C a u t i o n a r y Ta l e U n d e r s c o r e s L e g a l
Impor tance of Best Practices in
Sales and Installation
By Wendy Carlisle

A recent personal experience
with an alarm company in my
local area – unfortunately, a
bad experience – provides the
inspiration for this column.
It reminded me of one of the
seminal lessons every alarm
installer should learn in order to
provide excellent service while
avoiding a future lawsuit.
In a nutshell that lesson is: One
size does not fit all.

was a plus. But unfortunately,
the person they sent was not
interested in my needs so much as
gaining a quick sale with no work.

A new low in customer service
I never let on that I know
something about alarm systems.
I’m smart enough to know that
alarm sellers and installers are
the experts about what I need
and where. I did, however, give the

The alarm system was originally
installed by a national company.
I was torn between viewing this
as a limitation or an opportunity.
I felt limited because it’s not a
company I would normally turn
to when there are many great
companies in my area.

So I called the big national
company. They were friendly and
sent someone out right away. That
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He did not look around my house
to see what was already installed,
other than the control panel
(which I had to identify for him
when he couldn’t find it, even
when shown to the room where it
is installed). He was at my home
for all of five minutes.
He later sent me an email about
an installation special that
included a bunch of components
I do not need, a cookie-cutter
package that is probably offered
to 99 percent of this company’s
customers. And he proceeded to
call my cell phone twice a day for
the next two weeks to see if I was
ready to proceed with the sale.
Needless to say, I never will be. I’ve
moved on to a different company.

I recently bought a home that
already had an alarm system. The
system is about 10 years old, so
it’s a little outdated and lacking
some features. Not only did I want
the system activated, but I wanted
advice on new components.

But it also presented an
opportunity to be lazy. My “new”
house was actually built in 1906
and needs a lot of work, some of
which I undertook immediately.
By going with the alarm company
whose system was already
installed, I could easily make one
decision of many involved in a
remodeling project, right?

questions whatsoever about what
I wanted.

More than just shoddy
practices

company representative a basic
idea of what I wanted – activation
and updating some components.
I expected that the representative
would ask questions about my
alarm system needs, and walk
inside and outside my home to
determine what my security risks
are and what components are
already installed. To my utter shock
and dismay, though, he asked no

		

I hope you’re cringing in disbelief,
as I was, that an alarm company
would do such a thing. After
all, isn’t an alarm company in
the business of providing for
its customer’s safety, which at
a minimum requires asking
about the customer’s needs and
assessing the location’s security
risks from a professional’s
standpoint?
And, while some people in my
position may simply be interested
in having the system reactivated
as-is, I made it clear that wasn’t
my intention. So couldn’t he
have made a potentially larger
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sale by taking the time to assess
what was there and offer some
individualized suggestions?
To make matters worse, it wasn’t
just bad customer service and
shoddy alarm sales technique.
Practices like that also open that
company up to future litigation.
Consider the case of Torchin v. AES
Systems, Inc. It may sound familiar,
since I’ve written about it before
because it’s chock full of good
lessons.
Amy and David Torchin moved
into a home with an existing
alarm system in 1999. David’s
cousin owned an alarm company,
so he called that company and
they came over and reactivated
the existing system. The alarm
company tested the system
thoroughly, but made no
assessment or recommendation
for any changes. Two years later,
the Torchin’s 2-year-old son
went out a back door to the pool,
undetected by the alarm system,
and drowned.

First, whether you’re installing a
new system or taking over an old
system, you need to assess what
the customer needs. This involves
a thorough inspection of the
premises and asking the customer
what kind of protection he or she
is seeking.

The Torchins brought a wrongful
death suit against the cousin and
his alarm company. They asserted
that the alarm company should
have recommended additional
safeguards for the pool area, and
should have changed the alarm
system so that the door to the
pool was on its own zone. The
door the 2-year-old exited was in
series with another door, which
had an open contact, and therefore
did not chime when the child
exited. And the Torchins claimed
they were never told how to work
the system, or given any user’s
manuals.
The result? Many years of
litigation and an eventual multimillion dollar settlement.

One size does not fit all

So what should you take away
from my bad experience and a
tragic case like Torchin?
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Every customer’s situation is
unique. Some people just want to
secure their house while they’re
at work, while others have small
children they’re concerned about
leaving unmonitored inside
the house. If the customer is a
previous alarm system user, ask
questions about how he or she
used the alarm system, what
features they used, and what
they liked and disliked about the
system. Then document in the
customer’s file what his or her
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To make matters worse, it
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sales technique. Practices
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needs and expectations are for the
alarm system.
Second, after you’ve discussed your
customer’s situation and made
your own thorough assessment
of what the customer needs, you
should offer a selection of alarm
components based on the unique
situation. Sometimes a bundled
package will be the right choice,
but you shouldn’t simply stick to
whatever you have on sale. You
should be able to document in
writing in the customer’s file that
you offered the best, state of-the
art system for the customer’s
needs. If the customer declines
some items you believe are
necessary, which is inevitable, you
should document that too.
Third, after installation and/
or reactivation you should
explain to the customer how the
alarm system works, and how
each component works, what
components are on or off based
on how it is armed, and how
the different zones operate—
and, ideally, have the customer
acknowledge in writing that this
was done. You should also leave
the customer the owner’s manuals
for the system, if available (even

Cont. on p. 18
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older system’s manuals can usually
be found on the internet), and
document that you have done so.
Finally, it’s also a good practice to
document what alarm components
you installed new and what was
installed previously, with as much
detail as possible. This should
include the manufacturer and

model number of the components
and detailed description of
where they are installed. Use
photographs, and building plans
whenever they’re available.

fits the situation, you’ll gain lifelong customers by showing your
expertise and caring.

As I said at the beginning of this
article, when it comes to alarm
systems, one size does not fit
all. If it appears you have come
in and installed a cookie-cutter
system with no regard for the
customer’s unique needs, you’re
going to open yourself up as
a potential target for having
installed the wrong alarm system
for the situation.
By contrast, if you do the work you
should and offer a system that
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