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! Before you begin — a quick safety note.

This guide covers work involving engine exhaust, fuel, and household electricity, which

can cause serious injury, fire, or property damage if something goes wrong. It's here

for general information only, not professional advice. If you're not completely

comfortable — or if your local codes require a licensed pro — please stop and hire a

qualified electrician or generator installer. Turn off the power at the breaker before any

electrical step. Never work on gas lines yourself; if you smell gas, leave right away and

call your gas company or 911. There's no shame in calling a pro — that's often the

smart, safe choice. You follow this guide at your own risk. — Bill

A Note From Bill
Backup generators come in two very different shapes, and mixing them up in your

head is where a lot of confusion starts. Let's sort out portable from standby, plainly,

so you know exactly what you're looking at — or shopping for.

Neither shape is the “right” one across the board. I've set up plenty of households happily on

each. My job in this guide is to show you honestly what living with each one is actually like.

What you'll get out of this guide

• What separates a portable generator from a standby one

• How each one starts, fuels, and installs

• The honest cost and convenience trade-offs

• Which type tends to fit town homes, and which fits rural ones

• How to decide which is right for your household

★ New to generators altogether?

If you're just getting oriented to dual-fuel and tri-fuel generators in general, the first

guide in this series is a good place to start. This one goes deep on the

portable-vs-standby question specifically. (330) 200-8042 anytime.
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The Whole Comparison in One Page
Short on time? Here's the gist.

❑ Portable generators sit in the garage or shed until you roll them out, fuel them, and start

them yourself.

❑ Standby generators live outside permanently and start themselves automatically within

moments of an outage.

❑ Portable units are the flexible, lower-cost entry point, and where most dual- and tri-fuel

choice lives.

❑ Standby units are a bigger, professionally installed project, usually running on natural gas

or a large propane tank.

❑ Both need a safe, professional connection to your home's circuits — never a shortcut.

✔ Most first-time buyers start portable

If you're not sure which you need, portable is the lower-commitment way to get real

backup power while you decide if standby is worth the bigger investment later.
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Two Shapes, One Job
Whichever shape you choose, the job is the same: make electricity when the utility

power doesn't. How that happens is where they part ways.

Question Portable Standby

Where does it live? Garage, shed, or trailer A permanent pad outside, like
an AC unit

Who starts it? You do, by hand or a button It starts itself

How is it connected? Cords, or an inlet with a
transfer switch

Wired in permanently to a
transfer switch

Everything else in this guide is really just unpacking those three rows in more detail.

✔ Picture your own routine

As you read, picture your own morning after a storm: do you want to be the one

walking outside to start it, or do you want it already running by the time you wake up?
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Meet the Portable Generator
This is the generator most people picture — and the one most dual- and tri-fuel

flexibility lives in.

• Sits in a garage, shed, or trailer until you need it, usually on a set of wheels.

• You roll it to a safe outdoor spot, choose your fuel, and start it — pull cord, key, or button

depending on the model.

• Connects to your needs with heavy-duty cords, or to your home's circuits through a

transfer switch or interlock with an outdoor inlet.

• Almost always where you'll find dual- and tri-fuel flexibility — gasoline, propane, and

sometimes natural gas, selected with a switch.

✔ The lower-commitment starting point

Portable is where most households begin, and plenty stay there happily for good — it's

flexible, moveable, and asks the least up front.
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Meet the Standby Generator
A standby generator trades hands-on involvement for hands-off convenience — at

the cost of a bigger, more permanent project.

• Installed permanently outside on a concrete or composite pad, wired directly into your

home's electrical panel.

• Senses an outage on its own and starts itself, usually within moments, switching your

home over automatically.

• Typically runs on natural gas or a large propane tank rather than offering a fuel selector —

fuel flexibility usually isn't the point here.

• A true install project: a gas or propane connection, an electrical connection, a pad, and the

paperwork and permits that go with it.

