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There once was a time when the basic 
do-it-yourself home security system was 
simple. It typically consisted of a porch 
light, a deadbolt lock and a big dog with 
an imposing bark. A homeowner could 
add a baseball bat or a firearm – upgrades 
that are still popular in a number of 
homes. There weren’t a lot of options, but 
installation was easy.

Over the years, DIY options have grown 
in sophistication to be more than just a 
big dog and a baseball bat. Technology for 
DIY home security – and home 

automation – is growing at a remarkable 
pace. Startups are constantly popping to 
the surface with new products, trying to 
gain a foothold in a market that already 
has a number of established DIY players, 
some of whom are already offering 
customized high-tech solutions.

The competition is fierce even without DIY 
in the mix.  Established providers have 
increased the technological sophistication 
and functionality of their home security 
products and services, and broadened 
their scope with home automation. New 

players such as cable companies and telcos 
have entered the market with competing 
high-tech solutions. 

The proliferation of new DIY products 
will make the marketplace even more 
competitive. What’s not as clear is the 
extent of the disruptive impact on existing 
providers, and on the industry as a whole.

Analysts and insiders often view DIY 
through different lenses:
• Mike Wolf, founder of NextMarket 

Insights, puts the potential market for 
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DIY home security at $1.5 billion by 2020. 
Add smart home technology to the mix 
and the numbers could be staggering.

• Greg Roberts of iControl Networks sees 
an attractive target among renters and 
other customers who previously have 
avoided traditional home security.  He 
also sees a consumer base that simply 
wants self-monitored home awareness.

• Tom Kerber of Parks Associates is more 
cautious in his outlook. He is wary of 
huge potential obstacles – including 
product awareness and a lack of sales 
guidance - as well as a huge head start by 
existing providers.

• As a former company owner and current 
director of acquisitions for ASG, Robert 
Lintz is downright skeptical about the 
viability of DIY.

Definitions and 
expectations
A basic definition of DIY is any technology 
offering life safety protection or home 
automation – such as a keypad, door or 
window sensors, a thermostat, and so 
on – that is purchased and installed by a 
consumer. The latest solutions are typically 
self-monitored, through use of mobile 

devices like smartphones and tablets, 
although there are a group of companies 
offering DIY with full monitoring. 

Likewise, the typical definition of a 
professionally installed system is one 
in which a third party works with the 
consumer to assess needs; recommends or 
offers the appropriate solution; oversees 
installation; and provides follow-up, 
training and support. Central station 
monitoring and false alarm verification 
are a huge part of the value proposition for 
professional systems.

Regardless of the approach, consumers 
ultimately decide what’s important. The 
common thread is the safety of people 
and property. For example, a 2012 survey 
by the Consumer Electronics Association 
(CEA) revealed that 62 percent of 
respondents believe that security is the 
most important reason to have a home 
automation system.

Similar research was conducted earlier 
this year by iControl Networks, which 
provides software for several major home 
security and automation companies. It 
showed comparable results: 90 percent 
of respondents listed security as being 

among the most important reasons for 
home automation, while 67 percent of 
respondents said that security is the No. 
1 reason. All respondents agreed that any 
home automation system without some 
form of security capability would  
be “unacceptable.”

Home security vs. home 
awareness
A number of industry observers say that 
while the focus on DIY starts with home 
security, it may ultimately serve as a 
launching pad for home awareness and 
smart home technology.

Greg Roberts, who is vice president of 
marketing for iControl, defines home 
awareness as getting information from 
the home on demand, and not necessarily 
based on notification about a specific 
event, such as a burglary. It can be as 
simple as making sure the garage door is 
closed, or as sophisticated as using a video 
camera to check the status of a pet.

“There are very specific benefits around 
monitored home security systems,” Roberts 
said. “These are life safety solutions where 
people rely on a central monitoring station 
to react to an event 

Does do-it-yourself technology represent disruptive innovation 
for the security industry?

Entire books have been written about disruptive innovation,  
but here’s a simple definition: It transforms an existing market  
or sector by introducing simplicity, convenience, accessibility  
and affordability.

