of the
heat pump device 20 into the powerful defrosting oper-
ation mode. Although the heating capacity is lower in the
powerful defrosting operation mode than in the gentle
defrosting operation mode, the occupant’s comfortable-
ness is not affected, because the degree of heating re-
quested is low.
[0155] Thereafter, the process proceeds to Step SB5
to determine whether or not the refrigerant heater 35 is
needed. This determination may be made by the degree-
of-heating-requested detecting section 22b. If the deci-
sion has been made by the degree-of-heating-requested
detecting section 22b that an even higher degree of heat-
ing is now requested, the process proceeds to Step SB6
to turn the refrigerant heater 35 ON and then proceeds
to END. On the other hand, if the degree-of-heating-re-
quested detecting section 22b has not found the degree
of heating requested so high, the process proceeds to
END. Optionally, this processing step SB2 may be omit-
ted. In that case, if the outside air temperature has turned
out in Step SB1 to be equal to or higher than 0°C, then
a switch will be made into the gentle defrosting operation
mode.
[0156] On the other hand, if the answer to the query of

the processing step SB1 is YES (i.e., if the outside air
temperature TG is less than 0°C), then the process pro-
ceeds to Step SB7 to determine the degree of heating
requested in the same way as in Step SB2. If the degree
of heating requested has turned out to be high in Step
SB7, then the process proceeds to Step SB8 to switch,
according to the degree of heating requested, the oper-
ation modes of the heat pump device 20 into a mode
selected from the group consisting of the moderate de-
frosting operation mode, the first heating-dominant de-
frosting operation mode, and the second heating-domi-
nant defrosting operation mode. If the decision has been
made that the degree of heating requested is even higher,
then the operation modes are switched into the first or
second heating-dominant defrosting operation mode. On
the other hand, if the degree of heating requested has
turned out to be low in Step SB7, then the process pro-
ceeds to Step SB9 to switch the operation modes of the
heat pump device 20 into the powerful defrosting oper-
ation mode. Then, the process proceeds to END by way
of Step SB5.
[0157] Optionally, in Step SA11 of the flowchart shown
in FIG. 14, the switch between the gentle and powerful
defrosting operation modes may be controlled in the de-
frosting operation mode based on the flowchart shown
in FIG. 16. In Step SC1 of this flowchart, the outside air
temperature TG detected by the outside air temperature
sensor 70 is loaded. Next, the process proceeds to Step
SC2 to make a frosting determination. The frosting de-
termination may be made by the frosting detecting sec-
tion 22a to determine whether the amount of frost depos-
ited is less than, or equal to or greater than, a predeter-
mined amount. If the amount of frost deposited has turned
out to be less than the predetermined amount, the proc-
ess proceeds to Step SC3 to switch the operation modes
of the heat pump device 20 into the gentle defrosting
operation mode. On the other hand, if the amount of frost
deposited is equal to or greater than the predetermined
amount, the process proceeds to Step SC4 to switch the
operation modes of the heat pump device 20 into the
powerful defrosting operation mode. That is to say, if the
amount of frost deposited is less than the predetermined
amount, it means that the amount of frost deposited is
small enough to be easily melted even in the gentle de-
frosting operation mode. Meanwhile, the amount of frost
deposited that is equal to or greater than the predeter-
mined amount is too large an amount of frost to be suf-
ficiently melted in the gentle defrosting operation mode.
[0158] Optionally, the air-conditioning controller 22
may be configured to select a hot gas heating operation
mode based on the quality of wet vapor of the refrigerant
that has been detected by the quality-of-wet-vapor de-
tecting sensor 80. That is to say, either the powerful de-
frosting operation mode or the gentle defrosting opera-
tion mode is selected to prevent the motor-driven com-
pressor 30 from operating in a wet condition.
[0159] Also, if the charge level of the traction battery
B detected by the battery level detecting sensor 81 is
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equal to or smaller than a predetermined value, the air-
conditioning controller 22 may prohibit the refrigerant
heater 35 from being activated. For example, the "pre-
determined value" may be a charge level of 30% of the
battery’s full capacity.
[0160] Furthermore, the air-conditioning controller 22
may also be configured to allow the refrigerant heater 35
to be activated if it has been detected that the air needs
heating and that the traction battery B is now being
charged by the charging state detecting sensor 82.
[0161] Alternatively, the air-conditioning controller 22
may determine, in Step SA6, whether or not the air con-
dition in the vehicle cabin is good enough to meet the
degree of heating requested detected by the degree-of-
heating-requested detecting section 22b. If the decision
has been made that the air condition in the vehicle cabin
is not good enough to meet the degree of heating re-
quested, then the refrigerant heater 35 may be activated
in Step SA8.
[0162] Still alternatively, the air-conditioning controller
22 may activate the heat pump device 20 so that the first
hot gas heating operation mode is selected at the begin-
ning of heating if it is difficult to absorb heat from the
outside air.
[0163] Yet alternatively, the air-conditioning controller
22 may control the second pressure reducing valve 53
so that the valve 53 operates in the closing direction to
exhibit a pressure reduction function in the gentle de-
frosting operation mode and may control the second
pressure reducing valve 53 so that the valve 53 operates
in the opening direction in the powerful defrosting oper-
ation mode compared to the gentle defrosting operation
mode. Controlling the second pressure reducing valve
53 so that the valve 53 operates in the opening direction
in the powerful defrosting operation mode cuts down the
pressure loss caused by the refrigerant and allows a high-
temperature, high-pressure refrigerant to flow toward the
exterior heat exchanger 33 and melt the frost there. In
addition, making the second pressure reducing valve 53
exhibit such a pressure reduction function in the gentle
defrosting operation mode allows for performing a hot
gas heating operation, thus achieving some heating ca-
pacity without using the exterior heat exchanger 33.
[0164] Furthermore, the air-conditioning controller 22
may control the blower 65 so that the volume of the air
blown decreases during the defrosting operation com-
pared to during the heating operation.
[0165] Furthermore, if the decision has been made that
the air condition in the vehicle cabin is not good enough
to meet the degree of heating requested detected by the
degree-of-heating-requested detecting section 22b, the
air-conditioning controller 22 may activate the PTC heat-
er 67.
[0166] As can be seen from the foregoing description,
if the quantity of heat absorbed by the exterior heat ex-
changer 33 has decreased, a vehicle air conditioner 1
according to this embodiment may switch the operation
modes into a first hot gas heating operation mode in

