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! Read this first — this is licensed electrician's work

An automatic transfer switch is wired straight into your home's main electrical panel

and works hand in hand with a standby generator. That makes installing one a licensed

electrician's job from start to finish — almost always with a permit and an inspection —

and never a do-it-yourself project. A big part of what the switch does is keep your

generator's power from ever backfeeding onto the utility lines, which protects the crews

working to bring your power back. Getting that right is exactly why the work belongs to

a licensed pro. My job is to help you understand it, choose it, and live with it — not to

open your panel. The exercise schedule is set up during that licensed installation —

you can enjoy it without ever touching the wiring.

The system that keeps itself ready
One of the quiet marvels of an automatic backup system is that it looks after its own

readiness. Every so often, on its own, it runs a brief self-test — an 'exercise' — to

make sure it'll be there when you need it. This guide explains what that is, why it

matters, and what to expect.

I'm Bill, and I help folks in Portage County understand what their systems are up to, so a hum

on a quiet afternoon never causes worry. The exercise cycle is a good thing — it's your

system proving, regularly, that it's still ready to protect you.

We'll cover how often it runs, what happens during a test, how to know it worked, and how

you can run one yourself when you'd like the reassurance. None of it asks anything technical

of you.

★ Wondering if your test is normal?

If your generator's self-test ever sounds different, or you're not sure when it runs, I'm

glad to help you sort it out. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you understand the exercise cycle.

❑ Your generator runs a brief self-test on its own — commonly about once a week.

❑ It starts, runs for a few minutes, and shuts down, usually without switching your home

over.

❑ The point is to keep the engine ready, the parts lubricated, and the fuel fresh.

❑ You'll hear it hum for a little while, then go quiet — that's normal and good.

❑ You can also run a test yourself with the system's test button for peace of mind.

❑ The schedule and timing are set by your installer — a considerate time is worth choosing.

✔ A hum you'll learn to welcome

Once you know your test day, that weekly hum becomes reassuring rather than

startling — the sound of your backup power proving it's ready.
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What the exercise cycle actually is
At its simplest, the exercise cycle is your generator taking itself for a short run, on a

schedule.

On its own, without any outage, the generator starts up, runs for a few minutes, and shuts

back down. It's a rehearsal — a way for the machine to prove it still starts and runs properly,

and to keep its moving parts and fuel in good shape between real outages. Standby systems

do this because a generator that only ever runs during emergencies is far more likely to fail

when it's finally called on.

Think of it like a car that sat all winter versus one driven weekly. The one that's exercised

regularly starts right up; the one that sat may sputter. The exercise cycle keeps your

generator in the 'driven weekly' category.

✔ Rehearsal prevents failure

A machine that's exercised is a machine that's ready. The whole reason for the

self-test is to make sure your generator never fails the one time it truly matters.
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Why exercising matters so much
It's easy to think a generator that mostly waits doesn't need anything. The opposite

is true.

• It keeps the engine ready: regular running keeps parts moving freely and lubricated, so it

starts reliably.

• It keeps fuel in good shape: periodic running helps, especially for any fuel that can age

(standby units on natural gas or propane have less to worry about here).

• It tends the battery: running the engine helps keep the start battery healthy — and a

weak battery is a top cause of no-starts.

• It surfaces small problems early: a self-test that struggles warns you now, calmly, rather

than during a storm.

✔ Problems found on a sunny day

The best time to discover your generator needs attention is during a routine self-test on

a calm afternoon — not at 2 a.m. in an ice storm. That early warning is a gift.
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How often it runs
Most standby systems exercise on a regular schedule — and it's usually

adjustable.

A weekly self-test is common, though many systems can be set to run less often, such as

every two weeks or monthly. The exact frequency and how long each test runs depend on

your system and how it's configured. I won't quote an exact schedule that might not match

yours — your installer sets it, and can tell you or adjust it.

Some systems also run a longer exercise at certain times of year, such as around spring and

fall, to give the engine a fuller workout as the seasons change. The specifics vary; the point is

that your system runs itself on a sensible rhythm you can learn.

✔ Learn your rhythm

Ask your installer, or check your manual, for your system's exercise schedule. Knowing

'it runs Wednesday mornings for a few minutes' turns a mystery hum into an expected,

welcome sound.
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What happens during a self-test
Here's the play-by-play of a routine exercise, so it holds no surprises.

At the scheduled time, the generator starts up — you'll hear it outside. It runs for a few

minutes, warming up and proving it works, then shuts itself down and returns to waiting. In

most everyday exercise cycles, your home is never switched over; you keep running on utility

power the whole time, and nothing in the house blinks.

