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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. The little lights we'll

read together live on the plug-in protectors you handle yourself — and I'll also show

you the one on the whole-home unit that your electrician points out at the panel.

The little light that says a lot
That small glowing light on your surge protector isn't just decoration. It's the

protector telling you, at a glance, whether it's still doing its job — and learning to

read it is one of the easiest, most useful skills in the whole house.

I'm Bill, of Bill's Home Tech in Portage County, Ohio. In 30-plus years of helping folks with the

technology in their homes, I've watched a lot of people plug in a protector and never once

glance at its light again. Let's fix that — because that light is doing its best to talk to you.

By the end of this guide you'll know where the lights hide, what each one means, and exactly

what to do when one goes out. No jargon, no fear — just a plain, friendly walk through it.

★ There's no silly question here

If you're ever squinting at a light and not sure what it's telling you, just ask. Call or text

me at (330) 200-8042 and I'll help you read it, free and with nothing to sell you.
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The whole guide, on one page
If you remember only these few things, you can read your protector as well as

anyone.

❑ Most protectors have a small light, often labeled 'protected,' and sometimes a separate

'grounded' one.

❑ 'Protected' lit means the surge parts inside are still working and guarding whatever's

plugged in.

❑ 'Protected' out, while the strip still has power, means the protection is used up — replace

it, even though everything still turns on.

❑ 'Grounded' out means the outlet isn't properly grounded, so the protector can't do its job

— have the outlet checked.

❑ Not every protector has a light; some beep, and some just stop quietly — a good reason

to replace on a schedule.

❑ The whole-home unit at your panel has an indicator too; your electrician will show you

where to find it.

✔ One idea to hold onto

A lit light answers two questions at a glance: is the protection still there, and is there a

good ground behind the outlet? Those are the two things that make a protector actually

work.
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Where the lights hide
Before you can read a light, you have to find it — and they do like to tuck

themselves away.

On most plug-in protectors, the indicator lights sit on the top face or along the front edge,

usually near the on-off switch or the end where the cord comes out. They're small, and most

often green when all is well. Some are labeled in tiny print; others just glow.

The real trouble is a protector shoved behind the entertainment center or hidden under the

desk, where you'll never lay eyes on its light. Half of reading the light is simply putting the

protector somewhere you can see it without crawling around.

✔ Turn it to face the room

When you set a protector up, aim its lights out into the room rather than toward the

wall. A light you can see from your chair is a light you'll actually glance at.
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The 'protected' light — your main signal
This is the important one, so let's give it a page of its own.

When the 'protected' light is lit, the protective parts inside are alive and working, standing

guard over everything plugged into the protector. That glow is the protector saying, plainly,

'I've got you.'

Now the key part: if that light goes dark while the strip still has power — your devices still turn

on, but the little light is out — the protector is telling you its protection is used up. Replace it,

even though everything plugged in still works. Our guide on when to replace a surge protector

walks through the whole story.

! Out, but things still work? Replace it

This is the moment people miss. The outlets keep working long after the protection is

gone, so a dark 'protected' light matters even when nothing seems wrong. The light is

the honest one — believe it.
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The 'grounded' light — the quiet hero
Many protectors have a second light, and it guards against a problem you'd never

spot otherwise.

Surge protection works by shoving extra energy safely to ground, so without a real ground

connection, a protector simply can't do its job — no matter how healthy the 'protected' light

looks. The 'grounded' light is there to confirm that ground is present.

If the 'grounded' light is off (or a 'wiring fault' light is on), the outlet itself isn't properly

grounded. A three-prong outlet doesn't guarantee a real ground behind it — someone may

have swapped the outlet with no ground wire attached. That's a job for an electrician to check,

and our grounding guide explains it in plain English.

! Never force it with a cheater plug

Never use a 3-to-2-prong 'cheater' adapter to squeeze a protector into an old

two-prong outlet. It gives you a fit but no ground — which means no real protection,

and a false sense of safety on top.
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When there's no light to read
Not every protector announces itself with a glow, and it helps to know what you're

dealing with.

Some protectors use an audible alarm — a beep — that sounds when the protection fails.

Others, especially inexpensive ones, give no signal at all; they just quietly stop protecting one

day, with nothing to tell you. You can't read a light that was never there.

