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A plain-language buyer guide to commercial-grade home security and professional monitoring: what
"commercial-grade" really means, panels and sensors, wired versus wireless, cameras and video storage, fire
and CO monitoring, central stations and UL listings, communication paths, false alarms and permits, contracts,
cybersecurity, cost drivers, contractor questions, install day, and the first years of ownership.

A break-in down the street, a long trip coming up, a parent living alone, or a shop full of tools in the garage is
often the moment a homeowner starts pricing a real security system. The marketing is loud. Every box claims to
be "pro" and every app claims to keep you safe. A true commercial-grade system with professional monitoring
can be one of the larger tech purchases a house gets, and much of the money goes into things you never see:
the monitoring center, the communication path, the contract, and the way the parts are installed. The
expensive-consumer mistake is signing a long monitoring contract at the kitchen table before anyone has
walked the house, talked about fire and carbon monoxide, or explained what happens when the internet goes
down.

This paper is a start-to-finish buyer guide to commercial-grade home security and professional monitoring for a
typical U.S. home. It is education, not a bid, not a security assessment, not an insurance quote, and not legal
advice. Your local alarm ordinance, your fire code official, your state's alarm-contractor licensing rules, and a
licensed installer win when they disagree with anything here.

Companion Notice Nearby papers on related big home purchases: whole-home standby generators at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/whole-home-standby-generators — home solar + battery packages at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/home-solar-battery-packages — EV Level 2 hardwired chargers at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/ev-level-2-hardwired-chargers — whole-home water softener / RO at



https://noticenearby.com/papers/whole-home-water-softener-ro — septic system replacement at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/septic-system-replacement — metal roofing replacement at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/metal-roofing-replacement — private well drilling + pump at
https://noticenearby.com/papers/private-well-drilling-pump

What "commercial-grade" really means
"Commercial-grade" is not a legal label. Anyone can print it on a box. In this paper it means a system built the
way security pros build systems for small businesses, adapted to a house:

- A dedicated alarm control panel with a backup battery, not only a phone app and a smart speaker.

- Sensors made to be listed to safety and performance standards, installed in a planned layout.

- Professional monitoring by a central station that is staffed around the clock and follows written procedures.

- More than one way for the panel to reach the central station, such as cellular plus internet.

- Fire and carbon monoxide detection tied into the same monitoring, not just burglary.

- Cameras that record locally and can be checked by the monitoring center, not only cloud clips on a phone.

The opposite end is a do-it-yourself kit with self-monitoring. You get phone alerts, and you decide what to do.
That can be a good fit for some homes. The point of this paper is to help you tell the two apart and price them
fairly.

Self-monitored, pro-monitored, and fully installed systems compared
Self-monitored DIY: You buy the parts, set them up, and watch alerts on your phone. Lowest monthly cost. If
you are asleep, out of signal, or on a plane, nobody calls for help.

Pro-monitored DIY: You install the parts, and a monitoring company watches the signals for a monthly fee. A
good middle path if the hardware is solid and the monitoring center is properly listed.

Dealer-installed, pro-monitored: A licensed security company designs, installs, and monitors the system. Higher
upfront cost and usually a contract, but you get a planned layout, wiring where it helps, and one company
responsible for the whole thing.

Integrated security plus fire: A dealer-installed system that also monitors smoke, heat, and carbon monoxide,
and sometimes water leaks and low temperature. This is the closest a house gets to how a business is
protected.

Ask every company which group its offer falls into. A sales pitch that mixes the words "professional," "smart,"
and "monitored" can mean any of these.

Start with a walk-through, not a package
A good security plan starts with how your house can be entered and how your family lives, not with a package
of a set number of door sensors.

Walk the outside with the installer and look at:

- Every door, including garage, basement, and patio doors.

- Ground-floor and easy-to-reach windows, including ones behind bushes or decks.



- Detached garages, shops, and sheds with valuable tools.

- Where a person could stand out of sight from the street.

- Lighting at doors, driveways, and paths.

Then talk about how you live. Pets change which motion sensors make sense. Kids and older relatives change
how simple the keypad and app need to be. A home office, a gun safe, medicine, or a collection may need its
own zone. Night use matters too: many families want doors and windows armed while motion sensors stay off
so people can walk around.

Basic physical security comes first. Solid doors, strong strike plates with long screws, good deadbolts, window
locks, and lighting do more than any app. An alarm tells you someone is coming in. Locks and doors slow them
down.

The alarm control panel and keypads
The control panel is the brain. It reads the sensors, decides when to sound the siren, and sends signals to the
monitoring center. Commercial-grade panels have:

- A backup battery that keeps the system running during a power outage.

