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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. This guide is really about that last sentence — the backfeed

protection is the whole reason a transfer switch exists.

The safety job at the heart of it all
Of everything a transfer switch does, one job matters more than all the rest: it

keeps your generator's power from ever traveling out onto the utility lines. That

protection is why a transfer switch exists, why it's required by code, and why this is

never a do-it-yourself project. This guide explains it plainly.

I'm Bill, and I think this is worth understanding, not just trusting. When you know why the

switch matters so much, you understand why corners must never be cut — and why the

dangerous shortcuts you may have heard about are so genuinely deadly.

Don't worry — none of this asks anything technical of you. It's simply the story of how your

backup power is kept from harming the very people working to restore your neighborhood.

★ Want to be sure your setup is safe?

If you have any backup power and aren't certain it's connected safely, that's worth

checking. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and I'll help you make sure.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you understand the whole safety story.

❑ Backfeed is when a generator's power travels backward out of your home and onto the

utility lines.

❑ That can electrocute a lineman working on lines they believe are dead — it kills people.

❑ A transfer switch prevents it by physically keeping your home connected to one source at

a time, never both.

❑ The electrical code (NEC 702.5) requires exactly this kind of transfer equipment, listed

and approved.

❑ A double-ended 'suicide cord' plugged into an outlet is the deadly shortcut a transfer

switch replaces — never use one.

❑ This protection is why the install is always a licensed electrician's job.

! One sentence to hold onto

A transfer switch makes it physically impossible for your generator to energize the

outside lines — protecting utility crews, your home, and you, automatically, every time.
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What backfeed actually is
To understand the switch's job, you first have to understand the danger it prevents.

Normally, electricity flows from the utility into your home. Backfeed is when that flow reverses

— when a generator's power, improperly connected, travels backward out of your home and

onto the utility's lines. Instead of just powering your house, the generator ends up energizing

the wires outside, all the way out to the street and beyond.

Those outside lines are supposed to be dead during an outage. Backfeed makes them live

again, silently, without the utility knowing. That's the hidden danger a transfer switch is built to

make impossible.

✔ Power is supposed to flow one way

Think of it as a one-way street. In an outage, the outside lines should carry no power at

all. Backfeed sends power the wrong way down that street — and someone

downstream doesn't expect it.
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Why backfeed is so dangerous
This is the part that makes the whole subject matter so much. Backfeed doesn't just

risk equipment — it risks lives.

When the power goes out, utility crews go to work on the lines, and they do so believing those

lines are dead. If a home is backfeeding, the line a worker touches can be silently live, at full,

dangerous voltage. The result can be a fatal shock to someone who did everything right,

simply because a generator somewhere was connected wrong.

Backfeed can also harm your neighbors' homes and start fires in your own wiring. But it's the

danger to the crews restoring your power that makes this the gravest safety matter in all of

backup power — and the reason the rules are strict.

! Real people are on those lines

It's easy to think of the outside wires as just wires. But during an outage there are real

people working on them, trusting they're dead. That trust is exactly what a transfer

switch protects.



HOW THE SWITCH PREVENTS IT BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 6 of 29
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

How a transfer switch makes it impossible
Here's the reassuring heart of the matter: a transfer switch doesn't just discourage

backfeed — it makes it physically impossible.

A transfer switch is built so your home can be connected to the utility, or to the generator, but

never to both at the same time. When it moves your home to generator power, it physically

disconnects you from the utility line first. There is simply no path, accidental or otherwise, for

your generator's power to reach the outside wires.

This is protection by design, not by good intentions. It doesn't depend on anyone

remembering a step or throwing a breaker in the right order — the switch's very construction

prevents the two sources from ever meeting. That's why it's considered the safe way to

connect a generator.

✔ Impossible, not just unlikely

The key word is impossible. A transfer switch doesn't make backfeed unlikely — it

removes the path entirely. That's a far stronger kind of safety than 'be careful.'
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The code that requires it
This isn't just good practice — it's the law of the electrical code, for exactly this

reason.

The National Electrical Code, in the section on backup systems (NEC 702.5), requires that

transfer equipment prevent the generator and the utility from ever being connected together.