That silence is exactly why a schedule matters. If you can't count on a light or a beep, then

age becomes your guide — plan to replace those every few years as a matter of course, the

same as you'd replace a smoke alarm battery on a rhythm.

✔ Know which kind you have

When a protector is new, check the package or manual to see whether it has a light, an

alarm, or neither. Knowing that up front tells you whether to watch a light or watch the

calendar.
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Take a photo when it's brand new
Here's a simple trick that saves a lot of second-guessing later, and it costs you

nothing at all.

When a protector is freshly plugged in and everything's healthy, snap a photo of its lights with

your phone. Now you've got a known-good picture — exactly what the lights are supposed to

look like when all is well.

Months later, if you ever wonder 'was that light always that color?' or 'is one of them out

now?', you don't have to trust your memory. You just pull up the photo and compare. It's

especially handy for the whole-home unit's indicator, tucked away at the panel where you

rarely look.

★ I'll help you snap and save them

On a visit I can take these known-good photos with you and tuck them into a little

album on your phone, labeled so you know which is which. Small habit, big payoff. Call

(330) 200-8042.
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The whole-home unit has a light too
The big protector at your electrical panel plays by the same rules — it just lives

somewhere you visit less often.

A whole-home protector has its own indicator, usually green, that means it's still on guard.

When your electrician installs one, ask them to show you exactly where it is and what a

healthy light looks like. That thirty-second tour is worth asking for.

After a rough storm season, you can glance at it yourself — from outside the closed panel,

never opening it — and call your electrician if it's changed. Our whole-home surge protection

guide has the full picture of what that unit does.

! Look, but don't open the panel

Glance at the panel unit's light with the panel closed. Never open your electrical panel

to get a better look — the wires inside stay live even with the main breaker off. That's

the electrician's territory, not yours or mine.
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What the light can and can't tell you
The indicator light is wonderfully useful — and, like anything, it has honest limits

worth knowing up front.

What it can tell you: whether the protection is still present, and whether you've got a good

ground. Those are the two big questions, and a glance at the lights answers both.

What it can't tell you: it won't warn you a storm is coming, it won't stop a direct lightning strike,

and a lit light doesn't mean the protector is fresh or will last forever. Treat the light as a status

check, not a guarantee — and pair it with the calendar and your own senses.

✔ Three ways to know, together

The light, the protector's age, and your own eyes and nose make a good team. The

light tells you it's working; the calendar tells you it's aging; your senses catch anything

hot or burnt. Use all three.
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Two kinds of homes, two sets of needs
Reading the lights matters everywhere, but how often you'll want to glance at them —

and how much rides on the ground behind your outlets — shifts a bit with where you

live.

If you live in town or the suburbs

In town and the suburbs, homes are often newer or have been updated, so properly grounded

three-prong outlets are more common and the 'grounded' light is more likely to stay happy. You'll

still want to glance at the 'protected' lights now and then.

• A quick monthly glance at the 'protected' lights catches any that have quietly gone out.

• Grounded outlets are common in updated homes, but still worth confirming with the light or an

inexpensive tester.

• After a grid flicker or a restoration jolt, check the lights the same as you would after a storm.

• Closer neighbors mean shorter outages, but one big surge can still darken a light in a single

hit.

If you are out in the country on a well

Out in the country, homes can be older, so ungrounded or two-prong wiring is more common —

which makes that 'grounded' light especially worth watching. And with more storms reaching

you, the 'protected' lights earn more frequent glances.

• Older wiring makes a dark 'grounded' light more likely — take it seriously and have the outlet

checked.

• More lightning exposure means more chances for a big hit to darken a 'protected' light

overnight.

• Glance at the whole-home unit's indicator after every rough storm season — ask your

electrician to point it out first.

• A well pump and other hardwired gear can't show you a light, so the panel unit's indicator

matters all the more.

★ Not sure your outlets are grounded?

A dark 'grounded' light in an older home is worth sorting out. Tell me what you're

seeing and I'll help you figure out the next step — and line up an electrician if the outlet

needs one. Call (330) 200-8042.
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Make it a two-second habit
The whole value of an indicator light is unlocked by one tiny habit: actually looking

at it.