which the refrigerant discharged from the motor-driven
compressor 30 is allowed to flow through the downstream
and upstream interior heat exchangers 31 and 32, by-
pass the exterior heat exchanger 33, and then be sucked
into the motor-driven compressor 30 after the pressure
has been reduced or a second hot gas heating operation
mode in which the refrigerant discharged from the motor-
driven compressor 30 is allowed to flow through the
downstream interior heat exchanger 31, bypass the up-
stream interior heat exchanger 32, further bypass the
exterior heat exchanger 33, and then be sucked into the
motor-driven compressor 30 after the pressure has been
reduced. As a result, even if it is difficult to absorb heat
using the exterior heat exchanger 33 when heating is
requested, the vehicle cabin may be heated with the ca-
pacity adjusted according to the situation and with the
dissipation of energy reduced.
[0167] In addition, the comfortableness in the vehicle
cabin is increased by switching into the first hot gas heat-
ing operation mode if the degree of heating requested is
high or into the second hot gas heating operation mode
if the degree of heating requested is low.
[0168] Furthermore, by making a switch between the
first and second hot gas heating operation modes in ac-
cordance with the quality of wet vapor of the refrigerant
sucked into the motor-driven compressor 30, the relia-
bility of the heat pump device 20 is increased with the
motor-driven compressor 30 prevented from operating
in a wet condition.
[0169] Furthermore, if the quantity of heat absorbed
by the exterior heat exchanger 33 is even smaller, the
refrigerant heater 35 may be activated to switch the
modes into a hot gas heating operation mode. This thus
ensures some heating capacity.
[0170] Moreover, a decrease in the quantity of heat
absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 may be de-
tected by an outside air temperature sensor 70, thus al-
lowing for detecting a decrease in the quantity of heat
absorbed with reliability and at a low cost.
[0171] On top of that, a decrease in the quantity of heat
absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger 33 is detected
by the frosting detecting section 22a of the exterior heat
exchanger 33. This allows for performing a control de-
pending on the condition of the exterior heat exchanger
33.
[0172] Furthermore, the refrigerant heater 35 is imple-
mented as an electric heater, thus allowing for providing
comfortable air conditioning with a vehicle air conditioner
1 mounted on an electric vehicle.
[0173] Furthermore, the refrigerant heater 35 is pro-
hibited from being activated if the charge level of the ve-
hicle’s traction battery B is low, thus allowing for increas-
ing the distance to empty when the vehicle air conditioner
is mounted on an electric vehicle.
[0174] Furthermore, if the traction battery B is being
charged, the refrigerant heater 35 is activated, thus al-
lowing for ensuring some heating capacity before the ve-
hicle starts to travel and after the vehicle has traveled
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and increasing the occupant’s comfortableness. In addi-
tion, when the vehicle air conditioner is mounted on an
electric vehicle, the distance to empty is hardly affected.
[0175] Furthermore, the PTC heater 67 is activated if
the decision has been made that the degree of heating
requested will not be reached even by performing a hot
gas heating mode of operation. This thus allows for in-
creasing the occupant’s comfortableness.
[0176] Furthermore, the operation modes are switched
into a second hot gas heating operation mode at the be-
ginning of heating, thus resulting in an increase in quick-
ness of heating and an increase in the occupant’s com-
fortableness.
[0177] In the embodiments described above, the by-
pass switching valve 56 of the heat pump device 20 is
configured as a three-way valve. However, the bypass
switching valve 56 may also be a combination of two on-
off valves 77 and 78 as in the variation shown in FIG. 17
or any other means for switching the bypass pipe BP may
be used instead.
[0178] Also, in the embodiments described above, the
first and second flow path switching valves 50 and 51 of
the heat pump device 20 are both configured as three-
way valves. However, either or both of the valves 50 and
51 may be a combination of two on-off valves. Any flow
path switching means may be used without particular lim-
itation.
[0179] Also, in the embodiments described above, the
vehicle air conditioner 1 is supposed to be mounted on
an electric vehicle. However, this is only an example of
the present invention. The vehicle air conditioner 1 may
also be mounted on various other types of automobiles
such as a hybrid car including an engine and a traction
motor.
[0180] Note that each and every embodiment de-
scribed above is just an example in any respects and
should not be construed to be a limiting one. Besides,
any variations or modifications falling within the range of
equivalents to the claims to be described below are all
encompassed within the scope of the present invention.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

