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! Read this first — two kinds of protection, one safety rule

There are two kinds of surge protection in this guide, and they are not the same job. A

whole-home surge protector wires into your electrical panel, where the power is always

live and a mistake can be deadly — that is strictly a licensed electrician's work, almost

always with a permit, and never a do-it-yourself project. (It isn't something I do myself,

either; I help you understand it, choose wisely, and line up a trustworthy local pro.) The

other kind — the surge-protector strips and plug-in units you use at the wall — are

perfectly safe for you to set up on your own. One honest note either way: no surge

protector is a lightning rod or an iron-clad guarantee, so in a violent electrical storm,

unplugging a treasured device is still the surest protection of all. This guide is about the

quiet thing that makes a protector work at all — a good ground — and it matters most

in older homes, where a friendly outlet tester or an electrician can set your mind at

ease.

The quiet reason a protector works — or doesn't
Here's a truth that surprises folks: a surge protector is only as good as the ground

behind the outlet. Without a real ground, even a fine protector can't do its job. Let's

make sure yours can.

I'm Bill, of Bill's Home Tech in Portage County, Ohio. In 30-plus years of house calls — many

of them in our area's older, well-loved homes — I've found plenty of outlets that weren't

grounded the way folks assumed. It's common, it's nobody's fault, and it's fixable.

This guide explains what grounding is, why surge protection depends on it, how to check

yours simply, and what to do if it's not right. No fear, no jargon — just the plain picture and a

calm path forward.

★ Wondering about your own outlets?

If you're not sure whether your outlets are grounded, that's an easy thing for me to help

check. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 — no pressure, and nothing to sell you.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these things, you understand grounding well enough to keep

your protection honest.

❑ A surge protector works by shunting extra energy to ground — so without a good ground,

it can't really protect.

❑ This matters most in older homes with two-prong outlets or ungrounded wiring.

❑ A three-prong outlet does NOT guarantee a real ground — someone may have swapped

it in with no ground wire behind it.

❑ Your protector's 'grounded' light is your clue: lit is good; dark means no ground.

❑ An inexpensive outlet tester, or an electrician, can confirm.

❑ Never use a 3-to-2-prong cheater adapter to force a protector into a two-prong outlet — it

defeats the ground.

! The one hard rule

No cheater adapters, ever. If an outlet isn't grounded, the fix is a licensed electrician

adding a proper grounded circuit — not a little adapter that makes the plug fit while

leaving you unprotected.
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How a protector uses the ground
The whole idea rests on one simple picture. Once you see it, everything else

makes sense.

When a surge arrives, a protector's job is to grab that extra, dangerous energy and send it

somewhere safe — away from your electronics. The 'somewhere safe' is ground: a path that

carries the excess harmlessly into the earth, through your home's wiring.

So a protector doesn't make a surge disappear; it redirects it. And a redirect needs

somewhere to go. Take away the ground path and the protector has nowhere to send the

energy — it simply can't do the thing it was built to do, no matter how good the unit is.

✔ Picture a drain

Think of a protector like a floor drain for a sudden flood of water. The drain only helps if

it's actually connected to a pipe. A protector on an ungrounded outlet is a drain with no

pipe beneath it.
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What 'ground' really means
The word sounds technical, but the idea is homey and simple.

Your home's wiring has three roles in a normal outlet: two carry the everyday electricity, and a

third — the ground — is a safety path that does nothing in normal use but stands ready to

carry stray or excess energy safely away. On a three-prong plug, that round bottom prong is

the ground.

That ground path eventually connects to the earth itself, often through a rod or pipe near your

panel. It's the reason a properly grounded system can whisk a surge harmlessly away. When

we say an outlet is 'grounded,' we mean that third path is really there and really connected.

✔ The round prong is the clue

The round or D-shaped prong on a three-prong plug is the ground pin. It's why a surge

protector has three prongs — it needs that ground connection to send a surge where it

belongs.
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Why older homes are the ones to watch
This is where grounding trouble usually lives — and it's nothing to be embarrassed

about.

Many older homes were wired before grounded outlets were standard. You can spot them by

their two-prong outlets — just two slots, no round hole beneath. A two-prong outlet has no

ground path, so a surge protector plugged into one (with an adapter) has nowhere to send a

surge.

Plenty of our area's older houses are like this, in whole rooms or just here and there. It doesn't

mean the home is unsafe to live in — it simply means those outlets can't support real surge

protection until the grounding is brought up to date. That's a job for an electrician, and a

common one.

