
“A smoke detector that sounds 
approximately nineteen 

minutes after smoke reached 
its sensing chamber is like an 
airbag that does not deploy 

until nineteen minutes after a 
car accident.”

~ Judge David E. Schoenthaler, 
Mercer v. Pitway (First Alert) 

Imagine your car air bags deploying 
randomly when you hit a pothole or speed 
bump but failing  to deploy over half the 
time in a collision. That is  the stark reality 
with smoke alarms  that are often found in 
American homes. I had always assumed 
that a smoke alarm was a smoke alarm. 

1. There are two basic types  of 
residential smoke alarms sold in the US: 
ionization and photoelectric. In real-world 
fatal fires,  these two types  behave very 
differently. Understanding the difference 
could save your life. Over 90%  of U.S. 
homes have ionization alarms. 5% of U.S. 
homes have photoelectric sensor alarms. 
Approximately 4% have none.

2. Back in the 1960s, residential smoke 
alarms were almost unheard of and the fire 
death rate was  8 fatalities  per 1,000 US 
home fires. Between the mid-70s and now, 
we've gone from 10% of U.S. homes  having 
smoke alarms  to 96%  having at least one. 
Yet the odds of dying in a fire remain about 
the same. 

3. Between 1977 and 2014 the 
number of U.S. home fires  and fire deaths 
fell by roughly 50%. However, the risk of 
dying  in a fire today is only slightly lower 
than in the '70s. This rate fluctuates 
between 6.5 and 10 deaths  per 1,000 fires. 
The problem is  with millions of ionization 
alarms.

4. Overall the number of home fire 
deaths decreased by half. The number of 
home fire incidents  also declined by about 
half. However,  even though the number of 
home fires  and home fire deaths  declined 
similarly, the death rate did not—so the 
odds  of dying in a home fire haven't 
changed much.

5. Two kinds  of fires have been 
studied. Cooking/fast-flame fires  account 
for a large percentage of fires  and injuries, 
but only about 15% of fire deaths. 
Smoldering  fires  are usually in bedrooms 
and general living areas. This  group 
accounts  for only 12%  of fires—but over 
half  of  all fire deaths and injuries. 

6. Nearly two thirds  of fire fatalities 
occur at night while you sleep. Ionization 
alarms respond between 15 to 50  minutes 
s lower in a smolder ing fire than 
photoelectric alarms. Studies found that 
ionization alarms may completely fail to 
activate in 20–25% of  fires.

7. According to the latest studies,  the 
probability of a fatality was 56% with 
ionization alarms  but only 4% with 
photoelectric alarms. In fast-flame fires,  the 
probability of a fatality was 20% with 
ionization alarms  but also 4% with 
photoelectric alarms. This testing was 
developed by Bell Labs  for the U.S. Air 
Force. Photoelectric alarms  have a clear 
advantage.

8. In 2007,  UL published the “Smoke 
Characterization Study”. The results  were 
frightening. Ionization alarms failed 20%  of 
the time,  and didn't even trigger in 7  out of 
8 test scenarios,  for a 87.5% "Did Not 
Trigger" rate. In the same UL tests, 
photoelectric alarms activated 100% of the 
time. The ionization alarm outperformed 
photoelectric in only one case, the burnt 

toast test. There the ionization alarms 
responded 22% faster. (So, if you're going 
to burn a lot of  toast, buy both.)

9. Industry Experts  have determined 
that photoelectric smoke alarms  are 
significantly less prone to "nuisance alarms" 
and potential disabling  of batteries  by 
consumers, so they encourage fire service 
admin i s t rat ion and lawmaker s  to 
recommend using of photoelectric smoke 
sensors.

10. There is  over a 90% chance that 
the alarm you have is  an ionization alarm. 
It is  not always possible to know what kind 
of alarm you have. If the label says 
anything about radioactive material 
(seriously), Americium-241 or the model 
number has an “I,”  then it is  an ionization 
alarm. If you have any doubt, photoelectric 
models  often have the word “photoelectric” 
or the capital letter P printed or embossed 
on them. To be safe,  simply replace any 
unknown units  with photoelectric-only 
alarms. Any smoke alarm that is 10 years 
old or older should be replaced,  regardless 
of  type.

“Nationally, the percentage 
of people dying when the 

smoke detector works, but 
works too late, is 

approximately 40 percent.”

~ Jay Fleming, Boston Deputy 
Fire Chief, CBS Boston Interview

✄  clip and share ! 

This is just the tip of the iceberg!
As a realtor, there are always more things to learn. 
Dean Stocker has been inspecting homes on the Peninsula 
and around the Bay Area since 2001. Having supervised the 
construction of hundreds of stores for Ross, TJ Maxx—and 
many other properties all over the US and Canada,—Dean 
knows all about how your property is put together.  From 
foundations to plumbing, electrical to insulation, building 
materials to fire safety,  Dean is a treasure trove of information 
you and your clients can trust. 
Free Phone Consultations! 
Call Dean at 650-571-5300 if you have any 
questions.

Dean  S t o c k e r,
You r  G r e e n  P r o p e r t y  I n s p e c t o r

Your time is money. Dean will work with 
you to schedule an inspection when it’s 
convenient for YOU.  

His reputation for professionalism and integrity equals 
a top quality product for the customer.
Your final report is delivered promptly, outlining 
significant findings in easy-to-understand language. 
His training and writing expertise communicates with 
you in a clear, concise manner.
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Imagine your car air bags deploying randomly when you hit a pothole or speed bump but failing to deploy over half  the time 
in a collision.

Mauris at 
suspendisse, 
neque aliquam 

LOREM 

CHECK OUT MY YELP RECOMMENDATIONS:
http://www.yelp.com/biz/dean-stocker-san-mateo-2

TO SCHEDULE AN INSPECTION 
CALL OR TEXT Dean Stocker
at 650.571.5300 or 
CLICK HERE TO EMAIL    
dean@greendeaninspections.com
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