✔ The hands-off end of the spectrum

If the idea of ever having to walk outside in a storm doesn't appeal to you at all,

standby is built exactly for that.
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How They Start: You vs. Automatic
This is the single biggest lifestyle difference between the two.

With a portable unit, nothing happens until you make it happen — you go out, set it up, and

start it. That's a few minutes of work, every time, but it also means nothing runs unless you

decide it should. A standby unit watches your home's power around the clock and starts itself

within moments of an outage, whether you're home, asleep, or away.

✔ Away from home often?

If you travel, or worry about an elderly family member being alone during a storm, the

automatic nature of standby is a real comfort — the generator doesn't wait for

someone capable of starting it.
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Fuel Choices: Portable's Flexibility vs. Standby's
Simplicity
This series is all about dual- and tri-fuel flexibility — and it's worth knowing where

that flexibility actually shows up.

• Portable dual-/tri-fuel units let you pick gasoline, propane, or natural gas with a selector,

switching fuels as your situation changes.

• Standby units are usually plumbed to one supply — typically natural gas or a large

propane tank — and don't offer a fuel selector at all.

• The same power trade-off applies either way: propane and natural gas make a little less

power than gasoline, often around 10% less on propane and a bit less again on natural

gas.

If having a choice of fuel in the moment matters most to you, that points toward portable. If

having one dependable, hands-off fuel supply matters most, standby's simplicity is a feature,

not a limitation.

✔ Cross-reference

There's a whole guide in this series comparing gasoline, propane, and natural gas in

detail if you'd like to dig into the fuel side further.
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Installation Effort: Roll It Out vs. Professional Install
This is where the two paths really diverge in terms of time, cost, and commitment.

Portable Standby

Setup Roll outside, no permanent
install required

Permanent pad, gas/propane
line, panel wiring

Who does it You, plus an electrician for
whole-house hookup

Licensed electrician and
gas/propane professional

Timeline Ready to use quickly A true installation project, often
with permits

Neither path is wrong — it's a question of how much project you want to take on, and how

much you want to spend on convenience.

★ I help with both

Whether you need a transfer switch for a portable unit or want to talk through a standby

install with the right professionals, I can help you plan it out.
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The Cost Picture, in General Terms
I won't quote you numbers that will be stale by the time you read this, but the

general shape holds true.

• Portable generators are the lower-cost entry point for real backup power — the unit itself,

plus a modest cost for a safe connection method.

• Standby generators are a bigger investment: the unit, the pad, the gas or propane hookup,

and the professional electrical work all add up.

• The trade-off is convenience — standby's higher cost buys automatic, hands-off operation

for as long as you own the home.

• Think of it less as “which is cheaper” and more as “which convenience is worth paying for.”

★ Get real numbers, not guesses

I'm glad to connect you with the right installers so you can compare real quotes for your

home, rather than working off a number from the internet.
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For Town & Suburb Homes
Town and suburban settings shape this decision in a few specific ways.

• Smaller lots mean placement matters. A standby unit needs a permanent,

code-compliant spot outside — worth checking against local setback rules before

committing.

• Natural gas is often available, which pairs naturally with a standby unit and removes fuel

storage from the equation entirely.

• Shorter, more frequent outages mean a portable unit is often plenty — you're rolling it

out a handful of times a year, not constantly.

• Noise and neighbors matter. Whichever you choose, a quieter unit and thoughtful

placement keep the peace on a close-together street.

A lot of town customers land on a portable dual-fuel unit to start, and consider standby later if

they decide the hands-off convenience is worth the bigger investment.

✔ Check before you install a standby unit

Some municipalities and HOAs have rules about permanent outdoor equipment. It's

worth a quick check before you commit to a standby install.
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For Country & Well-Water Homes
Out in the country, the calculus shifts — longer outages and a well pump both raise

the case for going bigger, and sometimes for going standby.

• Longer outages favor automatic operation. If you're away from the house — working

the property, or just not home — a standby unit keeps the well pump and furnace running

without anyone there to start it.