You don't need a schedule or a reminder for this one. Just let your eye fall on the lights when

you're already nearby — dusting the TV stand, plugging in the vacuum, reaching behind the

desk. Green and glowing? Carry on. Dark or a different color? That's your cue to act.

Two seconds, no tools, no fuss. Over a year those little glances add up to real peace of mind,

because you're never trusting a protector you haven't laid eyes on.

✔ Especially after storms

The one time to make a deliberate lap rather than a casual glance is right after a rough

storm — that's when a protector is most likely to have taken a hit and gone dark.
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After a big storm, make a lap
Storms are when protectors do their hardest work — and when a single big surge

can use one up. So they earn a deliberate check.

After a rough storm, especially if the power flickered or went out and came back, take a walk

and look at every 'protected' light. A protector can give its whole life saving your gear in one

strike and go dark in the process — so a dark light after a storm is common, and it means

replace.

While you're on your lap, reset any tripped breakers and GFCI outlets, and notice anything

that won't turn on or a clock that's blinking. A dark protector light plus a blinking microwave

clock tells you the power took a real swing — and points you straight to what to replace.

✔ Tie it to resetting the clocks

You're already going around resetting blinking clocks after an outage. Make the

protector-light glance part of that same little chore and it never becomes one more

thing to remember.
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The lights, at a glance
Here's the whole thing in one quick table you can come back to any time a light has

you wondering.

The light What it means What to do

'Protected' — lit Still guarding your gear Nothing needed

'Protected' — out Protection is used up Replace the protector

'Grounded' — lit The outlet is grounded Nothing needed

'Grounded' — out The outlet isn't grounded Have the outlet checked

No lights at all It can't tell you much Replace on a schedule

✔ Green is good, dark is a cue

If you remember nothing else from the table: a healthy light is usually green and

steady, and anything dark or changed is a cue to look closer. When in doubt, replace

the protector — it's the cheap part.
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If the lights are hard to see
Those indicator lights are small, and there's no shame in needing a hand to read

them. Here are some gentle tricks.

• Use your phone's camera and zoom in — the screen shows the light far bigger than your

eye can, and you can grab that known-good photo while you're at it.

• Keep a small flashlight nearby; a tiny green light is much easier to spot in good light than in

a dim corner.

• Set protectors at eye level or on top of furniture where you can, so you're not stooping to

floor level just to check a light.

• A stick-on label noting the light's normal color, right beside it, gives you something plain to

compare against.

• If bending or reaching is hard, this is a perfect thing to have a family member or me check

for you on a visit.

★ Let me be your second set of eyes

Reading tiny lights in awkward corners is exactly the kind of small chore I'm glad to

take on. I'll check them all and set up any that need replacing. Call or text (330)

200-8042.
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Common mistakes with the lights
A handful of slip-ups come up again and again. Here's how to step around them.

• Never looking at the light at all — so a protector that quit long ago sits there while

nobody's the wiser.

• Thinking a dark 'protected' light means the strip is dead. The outlets still work; it's only

the protection that's gone.

• Ignoring a dark 'grounded' light and trusting the protector anyway. Without a ground, it

can't really protect.

• Forcing a protector into a two-prong outlet with a cheater adapter — that guarantees a

bad ground and false safety.

• Assuming no light means nothing to worry about. Some protectors stop silently;

replace those by the calendar.

! The cheater-plug trap, again

It's worth repeating: a 3-to-2-prong adapter defeats the ground your protector needs. If

a protector won't fit an old outlet, the answer is a properly grounded outlet from an

electrician — not an adapter.
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A few myths about the lights
The little lights collect some misunderstandings. Let's set them straight.

Q: 'If the light's on, the protector is like new.'

Not quite. A lit 'protected' light means protection is still present, not that it's fresh or will last

forever. Age still matters, so pair the light with the calendar.

Q: 'No light means the whole thing is broken.'

No. If the strip still powers your devices, it works fine as a strip. A dark 'protected' light means

only the protection is used up — replace it for the protection, not because the outlets failed.

Q: 'The grounded light doesn't really matter.'

It's quietly one of the most important. Without a real ground, a protector can't shove energy

safely away — so a dark 'grounded' light means it can't truly protect, even if 'protected' glows.