- Supervision, which means the panel notices when a sensor stops checking in, has a low battery, or is
tampered with.

- Separate zones you can name and arm in different ways.

- User codes for each person, so you can see who disarmed and delete a code without changing everyone's.

- A duress code, which disarms the system but quietly tells the monitoring center you are being forced.

- Support for fire and carbon monoxide devices, if you want them monitored.

Keypads should be near the main doors you use, plus one in the main bedroom area so you can arm, disarm,
or call for help at night. Many systems also offer a key fob and a panic button.

Ask whether the panel is "proprietary," meaning only one company can program or service it. A panel that other
licensed dealers can take over gives you a way out if you are unhappy with the service later. Ask who holds the
installer code. If the old company locks the panel, a new company may have to replace it.

Panel and platform makers you can read spec sheets from include Resideo (Honeywell Home) at
https://www.resideo.com — DSC at https://www.dsc.com — Bosch at https://www.boschsecurity.com — and
Napco at https://www.napco.com — Alarm.com, a platform many dealers use for apps and communication,
publishes product information at https://www.alarm.com

Sensors: doors, windows, motion, glass, and more
Door and window contacts tell the panel when something opens. They are the first line and usually the most
reliable sensor in the house.

Motion sensors watch a room or hallway. Pet-friendly models are designed to ignore smaller animals, but a cat
that climbs furniture can still trip them. Placement matters more than price.

Glass-break sensors listen for the sound of breaking glass. They cover a room full of windows with one device,
but they need to be the right distance from the glass and tested after install.



Shock and vibration sensors sit on a window or wall and feel forced entry.

Environmental sensors watch for water leaks, freezing temperatures, and sump pump failure. In some homes
these save more money than the burglary sensors.

Panic buttons send a silent or audible alarm with one press. They help older adults and anyone who wants a
fast way to call for help.

Outdoor beams and driveway sensors can warn you before someone reaches the house. They also trip more
easily on animals, wind, and snow. Use them as early alerts, not as alarms that call police.

Wired versus wireless
Hardwired sensors connect to the panel with low-voltage cable in the walls. They do not need batteries and are
hard to jam. They cost more to install in a finished home because the installer has to fish wire, and some walls
are hard to reach.

Wireless sensors talk to the panel by radio. They are faster to install and easy to move. They need batteries,
and quality varies a lot. Commercial-grade wireless sensors are supervised and encrypted, so the panel knows
when one goes missing and the signal is harder to fake.

Many good systems are hybrids: wired where walls are open, such as new construction or a remodel, and
wireless where wiring would mean cutting finished walls.

Smart-home radio standards show up here too. Z-Wave and Zigbee are low-power mesh radios common in
locks, lights, and sensors; the Z-Wave Alliance is at https://z-wavealliance.org and the Connectivity Standards
Alliance, which manages Zigbee and Matter, is at https://csa-iot.org — Matter details are at
https://csa-iot.org/all-solutions/matter/ — Smart-home devices are handy, but the alarm sensors that call for
help should be the ones the panel supervises.

Cameras and video storage
Cameras do three different jobs, and it helps to know which you are paying for:

- Deterrence. A visible camera can make someone choose a different house.

- Evidence. Clear video helps police and insurance after something happens.

- Verification. The monitoring center can look at video when an alarm trips, which can speed up a police
response in some areas and cut false alarms.

Commercial-grade cameras usually use wired Power over Ethernet, called PoE, which sends power and data
through one network cable. They record to a network video recorder, called an NVR, inside the house, and
many also back up clips to the cloud. Wired cameras do not run out of battery and do not drop off weak Wi-Fi.

What matters most for useful video:

- Placement at the height and angle where faces and plates can be seen, not just tops of heads.

- Enough light, or good infrared night vision, at doors and driveways.

- A lens choice that fits the distance. Wide views show the scene; narrower views show detail.

- Storage long enough that you can still find a clip after a trip.

- A way to export video without a monthly fee, in case you need it for police.



Respect privacy. Point cameras at your own property, not into a neighbor's windows or yard. Audio recording
has extra rules in many states, so check before you turn on microphones outdoors.

ONVIF is an industry standard that helps cameras and recorders from different makers work together; it is at
https://www.onvif.org — Camera makers that publish full spec sheets include Axis at https://www.axis.com —
Hanwha Vision at https://www.hanwhavision.com — and Bosch at https://www.boschsecurity.com

Fire, smoke, and carbon monoxide monitoring
This is where a monitored system can do the most good. A burglar takes things. A fire can take everything, and
it can start when nobody is home.