★ Common, and nothing to fret over

If you've got two-prong outlets, you're in good company — lots of well-cared-for homes

around here do. It's a known, fixable thing, not a crisis. We'll sort out what's worth

doing and in what order.
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A three-prong outlet isn't proof of a ground
Here's the sneaky part that catches even careful folks: three prongs don't

guarantee a real ground behind the wall.

Somewhere along the way, someone may have replaced an old two-prong outlet with a

modern three-prong one without actually running a ground wire to it. The outlet looks perfectly

normal and accepts a three-prong plug — but there's no ground path behind it. Your protector

fits, its power light glows, and you'd never know anything was amiss.

This is exactly why you can't judge grounding by looks alone. A three-prong outlet is a

promise of a ground, not proof of one. The only way to be sure is to check — which, happily,

is quick and inexpensive.

! Looks can fool you

An ungrounded three-prong outlet is more common than folks think, especially in

homes that have been updated piecemeal over the years. Don't assume — check. The

next pages show you how.
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How to check your grounding, simply
You don't need to be an electrician to get a good first answer. Two easy ways cover

most folks.

Your protector's 'grounded' light

Many surge protectors have a small 'grounded' light in addition to the 'protected' one. If it's lit,

the outlet is grounded and the protector can do its job. If it stays dark while the strip has

power, the outlet isn't grounded — move the protector or have the outlet checked.

An inexpensive outlet tester

A little plug-in outlet tester is a handy, low-cost tool. You plug it into an outlet and read its

small lights against the key printed on it, which tells you whether the outlet is wired and

grounded correctly. It's the simplest way to check outlets that don't have a protector on them.

✔ When in doubt, ask a pro

A tester gives a good first read, but it can't catch every wiring quirk. If a result puzzles

you, or a tester flags a problem, a licensed electrician is the one to confirm and fix it.
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Never use a cheater adapter
This is the most important page in the guide, so I'll say it as plainly and firmly as I

can, while still being your friend about it.

A '3-to-2-prong' adapter — often called a cheater plug — lets you push a three-prong

protector into an old two-prong outlet. It solves the wrong problem. The plug fits, but there's

still no ground behind the outlet, so the protector still has nowhere to send a surge. You've

made it look protected while leaving it just as exposed.

! No cheater plugs — call an electrician instead

Never use a 3-to-2-prong cheater adapter to force a surge protector into an

ungrounded outlet. It defeats the ground and the protection, and can be a safety

hazard. The right fix is a licensed electrician adding a properly grounded circuit —

that's the only real solution.

I know the adapter is cheap and the electrician is not. But an adapter buys you a false sense

of safety, which is worse than none. If an outlet isn't grounded, either use the protector on a

grounded outlet elsewhere or have the grounding put right.
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Reading the 'grounded' light
That little light does more than you might think. It's a free, always-on grounding

check, right on your protector.

On protectors that have one, the 'grounded' light tells you at a glance whether the outlet

behind the unit has a real ground. Lit means yes; dark, while the strip still has power, means

no. It's worth a look whenever you plug a protector into a new spot, especially in an older

room.

Not every protector has a separate grounded light — some have only a 'protected' light, and

some just an alarm. If yours doesn't show grounding, an outlet tester fills the gap. Either way,

don't ignore a dark grounded light: it's telling you the protection can't work there.

✔ The indicator-light guide has more

Our guide on the indicator lights walks through what each one means — 'protected'

versus 'grounded,' lit versus dark. It pairs naturally with this one if you'd like the fuller

picture.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Grounding trouble shows up more in some homes than others — and our older

rural farmhouses are the ones most likely to have ungrounded wiring worth

checking.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town and the suburbs, homes tend to be newer or more fully updated, so grounded

three-prong outlets are the norm — but not a guarantee. A piecemeal remodel or a swapped

outlet can still leave an ungrounded three-prong here and there.

• Do a quick check anyway: glance at your protectors' grounded lights and spot-test a few

outlets with a tester.

• Pay special attention to older rooms, basements, and garages that may not have been

updated.

• If everything checks out, your plug-in protectors are free to do their job — move on to the

rest of your plan.

• Any outlet that fails a check is a quick call to an electrician to put right.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, many farmhouses have been added onto and rewired over generations,

and it's common to find two-prong outlets or ungrounded wiring in the older parts of the house

— often right where you'd want to protect electronics.

• Expect to find some two-prong or ungrounded outlets in an older farmhouse; it's normal,

not alarming.

• Check before you trust any protector out there — a grounded light or a tester tells you fast.

• Have an electrician bring key outlets up to a proper ground, and ask them about a

whole-home unit while they're at it.