• No gas line usually means a large propane tank feeding the standby unit, rather than

natural gas — still hands-off, just a different fuel source.

• A portable unit works well too, especially sized generously with 240-volt capability for

the well pump, if you're comfortable being the one who starts it each time.

• Either way, size for the well pump's surge. That's true whether you choose portable or

standby — there's a dedicated guide on backing up a well pump.

Rural households split fairly evenly between portable and standby in my experience — it

usually comes down to budget and how comfortable you are being the one who starts the

generator during a storm.

★ Let's talk through your property

Well pumps, outbuildings, and longer outages all change this math. I'm glad to walk

your property with you and talk through portable versus standby honestly.
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Convenience Day-to-Day: What Living With Each Is
Like
Beyond the storm itself, it's worth picturing ordinary life with each type.

• Portable: you store it, you move it, you fuel it, and you remember to exercise it monthly so

it's ready. It takes a bit of ongoing attention.

• Standby: it exercises itself on a schedule, sits ready year-round, and mostly just needs an

annual professional check-up. It asks very little of you day to day.

If you enjoy being hands-on with your equipment, portable can feel satisfying rather than like

a chore. If you'd rather never think about it until the moment you need it, standby is built for

exactly that.

✔ Be honest about your own habits

The best generator is the one that's actually ready when you need it. If monthly

maintenance reliably falls through the cracks at your house, that's worth factoring in

honestly.
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Noise & Neighbors
Worth a mention on its own, since it affects where and how comfortably you can

run either type.

Portable units vary quite a bit in noise depending on the model — an inverter-style portable

tends to run quieter than a conventional one. Standby units are typically installed with

sound-dampening enclosures and are often engineered to run a bit quieter for their size, since

they're expected to sit permanently near the house.

✔ Think about 3 a.m.

Picture your generator running in the middle of the night during a multi-day outage.

Wherever you place it, and whichever type you choose, that's the noise level worth

planning around.
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Power Capacity: What Each Can Realistically Cover
Without inventing exact numbers, it's fair to say the two types often serve different

scopes of coverage.

• Portable units commonly cover a solid list of essentials — fridge, furnace blower, some

lights, phone and internet — run through a transfer switch or heavy cords, with bigger

loads rotated rather than run all at once.

• Standby units are often sized to cover a larger share of the home's circuits automatically,

since they're a planned, permanent installation rather than something you're carrying

essentials to.

• Either way, sizing correctly for your specific home and fuel is what actually matters —

there's a full guide on sizing in this series.

! Don't assume standby means unlimited

A standby unit still has a real capacity limit, just like a portable one. It needs to be sized

to your home properly, not assumed to cover everything automatically.
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The Safety Rules That Apply to Both
Portable or standby, the two biggest dangers are exactly the same: exhaust and

electricity done wrong.

• Carbon monoxide is invisible and odorless, and it comes from any running generator's

exhaust. Portable units must run outdoors only, at least 20 feet from the house, exhaust

pointed away from doors and windows. Standby units are installed by professionals

specifically to keep exhaust clear of the home — never modify that placement yourself.

• Never run a portable generator in a garage, basement, shed, or carport, even with the

door open.

• Backfeeding — plugging a portable generator into a wall outlet — can electrocute a utility

lineworker and is never acceptable, on any type of generator.

• Put battery-backup CO alarms on every level of the home, generator type aside.

! Standby doesn't mean no CO risk

Even a professionally installed standby unit is placed with exhaust clearance in mind

for a reason. Never build a structure or enclosure around it that isn't part of the original

approved installation.
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Connecting Safely: The Short Version
Both types need a genuinely safe way to reach your home's circuits — briefly, since

a full guide in this series covers it in depth.

• A portable unit connects safely through a transfer switch or a listed interlock kit, installed

by a licensed electrician, or through heavy-duty extension cords for smaller needs.

• A standby unit is wired permanently into an automatic transfer switch as part of its

installation — this is built in, not optional.