A monitored system can include system smoke detectors, heat detectors for garages and kitchens where
smoke alarms false-trip, and carbon monoxide detectors. When one trips, the monitoring center can call the fire
department even if the house is empty.

Smoke alarms that you already own and that only beep in the house are different from smoke detectors that
report to a monitored panel. Ask which you are getting. Local fire code may decide what is required in your
house, and some places require a permit or specific devices when a fire alarm system is monitored.

NFPA 72, the National Fire Alarm and Signaling Code, covers household fire alarm systems as well as larger
buildings; its page is at https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/nfpa-72-standard-development/72 — NFPA
731 covers installing electronic premises security systems and is at
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/nfpa-731-standard-development/731 — Ready.gov's home fire page
is at https://www.ready.gov/home-fires

Central stations, UL listings, and what "monitoring" really buys
A central station is the monitoring center. When your alarm trips, a signal goes there, an operator sees it, and
the operator follows the steps you set up, such as calling you, calling your contacts, and calling police or fire.

Things worth asking:

- Is the central station listed by a recognized testing lab? UL publishes standards for central-station alarm
services, and many insurers and businesses look for a UL-listed monitoring center. UL's site is at
https://www.ul.com

- Does the station have a backup site in another region, so a storm or outage at one center does not stop
monitoring?

- Is it staffed around the clock by trained operators, and does it follow industry standards for alarm handling?

- Does it support enhanced call verification, which means trying two phone numbers before asking police to
respond to a burglary alarm? Many cities now expect this.

- Can it view verified video or audio from your system when an alarm trips?

- What is the typical time from alarm to operator action, and is it measured?

The Monitoring Association, the trade group for monitoring centers, publishes industry standards and consumer
information at https://tma.us and https://tma.us/standards/ — the Security Industry Association is at
https://www.securityindustry.org and the Electronic Security Association, which represents installing dealers, is
at https://esaweb.org



Your monitoring company and your installing dealer may be two different businesses. That is normal. Ask who
you call when something breaks and who is responsible for each part.

Communication paths: cellular, internet, and phone lines
The panel needs a way to reach the central station. The common paths are:

Cellular communicator. A built-in cell radio sends alarm signals over a mobile network. This is now the main
path for many systems. It keeps working if a burglar cuts the phone or internet line outside.

Internet. The panel sends signals through your home network. It is fast and cheap, but it goes down when your
router, modem, or internet service does, including during a power outage unless the network gear has backup
power.

Landline. Older systems used a traditional phone line. Many phone companies are retiring old copper lines, and
internet-based phone service may not carry alarm signals reliably. If your current system still uses a landline,
ask about upgrading.

Dual-path means two of these at once, usually cellular plus internet, so one failure does not cut off monitoring.
Commercial-grade systems often use dual-path by default.

Watch for network sunsets. When cell carriers shut down older networks, alarm communicators built for those
networks stopped working, and homeowners had to pay to replace them. Ask which network your
communicator uses and how long the company expects it to be supported.

False alarms, permits, and the police
False alarms are the biggest pain point with monitored systems. They waste police time, and many cities and
counties charge fines after a set number of false alarms a year. Some require an alarm permit or registration
before police will respond, and some only send police to a burglary alarm after it has been verified by a person,
video, or a second sensor.

Before you buy, look up your city or county alarm ordinance. Ask the installer how the system is set up to cut
false alarms. Good practices include:

- Entry and exit delays long enough for your family's routine.

- Cross-zoning, which means two sensors must trip before the alarm is treated as a real break-in.

- Enhanced call verification at the central station.

- Pet-friendly motion sensors placed where pets are less likely to trip them.

- Training every user, including house sitters and cleaners, on how to disarm and cancel.

The industry has published false-alarm reduction standards for control panels and monitoring centers. The
Monitoring Association lists standards at https://tma.us/standards/

Contracts, fees, and the fine print
Monitoring contracts are where many buyers lose money.

Read for:

- Term length. Some dealer contracts run several years. Ask for the shortest term available and compare the
total cost.



- Auto-renewal. Many contracts renew automatically unless you cancel in writing by a set date.

- Equipment ownership. Do you own the panel and sensors, or are they leased? What happens if you move?

- Early cancellation. What do you owe if you cancel early, move, or sell the house?

- Price increases. Can the monthly rate go up during the term?

- Service fees. Is there a charge for service calls, battery replacement, or adding devices?

- Transfer. Can the system and contract move to a buyer if you sell?