So from inside, a self-test is usually just a few minutes of hum from outdoors, and then quiet

again. Your lights don't flicker and your clocks don't reset — the generator is simply stretching

its legs while your home carries on as normal.

✔ Your lights won't blink

A routine self-test usually doesn't transfer your home, so you won't lose power or reset

a clock. It's happening outside; life inside goes on uninterrupted.
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Exercise with or without transfer
There's a small variation worth knowing, because it changes what you'd notice.

Most exercise cycles run the generator without switching your home over — an unloaded test.

Some systems, though, can be set to exercise 'with transfer,' briefly moving your home onto

generator power during the test to prove it can carry a real load. If yours does that, you might

notice a brief blink as it transfers and transfers back, just like a short outage.

Neither approach is wrong — it's a setting your installer chooses. If a blink during a scheduled

test surprises you, that's likely an exercise-with-transfer running as designed. Ask your

installer which kind yours does, so you know what to expect.

✔ A test-time blink can be normal

If your lights blink briefly at your regular exercise time, don't worry — it may be an

exercise-with-transfer doing its job. Confirm with your installer so you know your

system's habit.
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How to know the test ran — and passed
You don't have to stand guard, but it's good to know your system is exercising as it

should.

The simplest sign is hearing it: a brief hum at your scheduled time. Your system's indicator

lights or display show its status too, and many systems can send an alert to your phone when

they exercise — covered in our monitoring guide. If your test day comes and goes with no

hum for a long stretch, that's worth a look, not a shrug.

You needn't check every week. But an occasional awareness — 'yes, I heard it Wednesday'

— is a good, light habit. It's how you'd catch a system that quietly stopped exercising before it

let you down in an outage.

✔ Silence on test day is the clue

You don't need to watch every test. But if the weeks go by and you never hear it

exercise, that silence is worth investigating — it may mean the schedule was lost or the

system needs attention.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
The exercise cycle works the same everywhere, but what you'll weigh about it —

mostly the noise and the timing — differs between close-in town lots and

spread-out rural properties.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, with neighbors close by, the main consideration is courtesy: pick a test

time that won't disturb anyone — a weekday mid-morning, say, rather than early on a Sunday.

The test is brief, but a thoughtful time keeps the peace.

• Choose a neighbor-friendly test time — mid-morning on a weekday is often ideal.

• The test is short, so even close neighbors rarely mind a considerate schedule.

• A quieter, well-placed unit keeps the weekly hum unobtrusive.

• If a neighbor ever asks, explain it's a brief, scheduled safety test.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, noise is rarely an issue, so the exercise cycle is purely about readiness.

With longer outages and often a well pump to protect, knowing your generator faithfully

proves itself each week is especially reassuring on a rural property.

• With few close neighbors, you can set the test time for your own convenience.

• Regular exercise matters most where outages are long and the stakes — like the well

pump — are high.

• Ask your installer whether an occasional exercise-with-transfer is wise, to prove it carries

the real load.

• On a large property, phone alerts help you know the distant unit exercised — see our

monitoring guide.

★ Let's set a test time that suits you

Whether it's courtesy to neighbors or just your own routine, I can help you pick and

understand your exercise schedule. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Running a test yourself, for peace of mind
Beyond the automatic schedule, you can usually start a test yourself — an

owner-friendly button, not a wiring job.

Most systems have a simple way for you to run a manual test, often a clearly marked button

on the generator's control or in its app. Pressing it starts the same brief self-test on demand,

so you can reassure yourself the system works — say, before a big storm is forecast, or if you

just want the comfort of hearing it run.

That's the only hands-on interaction you should ever have with the system: pressing the

manufacturer's test button. Anything beyond that — opening panels, touching wiring — is a

licensed pro's job. Your installer can show you exactly where your test button is on the

walk-through.

✔ Test before a forecast storm

If you know rough weather is coming, running a quick manual test a day ahead is a

lovely habit — you head into the storm knowing your backup is ready and willing.
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What to watch and listen for
When your system exercises, a little awareness tells you whether all is well.

• A prompt, clean start: it should fire up without long cranking or repeated tries.

• Smooth running: a steady hum, not rough sputtering, surging, or unusual noises.

• A normal shutdown: it runs its few minutes and stops on its own, cleanly.

• Steady status lights: a 'ready' indicator afterward, not a warning light.