• Good grounding also supports the whole-home protector at the panel, which relies on a

solid ground of its own.

★ Older home? Let's check it together

If you're in one of our area's older homes, I'm glad to help check your outlets and sort

out what's worth grounding first — then line up an electrician for the wiring. Call (330)

200-8042.
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Adding a real ground is an electrician's job
When an outlet needs a proper ground, that's where the do-it-yourself part ends

and a licensed electrician begins.

Bringing an ungrounded outlet up to a real ground means working with your home's wiring —

running a proper ground path, and doing it safely and to code. That's a licensed electrician's

work, not a weekend project, and it's not something I do myself. What I can do is help you find

which outlets need it and line up a trustworthy pro.

The good news is that it's routine work for an electrician, and it doesn't have to be done all at

once. You can start with the outlets where your important electronics live — the entertainment

center, the home office — and let the rest follow as budget allows.

✔ Bundle it with other work

If an electrician is already coming for a whole-home surge protector at the panel, that's

a sensible moment to have them ground the outlets that matter most. Our whole-home

protection guide covers that visit.
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A calm word if this is your home
If you've just realized your outlets might not be grounded, take a breath. This is

manageable, and you're already ahead by knowing.

An ungrounded outlet doesn't mean your home is dangerous to live in or that you've done

anything wrong. It's simply a feature of how older homes were built, and it's very common in

our part of Ohio. What it means for this topic is narrow: a surge protector can't fully protect on

that particular outlet until the grounding is put right.

So there's no need to rush or worry. Check your outlets, use your protectors on the grounded

ones for now, and plan the grounding work at a pace that suits you. Knowing is the hard part,

and you've done it.

★ You're not sorting this out alone

Plenty of my neighbors have older homes with a mix of grounded and ungrounded

outlets. I help folks map it out and prioritize calmly all the time. That's exactly the kind

of hand I'm glad to lend. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Why grounding matters to your whole plan
Grounding isn't a side topic — it's the foundation the rest of your surge protection

stands on.

You can buy the finest surge protector on the shelf, with a high joule rating and a UL-listed

mark, and it still won't protect much on an ungrounded outlet. That's why grounding comes

before chasing specs. A modest protector on a good ground beats a top-of-the-line one on a

bad ground every time.

It matters for the whole-home layer too. A whole-home protector at the panel relies on your

home's main ground to send big surges to earth. Good grounding is the quiet thing that lets

both layers — plug-in and whole-home — actually work.

✔ Ground first, then choose

Our choosing-a-protector and layered-protection guides help you pick and combine

units. Read them after this one — because a good ground is what makes any of those

choices pay off.
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Signs your grounding may be off
A few clues can tip you off that an outlet may not be grounded, even before you test

it.

• Two-prong outlets — just two slots, no round hole — have no ground path at all.

• A dark 'grounded' light on a protector that still has power is a clear signal.

• Cheater adapters already in use — if you find 3-to-2 adapters around the house, those

outlets are almost certainly ungrounded.

• A very old home that hasn't been rewired is more likely to have ungrounded circuits, in

whole or in part.

• An outlet tester result that flags a wiring or ground problem against its printed key.

! Don't rely on the plug fitting

The biggest false comfort is a three-prong plug sliding in easily. That tells you the outlet

accepts the plug — not that a ground wire is connected behind it. Only a check tells

you that.
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A little more on the outlet tester
It's the friendliest tool in this whole topic — cheap, simple, and genuinely useful.

Here's how to get the most from it.

An outlet tester is a small device you simply plug into an outlet. It has a few little lights, and a

key printed right on it that tells you what the pattern means — whether the outlet is wired

correctly and properly grounded. No skill required; you just read it against the key.

Walk the house and test the outlets where your electronics live, jotting down any that come

back wrong. That little list is exactly what an electrician needs to put things right efficiently. It

also spares you from trusting a protector on an outlet that can't support it.

✔ A good tester earns its keep

For a few dollars, a tester lets you check every outlet in the house in an afternoon. If

reading the lights ever leaves you unsure, that's a fine moment to call me or an

electrician for a second opinion.
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Grounding and the whole-home unit
Grounding matters at the panel just as much as at the wall — maybe more, since

that's where the biggest surges are handled.

A whole-home surge protector at the panel does its work by sending big surges to your

home's main ground — the connection to earth near your panel. If that main grounding is

weak or faulty, the whole-home unit can't protect as it should. A good electrician checks the

grounding as part of fitting one.

So if you're planning a whole-home unit, the grounding conversation comes along for the ride.