That equipment must be 'listed' — built and tested to a recognized safety standard — and

approved by your local authority having jurisdiction, the inspector who signs off on the work. A

transfer switch is built and installed to meet exactly this rule.

So when your electrician pulls a permit and an inspector checks the job, they're confirming

this life-saving protection was done right. That inspection isn't a formality — it's the system

that makes sure the safety is real, in your home and every home.

✔ The permit protects everyone

The permit and inspection can feel like paperwork, but they exist to confirm the

backfeed protection is genuine. That's worth every bit of the small hassle.
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The 'suicide cord' — never, ever
You may have heard of a shortcut that skips the transfer switch. It has a grim

nickname for a reason.

A 'suicide cord' is a cord with a plug on both ends, used to feed a portable generator's power

into a wall or dryer outlet to 'backfeed' the house. It is exactly the danger a transfer switch

prevents: it can put deadly voltage on the utility lines, exposes live prongs you could touch,

and is a serious fire and shock hazard. It's also illegal.

There is never a good reason to use one. If someone suggests it as a cheap fix, walk away

from the advice. The only safe way to feed your home's wiring from a generator is a proper

transfer switch or interlock, installed by a licensed electrician. Our portable-generator guides

say the same, in the strongest terms.

! No exceptions, no 'just this once'

A suicide cord isn't a corner to cut in a pinch — it's a way people get killed, and get

others killed. There is no situation where it's acceptable. A transfer switch exists

precisely so you never need one.
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Safety by design, not by memory
This is the real beauty of a transfer switch, and worth dwelling on for a moment.

Some unsafe hookups rely entirely on a person remembering to do things in the right order —

shut off the main breaker first, and so on. That works right up until the one time someone

forgets, or a spouse or helper doesn't know the steps. A transfer switch removes that risk

completely: it can't connect the two sources, no matter what anyone remembers or forgets.

For a household — where a rattled version of you at 2 a.m., or a family member who's never

used it, might be the one operating things — that 'can't go wrong' design is priceless. Safety

shouldn't depend on a perfect memory under stress.

✔ The best safety asks nothing of you

A safety feature you have to remember to use isn't as good as one that works on its

own. A transfer switch is the second kind — the isolation is automatic, every single

time.
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The permit, the inspector, and why they matter
The people who never see your outage play a quiet, vital role in keeping it safe.

When your electrician pulls a permit, your local authority having jurisdiction — the inspector —

reviews and confirms the installation meets code, including the backfeed protection. It's an

independent second set of eyes on the most safety-critical part of your system. That's

genuine protection, not bureaucracy.

It's also why an installation done quietly 'off the books' to save time or money is a false

economy. The inspection is exactly what confirms the life-saving isolation was wired correctly.

Skipping it means no one checked the one thing that matters most.

! Never skip the permit to save time

An uninspected backfeed protection is an unconfirmed one. The permit and inspection

are how you know the safety is real — never let anyone talk you out of them.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
The danger of backfeed, and the protection a transfer switch provides, are the

same everywhere — but the details of the risk look a little different in town than in

the country.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town or the suburbs, homes are close together and lines are dense, so a single

backfeeding home can put more crews and more neighbors at risk. The protection matters

just as much whether you have an automatic standby system or a portable feeding a manual

switch.

• Dense neighborhoods mean a backfeeding home can endanger crews working nearby.

• The transfer switch's isolation protects everyone on the shared lines, automatically.

• Whether automatic or manual, the same backfeed protection is built in and inspected.

• Never let a well-meaning neighbor talk you into a 'suicide cord' — it's deadly and illegal

anywhere.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country on a well, lines run long distances and outages last longer, so crews may

be working those lines for extended stretches — making backfeed protection just as vital.

Rural folks are also more likely to use a portable, where the temptation of a dangerous

shortcut is greatest.

• Long rural lines mean crews may work them for hours — backfeed protection guards them

the whole time.

• Rural homes more often use portables, where the deadly 'suicide cord' temptation is

strongest — never give in to it.

• A properly installed transfer switch or interlock is the only safe hookup, town or country.

• The same code and inspection protect a farmhouse as protect a home in town.

★ Not sure your hookup is safe?