• No new smells or leaks: nothing burning, and no fuel or oil pooling underneath.

✔ You know what 'normal' sounds like

After a few weeks, you'll know your generator's normal test sound by heart. Trust that

— if a test ever sounds off, that instinct is worth acting on with a call.
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Seasonal and extended exercise
Beyond the regular short tests, some systems stretch their legs a little more at

certain times of year.

It's common for a standby system to run a longer exercise around the change of seasons —

roughly spring and fall — giving the engine a fuller workout heading into the heavy-use

months of summer heat and winter cold. If your generator runs noticeably longer than usual at

those times, that's likely a scheduled seasonal exercise, not a problem.

The specifics vary by system, and your installer sets them. The takeaway is simply that an

occasional longer run at season's turn is normal and healthy — your generator preparing for

the times it's most likely to be needed.

✔ A longer run at season's turn is normal

Don't be alarmed if the spring or fall test runs longer than the weekly one. It's your

system limbering up for the demanding season ahead — exactly what you'd want it to

do.
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A good test vs. one worth a call
Most tests are boringly perfect. Here's how to tell a healthy one from one that

needs attention.

A good test starts promptly, runs smoothly for its few minutes, and shuts down cleanly with a

'ready' light afterward. Worth a call: it won't start or cranks a long time, it runs rough or stops

early, a warning light stays on, or you notice smoke, a burning smell, or leaks. Those aren't

emergencies to panic over, but they are reasons to reach your installer before relying on the

system.

Our warning-signs and troubleshooting guides go deeper on reading these signals. The

happy news is that catching trouble during a routine test — on your schedule, in daylight — is

exactly how the exercise cycle is supposed to protect you.

! A failed test is a warning, not a disaster

If a self-test fails, that's the system doing its job — warning you now instead of during

an outage. Treat it as a prompt to call your installer, calmly, before the next storm.
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Choosing a considerate test time
Since the test makes a bit of noise, when it runs is worth a little thought —

especially with neighbors close.

Your installer can set the day and time of the exercise. A weekday mid-morning is often a

good choice: you're likely awake and about, and you're not disturbing anyone's early morning

or evening quiet. Avoid the small hours and, where neighbors are close, early weekend

mornings.

It's a small courtesy that prevents an awkward conversation later. And picking a time you're

usually home means you'll naturally hear the test and know all is well — a nice bonus of a

thoughtful schedule.

✔ A time you're usually home

Setting the test for a time you're typically home does double duty: it's considerate to

neighbors and lets you hear, week to week, that your system is running as it should.
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The schedule is set at installation
Like everything else about your system, the exercise schedule is configured during

a licensed install.

Your installer sets the day, time, and type of exercise as part of the permitted, inspected

installation, and shows you where the test button is. Adjusting the schedule later — to change

the time, say — is usually simple and something your installer can do or guide you through.

The wiring behind it all, of course, stays a licensed pro's domain.

✔ Ask for your schedule at the walk-through

During your install walk-through, ask exactly when your system will exercise and how

to run a manual test. Write it down — it's one of the most useful things to know as an

owner.
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Safety during a test
A self-test runs your generator, so the usual generator truths apply — briefly, on a

schedule.

! The generator still makes carbon monoxide

A standby generator burns fuel, so its exhaust still contains carbon monoxide — an

invisible, odorless gas that is dangerous to breathe. Yours lives permanently outdoors,

and your installer sets it the manufacturer's required distance from windows, doors,

and vents so the exhaust drifts safely away from the house. You never have to place it

yourself, but do keep that area clear, never box the unit in or enclose it to quiet it down,

and keep tested carbon-monoxide alarms inside the house all the same.

Because the generator actually runs during a test, keep its area clear of clutter and anything

flammable, and never stand right over it or enclose it. If you run a manual test, do it from the

proper control — never by opening panels or touching wiring, which is a licensed pro's job.

! It really runs — treat it so

A self-test isn't just lights blinking; the engine genuinely runs and makes exhaust. Keep

the area clear, keep CO alarms inside, and admire it from a sensible distance.
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Common mistakes with the exercise cycle
A few avoidable missteps come up around self-tests.

• Disabling the exercise to save a little fuel — which quietly leaves your generator unready.

Don't.

• Ignoring a failed test, assuming it'll be fine in a real outage — exactly when it won't.

• Never learning the schedule, then worrying every time the generator hums.

• Setting an inconsiderate time that annoys neighbors and invites complaints.

• Blocking the unit's area, so a test runs poorly or unsafely.