Examples are everywhere. The microwave oven not only affected 
the use of conventional ovens, but even prompted a new class 
of food. MP3 players and music streaming fundamentally 
changed the way people purchase and listen to music. Personal 
computers not only eliminated the need for large mainframe 
computers, but also provided a new way to communicate and gain 
information. Ironically, personal computers have been disrupted 
by smartphones and tablets.

The good news is, there are things that “incumbent” security 
providers can do to minimize any disruption from DIYs and 
other new players.

“There’s no such thing as business as usual in the home security 
space anymore,” said Greg Roberts of iControl Networks. “If 
you’re a home security company in this industry and you’re 
not offering home automation and management as integrated 

solutions with home security, you’re way behind at this point. 
You’re not prepared for the next level of competition in the 
marketplace, because that competition is already there.”

There are other areas where incumbents may find an advantage:
• Some DIYs offer only a self-monitored solution, with alerts 

going to smartphones and tablets. That may be attractive to 
customers who don’t want to pay a monthly fee, but central 
monitoring is the centerpiece of an effective security solution.

• A huge head start in market share, product awareness and 
brand recognition.

• Existing infrastructure that includes effective sales channels, 
customer service and technical support.

• Access to manufacturers who can develop equally  
attractive technology.

• Knowledge of markets at a local and regional level, along with a 
personalized connection to customers.

Tom Kerber of Parks Associates says there’s potential for everyone 
to grow. “It’s about who’s growing the fastest, and who’s taking 
most of the expanded market,” he said. “Right now, it’s still the 
security channels doing very well despite all the new entrants.” 

What is “Disruptive Innovation”and what can you do about it?

[continued on page 24]
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on their behalf. It’s a critical consumer 
benefit that we think distinguishes home 
security from home awareness.”

Home awareness is the added benefit,  
he said.

“Home automation solutions have 
traditionally been coupled with the peace-
of-mind value proposition of monitored 
home security,” Roberts continued. 

“That’s why you’re seeing home security 
companies and service providers 
offeringconnected home solutions, 
with the centerpiece of 
monitored home security.”

Michael Wolf follows 
the DIY trend closely at 
NextMarket Insights  
(www.nextmarket.co) and 
by covering both DIY 
and home automation as 
a blogger and writer for 
Forbes and GigaOM. He 
agrees with the benefit in 
establishing some level of 
home security, whether 
by DIY providers or 
mainstream companies, as 
an entry point for home 
awareness technology. 

“Security is one of 
the easiest and most 
recognizable things for 
consumers to understand 
about a smart home,” Wolf 
said. “The problem with 
a smart home is that it’s 
something that traditionally has been hard 
for consumers to get their mind around 
in terms of why it’s valuable to them. 
There have been a lot of home automation 
solutions or startups over the past decade 
that never really went anywhere because 
consumers didn’t see the need or didn’t 
want to pay for it.”

Wolf noted that while some consumers 
will always be willing to pay for traditional 
security, there will always be some who 
will not. However, he added, that doesn’t 
mean they want to be unprotected. 
Consumers might be willing to trade time-
tested security functionality like central-
station monitoring for the flexibility of 
remote self-monitoring via mobile device.

 “Only 20 to 30 percent of households 
in the U.S. seem to be willing to pay 

for a fairly standard home security 
solution,” he added, “but 100 percent 
of households want to feel safe. That’s a 
huge addressable market for people who 
don’t buy traditional monitored solutions. 
That’s what a lot of the newer DIY security 
guys are thinking about. It’s not the same 
robustness you might get from the larger 
companies, but it gives you some level of 
threat detection.”

Wolf said the situation has now reached 
the point of overlap: “There’s a continuum 
between home safety and home awareness, 
and it’s a blurry line.”

Big players raise the stakes 
While DIY solutions have been around 
for a number of years through various 
providers, the topic has picked up speed 
in recent months, generating headlines in 
both the mainstream and trade media.

Perhaps the biggest splash has been made 
by Google with its purchase of Nest and 
Dropcam, two of the most notable DIY 
entrants. Google makes no secret of its 
intention to use its ubiquitous brand 
and infrastructure, along with other 
technology it acquires along the way, to 
build what it calls “the conscious home.”