- Panel lock. Will the company release the installer code if you leave?

Be careful with door-to-door sales, especially after a local break-in or during summer sales pushes. Federal
rules give buyers a short cancellation window for many door-to-door sales; ask the seller to show you the
cancellation notice in writing. Never sign a "free system" deal without reading the total monitoring commitment.

Check that the installer holds any state or local alarm-contractor license your area requires, and look up
complaints with your state attorney general or consumer protection office.

Cybersecurity and privacy
A connected security system is also a computer on your network. Treat it that way.

- Change default passwords on cameras, recorders, and apps. Use a strong, unique password and turn on
two-factor sign-in.

- Keep firmware updated, or choose a dealer who handles updates.

- Put cameras and the recorder on their own network segment or guest network if your router supports it.

- Ask where video is stored, who can see it, and whether the company shares it with anyone without a warrant
or your permission.

- Remove old users and shared logins when people move out or a sitter is done.

FTC tips on using internet-connected cameras safely are at
https://consumer.ftc.gov/articles/using-ip-cameras-safely — CISA's basic home cyber steps are at
https://www.cisa.gov/secure-our-world — NIST's consumer IoT cybersecurity program is at
https://www.nist.gov/itl/applied-cybersecurity/nist-cybersecurity-iot-program

Power, batteries, and outages
Alarm panels have backup batteries, but those batteries do not last forever. Ask how long the panel runs on
battery, and plan to replace it every few years.

Cameras, recorders, routers, and PoE switches usually do not have their own backup. If your internet and
cameras matter during an outage, put the router, modem, recorder, and PoE switch on a battery backup, called
a UPS. If you already have or plan a standby generator or solar battery, make sure those circuits are covered.
The companion generator and solar papers in this series walk that side.

Wireless sensors also need batteries. A supervised system warns you when one is low. Keep spares on hand.

Cost drivers (not a quote)
Notice Nearby does not post fake prices. These are the things that move the price up or down:



- Number of doors, windows, and rooms to cover.

- Wired versus wireless sensors, and how hard it is to run wire in your walls.

- Number of cameras, PoE wiring runs, recorder size, and days of storage.

- Fire, heat, and carbon monoxide devices, plus any permit or inspection the local fire code requires.

- Dual-path communication and the cellular plan behind it.

- Monitoring level: burglary only, plus fire, plus video verification.

- Contract length, equipment lease versus purchase, and service plans.

- Outbuildings, gates, and long driveways.

- Smart-home extras such as locks, lights, and garage-door control.

Get at least two or three written bids on the same scope, so you are comparing the same thing. Ask every
bidder to list the total cost of hardware, install, and monitoring over the full contract term.

Choosing an installer and monitoring company
Good questions to ask:

- Are you licensed in this state and city for alarm installation? Can I see the license number?

- Who monitors the system, and is that central station UL-listed with a backup site?

- Is the panel proprietary, or can another dealer service it later?

- Do I own the equipment?

- What communication paths are included?

- How do you reduce false alarms, and do you set up enhanced call verification?

- How are cameras secured, updated, and stored?

- Who handles service calls, and how fast?

- What does the contract cost from start to finish, including renewal terms?

- Can you give me references from homes like mine?

Red flags include pressure to sign the same day, unclear contract length, a refusal to say who the central
station is, and "free equipment" that only works with one company forever.

Install path: what install day looks like
A typical professional install goes like this:

1. A walk-through and written design, listing every device and where it goes.

2. A signed proposal and contract that you have read in full.

3. Any permits or alarm registration your city, county, or fire official requires.

4. Install day: mount the panel and keypads, run wiring, place sensors, mount cameras, and set up the recorder
and network.



5. Programming: zones, user codes, entry and exit delays, and monitoring account setup.

6. Testing: the installer puts the system in test mode with the central station and trips every sensor, including
fire and carbon monoxide devices, so each one is confirmed.

7. Walk-through and training for everyone who will use the system.

8. Paperwork: a zone list, user guide, contract copy, monitoring account number, and the central station's
phone number.

Do not let the installer leave until every sensor has been tested and you have run through arming, disarming,
and canceling a false alarm yourself.

First years of ownership
- Test the system with the central station on a regular schedule. Most companies let you put the account in test
mode by phone or app.

- Replace sensor batteries when the panel warns you, and replace the panel battery every few years.

- Keep your emergency contact list current with the monitoring company.

- Update user codes when people move out or service workers no longer need access.

- Check camera angles each season; plants grow and lights burn out.

- Keep firmware and app updates current.

- Review your contract renewal date a few months before it comes up.

