














A Customized Approach

ROCHESTER, MINN.-BASED CUSTOM ALARM/Custom Communications Inc. was
launched by President/CEQ Leigh Johnson from the basement of his home in 1968.
Today, the provider of residential and commercial security systems and monitoring,
and sound and media solutions, employs nearly 70 people.

A hallmark of the company’s success is first-rate customer service that includes an
emphasis on effective alarm management and minimizing false alarms/dispatches.
These initiatives have led to Custom Alarm notching a .33 false alarm dispatch rate
in 2007, and being named runner-up of the Police Dispatch Quality (PDQ) Award
two of the past three years.

Techniques used by the company include
consistent messaging throughout its advertising,
sales literature and contracts; thorough education,
training and follow-up; acceptance of electronic
cancellations; SIA CP-01 compliance; and excel-
lent working relationships with responding police
and fire departments. Custom Alarm Director of
Marketing Nikki Johnson, one of several family
members involved in the business, lends insight to
the company’s false alarm prevention program.

Custom Alarm President/CEO Leigh
Johnson is proud of the company’s
UL-Listed central monitoring station

What inspired Custom Alarm to mount a com- and dispatchers who recorded a .33
prehensive false alarm reduction program? false alarm dispatch rate in 2007.
Johnson: As a company and particularly as a central monitoring station we are very
conscientious about serving our customers. It is our responsibility to make sure we
are setting our customers up with the tools they need in order to have the lowest
number of false alarms. We realize that a lower number of false alarms makes better
business for us, happier customers, and also pleases local law enforcement.

How has the program evolved over time?

Johnson: An area we modified was fire alarm response — we do not do any two-call
verifications on fire alarms. Late 2007, we met with the local fire marshal to discuss
fire responses and dispatches. It was agreed that we would make one call to the
home/business at the same time we are dispatching the fire department. This has
further reduced the number of times the trucks roll for unnecessary calls.

In the third quarter of 2007, we drafted a follow-up letter that was sent to the
customer after calls are made on false alarms. This letter thanks the customer for tak-
ing the time to discuss the alarm event and outlines procedures for preventing false
alarms. It also helps re-enforce the need for preventing false alarms.

What have been the internal challenges of implementing the program?
Johnson: Since we have always had false alarm reduction as a top priority from sales
to installation, it was not a big adjustment. Our central station dispatchers have been
the affected most. They are the ones who make the follow-up calls and help custom-
ers determine the best course of action. It was really our employees who rallied for
two-call verification as an effort to minimize dispatches, and increased efforts to
reach customers prior to unnecessary response.

As for the change in the fire dispatching, it too came from the central station re-
searching those call procedures beforehand. They now have the ability to call the cus-
tomer and ‘double check’ that the alarm was not accidentally set off. This additionally
helps make our relationship with the customer even stronger as they see the efforts we
go through to make sure they are safe, yet not sending help when it is unnecessary.

Is this plan appropriate for any security company?

Johnson: It should work for most companies. The real success of our program comes
from communication with customers, which is key. This is a program that works for
any monitoring company willing to invest the time to make it work. These programs
do not cost a lot; it is an investment of time by the dispatchers to follow-up with cus-
tomers when their system sends in false alarms, and to work with law enforcement to
develop a working relationship.
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by our on-the-road false alarm expert,
and they have been trained to be experts
in solving these problems as well.

DEALING WITH CLIENTS, COPS, CP-01
What were the challenges in implement-
ing the plan on the customer side?
Bonifas: As new customers become
part of the ADS family, they are asked
for names to call before dispatch. As
far as getting information from estab-
lished customers, we sent a mailing to
all of our customers giving them full in-
formation on our anticipated change in
process and asking them to supply us
with secondary phone numbers. Cus-
tomers who have given us feedback are
impressed and appreciate our efforts.

What about the law enforcement side?

Bonifas: All law enforcement agen-
cies were happy to hear of the second
call verification. We had no problem
getting any buy-in. Skeptics became
believers when they saw the actual

ADS CEO Robert Bonifas (left) discusses
false alarm prevention with SSI Editor-in-
Chief Scott Goldfine.

numbers improving as the program
was implemented.

What role do standards, practices and
certifications play in successful alarm
management?

Bonifas: CP-01 is and will be a major
driver in reducing false alarms in the
long run. That said, lacking an upgrade
toa CP-01 panel, CP-01 will not solve the
problem with some 20-million-plus leg-
acy alarm systems. Enhanced Call Veri-

fication has the dramatic advantage of
immediately impacting legacy systems,
while new CP-01 systems can begin the
first day the program is instituted.

Training and certification programs,
such as 5-Diamond online training and
certification of all central station per-
sonnel, make a major impact in more
effectively verifying that an alarm sig-
nal is in fact false so we do not dispatch
law enforcement.

ESTABLISHING A MODEL PROGRAM

Do you believe others should use ADS’
approach?

Bonifas: Yes, we are a leader in the in-
dustry and have been more than willing
to share our information with others who
may want to model their improvements
after ours. It is a situation that needs to
be addressed by the entire industry. In
fact, it is the only ethical thing to do. m

Scott Goldfine is Security Sales & Integration’s Editor-
in-Chief. He can be reached at (704) 663-7125 or scott.
goldfine @securitysales.com.
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