It's one more reason this is licensed-electrician work: they confirm the ground is sound,

correct it if not, and fit the unit safely, with a permit.

✔ One visit, both jobs

Having an electrician confirm your main grounding while they install a whole-home

protector is efficient and sensible. Our whole-home protection guide walks through

what that visit looks like.
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Common mistakes to avoid
A handful of grounding slip-ups come up again and again. Here's how to steer clear

of each.

• Using a cheater adapter to force a protector into a two-prong outlet — it defeats the

ground entirely.

• Assuming three prongs means grounded — it doesn't; the ground wire may be missing

behind the outlet.

• Ignoring a dark 'grounded' light and trusting the protector anyway.

• Buying a fancy protector for an ungrounded outlet, expecting the specs to make up for

the missing ground.

• Trying to add a ground yourself — wiring a real ground is a licensed electrician's job.

! The cheater plug, one more time

If you take nothing else from this guide, take this: no 3-to-2-prong adapters on surge

protectors. It's the mistake that quietly undoes everything else you've done right.
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A simple grounding checklist
Work down this at your own pace. Each step brings your protection onto solid

ground — literally.

❑ I've looked for two-prong outlets, which have no ground at all.

❑ I've checked my protectors' 'grounded' lights — lit is good, dark is a problem.

❑ I've tested the outlets where my electronics live with an outlet tester.

❑ I've made a note of any outlet that came back ungrounded or miswired.

❑ I'm using no cheater adapters anywhere in the house.

❑ I've planned an electrician for the outlets that need a real ground, starting with the

important ones.

❑ If I'm adding a whole-home unit, I've asked the electrician to confirm my main grounding.

★ Want a second set of eyes?

Text me a photo of an outlet or a tester result you're unsure about, and I'll give you my

honest read. That's the kind of thing a quick call sorts out. (330) 200-8042.
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Common Questions
The questions folks ask me most about grounding and surge protection, answered

plainly.

Q: Why does a surge protector need a ground at all?

Because it protects by shunting a surge's extra energy safely to ground. No ground path

means the protector has nowhere to send that energy, so it can't really protect, no matter how

good the unit is.

Q: My outlet has three prongs — doesn't that mean it's grounded?

Not necessarily. Someone may have installed a three-prong outlet without running a ground

wire to it. It looks and works normally, but there's no ground behind it. The only way to be sure

is to check with a tester or an electrician.

Q: Can't I just use a 3-to-2-prong adapter on an old outlet?

Please don't. A cheater adapter makes the plug fit but adds no ground, so the protector still

can't protect — and it can be a hazard. The right fix is a licensed electrician adding a properly

grounded circuit.

Q: Is an ungrounded outlet dangerous?

For surge protection, it means the protector can't do its job there. More broadly, grounding is a

safety feature, so it's worth putting right — but it's a common, fixable thing in older homes, not

a cause for alarm. An electrician can bring it up to date.

★ Still have a question?

Ask away — there's no silly question here. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and I'll

walk you through it as many times as it takes.
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How I can help
Checking grounding and sorting out what to do is exactly the sort of patient,

practical help I love to give.

On a visit, I'll check your protectors' grounded lights, test the outlets where your electronics

live, and make a clear note of any that aren't grounded. I'll set up your plug-in protectors on

the good outlets, and steer you away from any cheater adapters you might have around.

For the actual grounding work — adding a proper grounded circuit, or confirming your main

ground for a whole-home unit — I don't do that myself; it's a licensed electrician's job. But I'll

help you understand it, prioritize which outlets matter most, and line up a trustworthy local pro.

★ Real help, close to home

A first in-home visit is a flat $99, and for the simple things I can often help over a

screen-share for $49. Every visit comes with a 30-day, come-back-free guarantee. Call

or text (330) 200-8042.
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One last, reassuring thought
I don't want anyone closing this guide feeling worried about their home. So let me

leave you with the calm version.

Grounding is simply the foundation that lets a surge protector work. Older homes often have

gaps in it, and that's normal and fixable. You check it with a light or a little tester, you never

paper over it with a cheater adapter, and you bring in an electrician for the real fixes when

you're ready. That's the whole story.

Do that, and every other choice you make about surge protection — the protectors you pick,

the whole-home unit, the layering — actually pays off, because it's standing on solid ground.

You don't have to memorize any of this; just remember that a good ground is what makes the

rest work.

✔ Keep this with your home papers

Tuck this guide in a drawer with your other house records. When a grounding question

comes up — buying a protector, planning an electrician — the answer's right here, and

so am I, a phone call away.
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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 grounding and surge protection 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 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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