In May, Apple threw its hat in the ring by 
announcing its plans for HomeKit, which 
is a framework for connecting smart 
home technology through one central 

hub. Its plans for HomeKit, which will 
integrate a multitude of home security and 
automation devices, still remain to be seen.  
There are other companies that also offer 
similar technology designed to connect 
smart home devices through one central 
hub. However, Apple not only has the 
brand name and technology foundation, 
but also a loyal following of first-adopters.

Recently, Microsoft announced a 
partnership with Insteon, a provider of 
home automation devices that include 
home security. Their solution is expected 
to be compatible with both Android and 

Apple mobile operating 
systems, and they also have 
the backing of a  
loyal following.

Smaller DIY companies 
have emerged thanks to 
crowdfunding, with grass-
roots sites like Indiegogo 
and Kickstarter providing 
capital for technology 
startups that provide home 
security, home awareness, 
or both. Some of those 
products have gotten a great 
deal of attention, while some 
died on the vine after failing 
to reach their funding goals. 
Many products that were 
successfully funded aren’t 
even on the market yet.

Considering the potential 
for market growth, 
myriad offerings from 
DIY providers, major 

strides in functionality, and the potential 
for increased competition for market 
share, the result starts to resemble a 
cross between a gold rush and a three-
ring circus. Things are moving quickly, 
and there’s something new going on 
everywhere you look.

 “I think it had been building, and it 
gained a lot of momentum with Google’s 
acquisition of Nest,” Wolf said. “Right 
now, there’s no established leader, and 
there are a ton of people trying to get into 
the DIY space.”

An untapped market
iControl is taking an innovative approach 
with its recent purchase of Blacksumac, 
whose Piper security system has been 
another leader among emerging DIY 
technology. Now, in addition to supplying 
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software to major companies, iControl 
has a strong contender in the retail side 
with Piper. 

Industry estimates have generally placed 
the household market share for home 
security at anywhere between 20 and 25 
percent. There have always been customers 
who, for one reason or another, have 
shunned security systems. They could 
be renters whose landlords won’t allow 
installation of security systems; consumers 
who have issues with monthly fees or long-
term contracts; consumers who either 
mistrust providers or have had a negative 
experience; and diehards who are still 
convinced that a technology-free solution 
is good enough. Some people are simply 
unmotivated or uninformed.

These are the people that iControl and other 
players are shooting for with DIY solutions.

 “It’s a product that caters to a different 
consumer,” Roberts said. “In North 
America, there is a very specific audience 
that hasn’t been totally addressed at this 
point. It’s a market that is going to evolve 
over the next five or six years.”

Roberts makes it clear that the acquisition 
of Piper is about more than just DIY. 
Rather than being viewed as a threat, he 
expects to enhance iControl’s relationships 
with its existing software customers.

“Piper addresses a market that hasn’t 
previously had a viable solution, but 
we also look at it from a technology 
perspective,” he said. “We didn’t just 
buy a company; we bought technology. 
There’s technology in that product that 
we find very intriguing, and it’s safe to 
say that the technology will be utilized in 
other platform solutions that we offer to 
the industry.”

Potential obstacles
While the latest DIY technology adds 
a dynamic and potentially disruptive 
dimension to home security and 
automation, not everyone shares the same 
outlook as Wolf and Roberts.

Tom Kerber is director of research for 
home controls, energy management 
and home networks at Parks Associates. 
While he believes there are definitely 
opportunities for expansion of DIY, he’s 
quick to temper the enthusiasm with a 
heavy dose of pragmatism. 

“In the security space, (DIY) has been 
around for a long time,” he said. “It’s still 
a relatively small segment of the market, 
though it is growing.”

Kerber estimates that of the households 
with security systems, roughly 2 to 3 
percent are represented by DIY solutions. 
So even if the DIY market doubles in 
the next few years, he noted, “that’s good 
growth, but it’s still a proportionately small 
segment of the overall market.”

While it’s an alluring notion to think that 
DIY will revolutionize the industry, Kerber 
easily runs through a checklist of potential 
impediments. For example, he sees a major 
challenge in making consumers aware of 
the products and their potential value.

“Everyone doesn’t instantly become 
aware of a product,” he said. “As a first-
generation product in the market, DIY is 
disruptive, but no one knows what it is. 
It’s intended to be sold through retail, but 
it’s not obvious what it is when you look at 
the box. Because awareness is low, there’s 
currently no channel that is able to sell it 
successfully. There will need to be more 
consulting in the selling process, because 
the retail product just sitting on a shelf is 
going to be a tough sale.”