! Never disable the exercise

Turning off the self-test to save a trivial amount of fuel is a false economy that can

leave you without power when it counts. Let it run — that's the whole point of an

automatic system.
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Questions to ask about testing
These help you understand and get the most from your exercise cycle.

Q: When and how often will my system exercise?

Learn the day, time, and frequency so the sound never surprises you — and so you'd notice if

it stopped.

Q: Does it exercise with or without transferring my home?

This tells you whether to expect a brief blink at test time. Confirm which yours does.

Q: How do I run a manual test myself?

Ask your installer to show you the test button, so you can reassure yourself before a storm.

Q: What should a healthy test look and sound like?

Knowing 'normal' helps you catch 'off.' Ask them to describe a good test versus one worth a

call.

✔ There's no silly question

Understanding your system's self-test is your right as an owner. A good installer will

happily explain it all on the walk-through.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about testing and exercise, answered plainly.

Q: Why does my generator run when the power is on?

That's its exercise cycle — a brief self-test, commonly about once a week, to keep the engine

ready and prove it works. It's normal and healthy.

Q: Will my lights blink when it exercises?

Usually not — most exercise cycles run the generator without switching your home over.

Some are set to exercise 'with transfer,' which causes a brief blink; ask your installer which

yours does.

Q: How often should it exercise?

Commonly weekly, though many systems can be set to every two weeks or monthly. Your

installer sets the schedule — ask what yours is.

Q: Can I run a test myself?

Yes — most systems have a test button you can press for peace of mind, say before a

forecast storm. That's the only hands-on step you should take; leave wiring to a pro.

Q: Should I turn off the exercise to save fuel?

No — disabling it quietly leaves your generator unready, which defeats the purpose. The little

fuel it uses is well spent on knowing it'll start when you need it.

★ Not sure your system's exercising right?

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and describe what you hear and when. I'll help you

tell a healthy self-test from one worth a service call.
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What I do to help
Understanding your system's self-test is exactly the kind of thing I love to make

simple.

• What I help with: explaining the exercise cycle, helping you learn your schedule and test

button, and telling a healthy test from a concerning one.

• What only a licensed electrician or installer does: configure the schedule and service

the system.

• What I never do: the wiring or engine work myself — I help you understand and use your

system safely.

★ I'll help the hum make sense

If that weekly hum ever leaves you guessing, a quick chat sorts it. Reach me at (330)

200-8042 and I'll help you know exactly what your system is doing.
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A simple, healthy test habit
You don't need to fuss over your system — just a light, reassuring routine.

❑ Know your exercise day and time, and note it somewhere.

❑ Once in a while, notice: 'Yes, I heard it run this week.'

❑ Listen for a prompt start, smooth run, and clean shutdown.

❑ Run a manual test yourself before a forecast big storm.

❑ If a test ever sounds off or fails, call your installer — calmly, not in a panic.

✔ Light attention, lasting readiness

That's the whole habit — a little awareness, an occasional manual test, and a call if

something seems off. It keeps your backup ready without ever becoming a chore.
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You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made your generator's testing and exercise cycle feel a little less daunting

and a lot more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page

whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything.

When you'd rather have a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your

pace, and never make you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the

parts that don't need me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit

comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. I don't do the licensed electrical or gas work

myself — for that I'll help you line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all

of Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever

not 100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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Need a Real Person?
You do not have to remember all of it.

You just have to remember you can call.

Friendly, in-home tech help -- I come to you.

BILL'S PROMISE

If you are not 100% happy with a visit, I will

make it right -- or refund it. No awkwardness,

no fine print. That is how I would want to be treated.

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

— Bill

Prefer help without a visit?
Bill can screen-share and fix many things remotely — a flat $49, free for Support Plan members.

© 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC · 30+ years of tech experience · Serving Portage County since 2025 · Fully Insured



A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill.

I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do my best to keep every step
accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a bit different, so I can't promise a guide
will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem. These guides are for general information only —
they're not professional, legal, or financial advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or

the manufacturer's instructions. Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here
at your own risk. If a step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or

climbing a ladder — or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional
(or give me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that comes from using these guides. Thanks for reading, and stay safe out
there.

— Bill

Book a visit —
billshometech.com/book

Use of these guides is subject to our Terms of Use (billshometech.com/terms-of-use).

(330) 200-8042  ·  BillsHomeTech.com
Bill@BillsHomeTech.com  ·  Mon–Sat 9:00 AM – 7:30 PM

For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk. For electrical,
gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech
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