If you have any backup power and aren't certain it's connected through a proper

transfer switch, please let me check. It's the one thing worth being sure of. Call (330)

200-8042.
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It protects you and your home, not just the crews
The lineman's safety gets the headlines, and rightly — but the same isolation

protects you, too.

By keeping the generator and utility strictly separate, a transfer switch also protects your

home's wiring and appliances. When the utility power surges back after an outage, your home

is cleanly on one source or the other — never caught in a dangerous overlap that could

damage equipment or start a fire. And it protects anyone in your household from the exposed,

live connections a shortcut would create.

So this isn't only about protecting strangers on the lines, important as that is. It's about a safe,

sound electrical setup for your own family, every time the power comes and goes.

✔ Everyone's protected at once

The same simple design — one source at a time, never both — protects the crews,

your neighbors, your home, and your family, all together. One elegant safeguard, many

people kept safe.
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Automatic or manual — both isolate
Whichever kind of transfer switch you have, this protection is built in. It's not a

premium feature.

An automatic transfer switch and a manual one do the switching differently — one on its own,

one by your hand — but both keep the utility and generator strictly separate. Both satisfy the

same code, both are listed equipment, and both are installed by a licensed electrician. Neither

is the 'safe' one and the other the 'risky' one — they're equally safe.

So when you choose between automatic and manual (our guide compares them in full),

you're choosing convenience and cost — never a level of backfeed protection. That protection

is a given with any proper transfer switch.

✔ Safety isn't the variable

Don't let anyone tell you a manual switch is less safe to save on an automatic one, or

vice versa. The backfeed protection is identical. The choice is about how the switching

happens, not how safe it is.
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How this differs from solar that sells power back
You may wonder how this squares with solar panels that send power to the grid.

They're a different arrangement — worth a quick word.

A backup generator with a transfer switch is 'islanded' — during an outage, your home is cut

off from the grid and runs on its own little island of power. It never sends anything back to the

utility. That's the whole point of the isolation this guide describes.

Grid-tied solar that sells power back is a different setup, with its own special electronics and

rules designed to safely stop feeding the grid when the utility goes down. It's not what a

standby generator with a transfer switch does — and for backup power, the transfer switch's

simple, physical isolation is exactly the right, safe approach.

✔ Islanded is simple and safe

For backup, you want your home cut cleanly off the grid during an outage — islanded.

A transfer switch does that with a physical separation that's about as foolproof as

safety gets.
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Why this makes it a licensed job
Everything in this guide is the reason a transfer switch is never a do-it-yourself

project.

The backfeed protection only works if the switch is installed and wired exactly right. Done

wrong, an installation can defeat the very isolation that makes it safe — turning your safest

hookup into a dangerous one, without any obvious sign. That's why it takes a licensed

electrician, a permit, and an inspection: to make sure the life-protecting part is genuinely

there.

For cost, I won't guess — it depends on your home and panel. Get a quote from a licensed

electrician. Our install-and-permit guide covers the process, and it exists largely to protect

exactly what this guide is about.

! Wrong wiring can hide the danger

The frightening thing about a badly wired switch is that it may look fine and work day to

day, while the backfeed protection is quietly defeated. Only proper installation and

inspection rule that out.
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Safety reminders
This whole guide is about safety, so let's gather the essentials in one place —

including the one danger a switch doesn't address.

! The transfer switch handles backfeed — you handle CO

A transfer switch keeps your generator's power off the utility lines automatically. It does

not address carbon monoxide — that depends on where the generator runs and how

it's kept, as below.

! 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.

And never, under any circumstances, use a double-ended cord to backfeed your home. If you

have any doubt about whether your existing hookup is safe, stop using it and have a licensed

electrician check it before the next outage.
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Signs a hookup might be unsafe
If you inherited a setup or aren't sure how yours was done, these are reasons to

have it checked.

• A double-ended cord anywhere in the setup — an immediate, serious red flag.

• No transfer switch or interlock at the panel, yet a way to power the house from a

generator.

• No permit or inspection record for a generator hookup that feeds your home's wiring.

• Instructions that rely on 'remember to flip the main first' rather than a switch that

prevents mistakes.

• Any uncertainty at all about how your generator connects to your home — when unsure,

have it checked.

