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Smoke Alarm Buying Guide 
Smoke alarms are the single most effective way to prevent injuries or death from fires in the home but it is important to know the differences between them and to regularly check the batteries to ensure that it does its job should a fire ever occur.  This guide is designed to give you a better understanding of the difference between the two types of smoke alarms and where they would best be placed in your home and idea of how carbon monoxide detectors work and if they would also be something you might want in your home.  
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Photoelectric Smoke Alarms
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Retail $25-$50





Photoelectric sensors respond slightly faster to smoldering fires.  Photoelectric type smoke alarms consist of a light emitting diode and a light sensitive sensor in the sensing chamber. The presence of suspended products of combustion in the chamber scatters the light beam. This scattered light is detected and sets off the alarm.





Photoelectric models are best suited for living rooms, bedrooms and kitchens. This is because these rooms often contain large pieces of furniture, such as sofas, chairs, mattresses, counter tops, etc. which will burn slowly and create more smoldering smoke than flames.¹











Ionization Smoke Alarms
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Retail $25-$50





Ionization sensors respond slightly faster to flaming fires and most smoke alarms in use are this type.


 An ionization smoke alarm uses a small amount of radioactive material to ionize air in the sensing chamber. When products of combustion enter the chamber, the conductivity of the chamber air decreases. When this reduction in conductivity is reduced to a predetermined level, the alarm is set off. 





Ionization models are best suited for rooms that contain highly combustible materials that can create flaming fires. These types of materials include flammable liquids, newspapers, and paint cleaning solutions. ¹








Carbon Monoxide Detectors





Carbon monoxide is an odorless, tasteless, invisible gas. Carbon monoxide results from the incomplete combustion of fossil fuels, such as wood, kerosene, gasoline, charcoal, propane, natural gas, and oil. In the home, it is formed from incomplete combustion from any flame-fueled (i.e., not electric) device, including ranges, ovens, clothes dryers, furnaces, fireplaces, grills, space heaters, vehicles, and water heaters. Open flames, such as from ovens and ranges, are the most common source of carbon monoxide.  





Carbon monoxide detectors trigger an alarm based on an accumulation of carbon monoxide over time. Carbon monoxide can harm you if you are exposed to high levels of carbon monoxide in a short period of time, or to lower levels of carbon monoxide over a long period of time. Carbon monoxide detectors require a continuous power supply, so if the power cuts off then the alarm becomes ineffective. Models are available that offer back-up battery power². 
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Retail $40-$80
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¹Applied Research Office of the Fire Marshal. Are photoelectric smoke alarms better than ionization smoke alarms for “adjacent to kitchen” installations to minimize nuisance alarms. Source: www.firesafetycouncil.com/pdf/review_on_best_sensor_type_for_kitchens.pdf Accessed 8/15/08
²About.com: Chemistry.  Carbon Monoxide Detectors, Annie Marie Helmenstein, PhD.  Source: http://chemistry.about.com/od/howthingswork/a/codetectors.htm. Accessed 8/15/08