Q: 'All surge protectors have lights.'

Many don't. Some beep instead, and some give no signal at all. If yours has no indicator, let

the calendar be your guide and replace it every few years.

✔ Neighboring guides help too

If any of these surprised you, our guides on when to replace a surge protector and on

grounding your outlets dig into the details behind the lights.
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A simple light-check list
Work down this list at your own pace. Every box you check means one less

protector you're trusting blind.

❑ I've found the 'protected' light on each surge protector and confirmed it's lit.

❑ I've found the 'grounded' light, where there is one, and confirmed it's lit too.

❑ I've taken a known-good photo of each protector's lights while they're healthy.

❑ I've replaced any protector whose 'protected' light is out or has changed.

❑ I've flagged any dark 'grounded' light for an electrician to check the outlet.

❑ I've asked my electrician to show me the whole-home unit's indicator, if I have one.

★ Want a hand working through it?

I'm glad to go down this list with you, read every light, and sort out anything that needs

it. Call or text (330) 200-8042 and we'll make quick work of it.
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So a light is off — now what?
Let's put it all together into a calm, simple response for the two lights that matter

most.

If the 'protected' light is off but the strip still has power, the protection is spent. Unplug your

gear, retire that protector, and set up a fresh one. Nothing's on fire and nothing's your fault —

it simply did its duty and wore out.

If the 'grounded' light is off, don't panic and don't force anything. The protector can't protect

properly on a bad ground, so have an electrician check that outlet. In the meantime, know that

whatever's on that outlet isn't truly guarded, and treat it accordingly.

✔ Two lights, two simple answers

'Protected' off means replace the protector — a job you can do yourself. 'Grounded' off

means check the outlet — a job for an electrician. That's the whole decision in one

breath.
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Why a little light is worth the glance
It's easy to shrug off a tiny light. Here's why this one earns your attention.

A surge protector you never check is a bit of a leap of faith. The indicator light turns that faith

into knowledge — for a two-second glance, you know whether your gear is truly guarded or

quietly exposed. That's a wonderful trade.

It matters most as part of the bigger picture. Layered protection — a whole-home unit at the

panel plus plug-in protectors at the wall — only works if each layer is actually alive. The lights

are how you confirm the plug-in layer is still holding up its end. Our layered-protection guide

shows how the pieces fit together.

✔ Knowledge beats hope

Every other part of surge protection is about setting things up right. The indicator light

is about knowing it's still working — which is what turns a good setup into lasting peace

of mind.
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How I can help
Reading little lights in awkward spots is exactly the sort of small, practical thing I

love to take off your plate.

I can walk your home, find and read every protector's lights, and tell you honestly which are

still guarding your gear and which have quietly retired. I'll take those known-good photos with

you, set up any replacements, and aim each protector so its light faces where you'll actually

see it.

For the whole-home unit at your panel, I don't open the panel — that's a licensed electrician's

job. But I'll help you understand its indicator, and if a 'grounded' light points to a wiring

problem, I'll line you up with a trustworthy local pro.

★ Real help, close to home

A first in-home visit is a flat $99, and for simple checks 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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Common Questions
The questions I hear most about the little lights, answered plainly.

Q: What does the 'protected' light mean?

When it's lit, the surge parts inside are still working and guarding whatever's plugged in. If it

goes out while the strip still has power, the protection is used up — replace the protector,

even though your devices still turn on.

Q: The light's off but everything still works. What gives?

That's the classic trap. The outlets keep working long after the protection is gone. A dark

'protected' light means the guarding is spent, so it's time for a new protector — the outlets

working tells you nothing about the protection.

Q: What's the 'grounded' light for?

It confirms the outlet has a real ground, which a protector needs to shove surge energy safely

away. If it's off, have an electrician check the outlet — and never use a cheater adapter to

force a ground that isn't there.

Q: My protector has no light at all — is that bad?

Not bad, just different. Some beep instead, and some give no signal. Without a light to watch,

let the calendar guide you and replace it every few years, the way you'd change a

smoke-alarm battery.

★ Still have a question?

That's what I'm here for. Call or text me at (330) 200-8042 and ask away — there's

truly no such thing as a silly question about this.
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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 reading your surge protector's indicator lights 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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