[0181] As can be seen from the foregoing description,
a vehicle air conditioner according to the present inven-
tion may be mounted on electric vehicles and hybrid ve-
hicles, for example.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE CHARACTERS

[0182]

1 Vehicle Air Conditioner
20 Heat Pump Device
21 Interior Air-Conditioning Unit
22 Air-Conditioning Controller
22a Frosting Detecting Section (Frosting Detecting

Means)

22b Degree-of-Heating-Requested Detecting Sec-
tion
(Degree-of-Heating-Requested Detecting
Means)

30 Motor-Driven Compressor (Compressor)
31 Downstream Interior Heat Exchanger (First In-

terior Heat Exchanger)
32 Upstream Interior Heat Exchanger (Second In-

terior Heat Exchanger)
33 Exterior Heat Exchanger
35 Refrigerant Heater
40-43 First to Fourth Main Refrigerant Pipes (Refrig-

erant Pipes)
44-46 First to Third Branch Refrigerant Pipes (Refrig-

erant Pipes)
52 First Pressure Reducing Valve
53 Second Pressure Reducing Valve
56 Bypass Switching Valve
62 Air-Mix Door
65 Blower
67 PTC Heater (Air Heater)
70 Outside Air Temperature Sensor
73 Interior Heat Exchanger Temperature Sensor
75 Inside Air Temperature Sensor
80 Quality-of-Wet-Vapor Detecting Sensor

(Quality-of-Wet-Vapor Detecting Means)
81 Battery Level Detecting Sensor (Battery Level