- Tell your insurance company about monitored fire and burglary protection. Some insurers offer a discount and
may ask for a monitoring certificate.

Common mistakes that blow budgets
- Signing a long contract before reading the total cost and auto-renewal terms.

- Buying cameras before thinking about lighting and placement.

- Skipping fire and carbon monoxide monitoring to save a little each month.

- Relying on Wi-Fi only, with no cellular backup.

- Choosing a proprietary panel that locks you to one company.

- Ignoring the local alarm ordinance and paying false-alarm fines.

- Leaving default passwords on cameras and recorders.

- Spending on electronics while doors and locks are weak.

Comparing options side by side
Put the choices in one mental table before you sign.

Self-monitored DIY kit: best for renters, small homes, and people who will always answer alerts. Wrong when
no one can respond, or when fire and carbon monoxide matter most.



Pro-monitored DIY: best when you want monitoring but can handle setup. Wrong when the house is large, has
outbuildings, or needs wiring.

Dealer-installed, pro-monitored, burglary plus fire: best for most owners who want a commercial-grade result.
Wrong only when the contract terms are bad or the panel is locked to one company.

Wired PoE cameras with a local recorder: best for clear evidence and reliability. Wrong when you cannot run
cable and only need a doorbell view.

Dual-path communication: best for almost every monitored system. Wrong only if the cost truly does not fit and
you accept the risk.

Standards and education links (manufacturer, standards, and public agencies
only)
- UL (safety science and alarm standards): https://www.ul.com

- NFPA 72 National Fire Alarm and Signaling Code:
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/nfpa-72-standard-development/72

- NFPA 731 Installation of Electronic Premises Security Systems:
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/nfpa-731-standard-development/731

- NFPA: https://www.nfpa.org

- The Monitoring Association: https://tma.us

- TMA standards: https://tma.us/standards/

- Security Industry Association: https://www.securityindustry.org

- Electronic Security Association: https://esaweb.org

- ONVIF: https://www.onvif.org

- Z-Wave Alliance: https://z-wavealliance.org

- Connectivity Standards Alliance (Zigbee, Matter): https://csa-iot.org

- Matter: https://csa-iot.org/all-solutions/matter/

- Wi-Fi Alliance: https://www.wi-fi.org

- FTC: using IP cameras safely: https://consumer.ftc.gov/articles/using-ip-cameras-safely

- CISA Secure Our World: https://www.cisa.gov/secure-our-world

- NIST cybersecurity for IoT program:
https://www.nist.gov/itl/applied-cybersecurity/nist-cybersecurity-iot-program

- Ready.gov home fires: https://www.ready.gov/home-fires

- Manufacturer examples for spec reading: https://www.resideo.com — https://www.dsc.com —
https://www.boschsecurity.com — https://www.napco.com — https://www.alarm.com — https://www.axis.com
— https://www.hanwhavision.com

Notice Nearby does not link to retailers or affiliate shopping pages in this series.



What to bring to the first meeting
- A simple floor plan with doors, windows, and outbuildings marked.

- A list of who lives in the house, pets, and any special needs.

- Your router location and internet provider.

- Your city or county alarm ordinance, if you found it.

- Any existing panel model, contract, and monitoring company details.

- Generator or solar battery plans, so backup power covers the system.

How this paper fits the expensive-consumer series
Notice Nearby's expensive-consumer papers walk large home purchases with standards links and no retailer
carts. Generators cover backup power. Solar and battery cover on-site electricity. EV Level 2 covers hardwired
charging. Water softener and RO cover water treatment. Septic replacement covers onsite wastewater. Metal
roofing covers the weather surface. Private wells cover the water supply. Commercial-grade security covers the
systems that watch over the house, the people in it, and the things that can go wrong while nobody is home.
The same honesty rules apply: education links, cost drivers instead of fake bids, and an install path you can
hand to a licensed alarm installer, your monitoring company, and your local fire and police agencies.

Bottom line
Fix doors, locks, and lighting first. Walk the house with a licensed installer and get a written design, not a
package. Choose a supervised panel with a backup battery, a sensor layout that fits how you live, and fire and
carbon monoxide monitoring. Insist on a UL-listed central station, dual-path communication, and false-alarm
practices that fit your local ordinance. Use wired cameras with local recording where you can, and lock down
passwords and updates. Read the full contract, including term, auto-renewal, equipment ownership, and panel
lock, before you sign. Test the system on install day and on a schedule after that, and keep your contacts and
codes current.

Not legal advice. Not a newspaper. Not Legal Publication. Record of Sale, LLC (Oregon).
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