★ When in doubt, have it checked

If any of these ring a bell, please don't use the setup until a licensed electrician

confirms it's safe. I'm glad to take a first look and help you line up that check. Call (330)

200-8042.
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Common misunderstandings, cleared up
A few honest mix-ups about this safety topic come up again and again.

• 'If I flip my main breaker, a suicide cord is safe.' No — it relies on perfect memory and

still exposes live prongs. Never use one.

• 'Backfeed only matters in a big outage.' It matters any time crews might be on the lines

— which is any outage.

• 'A manual switch is less safe than automatic.' No — both provide identical backfeed

protection.

• 'My generator's too small to hurt anyone.' Even a modest generator can put dangerous

voltage on the lines through a transformer.

• 'The inspection is just red tape.' It's the check that confirms the life-saving isolation was

done right.

! Small generators backfeed too

It's a dangerous myth that a small generator is 'too small to matter.' Through your

home's wiring, even a modest unit can energize the outside lines dangerously. Size is

no excuse to skip a transfer switch.
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Questions to ask about safety
These confirm your setup does the one thing that matters most.

Q: Does my hookup keep the generator and utility completely separate?

This is the essential question. The answer should be a clear yes, via a proper transfer switch

or interlock.

Q: Was it installed with a permit and inspection?

Confirm the backfeed protection was independently checked. If there's no record, have it

verified.

Q: Is the equipment listed and code-compliant?

It should be listed transfer equipment, approved by your local authority. A good electrician

confirms this as a matter of course.

Q: Is there any double-ended cord involved?

The answer must be no. If a setup uses one, stop using it and have it replaced with a proper

hookup immediately.

✔ There's no silly question here

This is the one area where it's always worth asking, even if it feels basic. A clear

answer about backfeed protection is something you deserve to have.
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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about backfeed and the power lines, answered plainly.

Q: What is backfeed, and why is it dangerous?

Backfeed is a generator's power traveling backward out of your home onto the utility lines. It

can electrocute a lineman working on lines they believe are dead, harm neighbors, and start

fires — which is why it's the gravest danger in backup power.

Q: How does a transfer switch prevent it?

It physically keeps your home connected to the utility or the generator, never both. There's no

path for generator power to reach the outside lines — protection by design, not by memory.

Q: Why can't I just backfeed through an outlet?

A double-ended 'suicide cord' can put deadly voltage on the utility lines, exposes live prongs,

and is a fire hazard and illegal. A proper transfer switch is the only safe way to feed your

panel.

Q: Is a small generator safe to backfeed with?

No — even a modest generator can energize the outside lines dangerously through your

wiring. Size is never an excuse to skip a transfer switch.

Q: Do both automatic and manual switches protect the lines?

Yes — both provide identical backfeed protection when properly installed. The choice

between them is about convenience, not safety.

★ Want peace of mind about your hookup?

If you're not certain your backup power is connected safely, that's the one thing worth

being sure of. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and I'll help you check.
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What I do to help
This is a subject I take seriously, because it's genuinely about keeping people alive.

• What I help with: explaining why safe isolation matters, taking a first look at an existing

hookup, and lining up a licensed electrician to install or verify it.

• What only a licensed electrician does: install the transfer switch, wire it correctly, and

pull the permit that confirms the backfeed protection.

• What I never do: the wiring myself, or ever suggest a shortcut — there are none that are

safe.

★ If in doubt, let's be sure

Of everything in backup power, this is the piece I'd most want a friend to double-check.

If you're unsure, please call me at (330) 200-8042.
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The bottom line
If you take one thing from this guide, let it be this.

A transfer switch exists, above all, to keep your generator's power from ever reaching the

utility lines, where it could kill someone working to restore your power. It does this by

physically keeping your home on one source at a time, never both — protection built into the

hardware, required by code, and confirmed by inspection.

That's why it's never a do-it-yourself job, why the dangerous shortcuts are truly deadly, and

why the permit is never worth skipping. Get this one thing right, with a licensed electrician,

and your backup power protects everyone — the crews, your neighbors, your home, and your

family.

! The one thing to get right

Everything else about backup power is convenience and comfort. This is the part that's

about life and death — so it's the part to never cut a corner on. A proper transfer

switch, properly installed, is the answer.
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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 keeping your backup power off the utility lines 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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