Detecting Means)
82 Charging State Detecting Sensor (Charging

Detecting Means)
B Traction Battery
Bp Bypass Pipe

Claims

1. A vehicle air conditioner comprising:

a heat pump device including a compressor that
compresses a refrigerant, a first interior heat ex-
changer provided inside a vehicle cabin, a sec-
ond interior heat exchanger provided inside the
vehicle cabin and upstream of the first interior
heat exchanger in an airflow direction, an exte-
rior heat exchanger provided outside the vehicle
cabin, and a pressure reducing valve, the heat
pump device being formed by connecting to-
gether the compressor, the first and second in-
terior heat exchangers, the pressure reducing
valve and the exterior heat exchanger via refrig-
erant piping, the heat pump device further in-
cluding a bypass pipe to allow the refrigerant to
flow while bypassing the exterior heat exchang-
er, the heat pump device being switchable be-
tween multiple operation modes;
an interior air-conditioning unit which houses the
first and second interior heat exchangers and
which includes a blower that blows air-condition-
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ing air to the first and second interior heat ex-
changers, the interior air-conditioning unit being
configured to produce conditioned air and sup-
ply the conditioned air into the vehicle cabin; and
an air-conditioning controller configured to con-
trol the heat pump device and the interior air-
conditioning unit, wherein
the air conditioner further includes a decrease-
in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detecting means
for determining whether or not the quantity of
heat absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger
has decreased during heating,
if the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed
detecting means has sensed that the quantity
of heat absorbed by the exterior heat exchanger
is equal to or smaller than a first predetermined
value, the air-conditioning controller makes the
heat pump device operate in a hot gas heating
operation mode including a first hot gas heating
operation mode in which the refrigerant dis-
charged from the compressor is allowed to flow
through the first and second interior heat ex-
changers so that each of these interior heat ex-
changers functions as a radiator, bypass the ex-
terior heat exchanger with pressure reduced by
the pressure reducing valve, and then be sucked
into the compressor.

2. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 1, wherein
the air-conditioning controller makes the heat pump
device operate in a hot gas heating operation mode
including a second hot gas heating operation mode
in which the refrigerant discharged from the com-
pressor is allowed to flow through the first interior
heat exchanger, bypass the second interior heat ex-
changer, further bypass the exterior heat exchanger
after pressure has been reduced by the pressure
reducing valve, and then be sucked into the com-
pressor.

3. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 2, comprising
a degree-of-heating-requested detecting means for
detecting the degree of heating requested, wherein
the air-conditioning controller makes the heat pump
device operate in a first hot gas heating operation
mode if the degree-of-heating-requested detecting
means has found the degree of heating requested
high, and makes the heat pump device operate in a
second hot gas heating operation mode if the de-
gree-of-heating-requested detecting means has
found the degree of heating requested low.

4. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 2, comprising
a quality-of-wet-vapor detecting means for detecting
the quality of wet vapor of the refrigerant sucked into
the compressor, wherein
the air-conditioning controller makes a switch be-
tween the first and second hot gas heating operation

modes in accordance with the quality of wet vapor
of the sucked refrigerant detected by the quality-of-
wet-vapor detecting means.

5. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 1, wherein
the heat pump device includes a refrigerant heater
provided between the pressure reducing valve and
the compressor, and
if the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detect-
ing means has sensed that the quantity of heat ab-
sorbed by the exterior heat exchanger is equal to or
smaller than a second predetermined value that is
less than the first predetermined value, the air-con-
ditioning controller activates the refrigerant heater to
make the heat pump device operate in a hot gas
heating operation mode.

6. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 1, wherein
the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detect-
ing means is an outside air temperature sensor that
detects the temperature of air outside of the vehicle
cabin.

7. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 1, wherein
the decrease-in-quantity-of-heat-absorbed detect-
ing means is a frosting detecting means for detecting
a frosting condition of the exterior heat exchanger.

8. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 5, wherein
the refrigerant heater is an electric heater that gen-
erates heat when supplied with power from a battery
mounted on the vehicle.

9. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 8, comprising
a battery level detecting means for detecting a
charge level of the battery, wherein
if the charge level of the battery detected by the bat-
tery level detecting means is equal to or smaller than
a predetermined value, the air-conditioning control-
ler prohibits the refrigerant heater from being acti-
vated.

10. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 8, comprising
a charging detecting means for determining whether
the battery is being charged or not, wherein
if the charging detecting means has sensed that the
battery is now being charged, the air-conditioning
controller activates the refrigerant heater.

11. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 3, wherein
the interior air-conditioning unit includes an electric
air heater, and
the air-conditioning controller determines whether or
not an air condition inside the vehicle cabin is going
to reach a degree of heating requested detected by
the degree-of-heating-requested detecting means,
and activates the air heater if the controller has de-
cided that the condition will not reach the degree of
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heating requested.

12. The vehicle air conditioner of claim 1, wherein
the air-conditioning controller makes the heat pump
device operate in the second hot gas heating oper-
ation mode at the beginning of heating.
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