• Neither type should ever be connected by plugging into a regular wall outlet. That's the one

method that's never safe.

✔ This is a professional's job either way

Don't let anyone — including a well-meaning neighbor — talk you into a shortcut here.

A licensed electrician is the right person for this connection, full stop.
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Maintenance Differences
Upkeep looks different for each type, though neither is complicated.

Portable Standby

Exercise You run it monthly yourself,
under a little load

Usually exercises itself
automatically on a schedule

Oil & filters You handle it, on your own
schedule

Often covered by an annual
professional service

Fuel care You manage gasoline
freshness or propane levels

Simpler if plumbed to natural
gas or a large tank

There's a full guide in this series on maintenance by fuel type if you'd like more detail on the

upkeep itself, whichever machine you own.

★ An easy yearly once-over

Whether you have a portable or a standby unit, I'm glad to do an annual check to make

sure it'll start the moment you need it.



WHICH ONE FITS YOU? BillsHomeTech.com · (330) 200-8042

Tech Made Simple — Service Made Personal Page 19 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

Which One Fits Your Household?
Pulling it all together, here's how I'd think about it out loud with a customer.

❑ Do I want the lower-cost, flexible starting point, or am I ready for a bigger, permanent

investment?

❑ Do I want to be the one who starts it, or do I want it to happen automatically?

❑ Am I often away from home during storms, or usually right there?

❑ Do I have — or want — a natural gas line or a large propane tank to feed a standby unit?

❑ Would dual- or tri-fuel flexibility (switching fuels as needed) matter to me?

✔ There's no wrong answer

Both types genuinely work. This is about matching the machine to how you actually

want to live with it.
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A Hybrid Path: Starting Portable, Moving to Standby
Later
You don't have to choose forever on day one.

Plenty of households start with a portable dual-fuel generator, get comfortable with backup

power in general, and decide a year or two later whether the hands-off convenience of

standby is worth the bigger investment. A portable unit doesn't go to waste either — many

households keep it on hand as a backup even after installing a standby system.

★ Start where you're comfortable

There's no shame in starting smaller. I'd rather see you get real backup power today

than wait a year saving up for the bigger project.
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When to Give Me a Call
Whichever direction you're leaning, I'm glad to help you get there safely.

• Deciding between portable and standby for your specific home

• Setting up a transfer switch or interlock for a portable unit

• Coordinating a standby installation with the right electrician and gas professional

• Sizing either type correctly for your essentials and your fuel

• An annual check-up so it's ready when you need it

I come to you, here in Portage County and nearby, and I'll help you weigh portable against

standby honestly, without steering you toward whichever is more expensive.

★ Bill's Home Tech

Call or text (330) 200-8042. Tech Made Simple, Service Made Personal. Every visit is

$99 flat and 30-day come-back-free.
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Everyday Cheat Sheet
Dog-ear this page for the quick version.

I want to... Remember this

Get backup power for less, to start Portable is the lower-cost entry point

Never think about starting it Standby starts itself automatically

Keep fuel flexibility Dual-/tri-fuel choice lives mostly in portable
units

Go hands-off long-term Standby runs on natural gas or a big propane
tank

Connect either one safely Transfer switch or interlock, installed by a pro

Get help deciding Call Bill: (330) 200-8042
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Words People Use
A few terms from this guide, explained simply. No quiz at the end.

Q: Portable generator

A wheeled or moveable unit you set up, fuel, and start yourself when you need backup power.

Q: Standby generator

A permanently installed unit that starts itself automatically when the power fails.

Q: Automatic transfer switch

The device that senses an outage and switches a standby generator's power to the house

without anyone flipping anything.

Q: Transfer switch

The electrician-installed device that safely feeds a generator's power to a home's circuits.

Q: Interlock kit

A listed, lower-cost alternative to a transfer switch that prevents utility and generator power

from ever being on at once.

Q: Pad

The concrete or composite base a standby generator sits on permanently.
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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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