While today’s technologies are adopted 
faster than in the past, Kerber noted, it 
still took personal computers 20 years to 
reach maturity. 

“It’s difficult to assess, but because these 
are first-generation products, you have to 
go back to historical precedents of how 
things are adopted,” he said. “The early 
adopters – the first million or two – will 
go out relatively quickly, but beyond that it 
takes a lot of effort and marketing muscle.”

Once people understand the technology, 
the second- and third-generation products 
rise to maturity much faster, Kerber added. 
“But to say that the DIY solutions are 
going to be mature in five years’ time, or 
that they’re going to grow at a tremendous 
rate, I just don’t see that happening.”

A guiding hand
Guidance and support may become 
a sticking point for a number of DIY 
providers, Kerber said, particularly 
regarding needs assessment.

“Right now, the smart home lacks a 
concise value proposition,” Kerber said. 

“There are a lot of things you can do, and 
each customer will use the technology 
differently. The selling approach of having 
a consultant sit across the kitchen table is 
necessary to grow the market. That’s one 
of the reasons why traditional security 
channels are leading, and will continue to 
lead, for several years going forward.”

One of the value propositions among DIY 
providers is lower cost. But from an initial 
outlay standpoint, Kerber said, many of 
the DIY solutions don’t offer an advantage. 
One popular DIY product currently sells 
for $239 for a small-scale system to more 
than $800 for its top-of-the-line solution. 
Others in the lower range start at $99, but 
the price escalates along with scalability.

While some consumers feel that existing 
home security solutions are too expensive, 
Kerber said, “at the price points for some 
of these (DIY) products, it might still keep 
people out of the market.”

Despite what Kerber views as inevitable 
obstacles, he does agree that there is a 
niche that needs to be filled, whether 
by new DIY technologies or incumbent 
companies. But there has to be solid, 
tangible proof of the value, even for an 
underserved market.

“For a segment of the population it’s 
definitely a viable option,” he said. “That 
gap is going to be filled. The question is, 
how quickly? A number of systems eat into 
that market, particularly for apartment and 
multi-family dwelling applications. But to 
say that (DIY) is going to suddenly grow to 
20 percent of the market from where it’s at 
right now? That’s in the weeds.”

Eventually, he said, it will do well. “But 
what is ‘well?’ Is it a million sales in year 
one, or is it 10 million sales? I think it’s 
going to be on the low side. I’m sure the 
obstacles can be overcome, but I just 
see a lot of challenges with improving 
awareness and conveying the value 
proposition of the products.”

No room for error
Robert Lintz owned an alarm business for 
more than 35 years, and is now director 
of acquisitions for ASG, one of the 
largest security integrators. In a world of 
incumbent companies, he understands 
the challenges for both smaller and  
larger providers. 

[continued on page 27]
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If Wolf and Roberts represent DIY’s 
potential blue sky, and Kerber offers a view 
of potential obstacles balanced with realistic 
expectations, Lintz is a hard sell. Despite any 
claims to the contrary, he said, DIY security 
or home automation isn’t as attractive as 
some would believe.

“Because the DIY market is there, we can’t 
ignore it,” he added. “But there are too 
many pieces in an alarm system for it to be 
really effective in the long run. I don’t think 
these things are really that simple or that 
easy, where you can just stick them to your 
doors and hope they work without diligence 
on the testing end. There are too many 
facets that can go wrong.”

Lintz also disagrees about the 
potential to reach 70 percent 
of households that currently 
do not have home security.

 “Alarm companies have been 
marketing, advertising and 
spending millions of dollars 
trying to reach that group of 
people, and they’re just not 
budging,” he said. “I don’t 
think that 70 percent is a 
viable part of the market. I 
think there is something to 
pick up out of it, but that 20 
to 25 percent number (of 
household penetration for 
alarm systems) is a pretty 
solid figure that isn’t going to 
change a lot.”

Does a rising tide 
lift all boats?
Despite Lintz’s feelings to the contrary, there 
may be ways in which traditional security 
companies and new entries like cable and 
telco companies might be beneficial to 
DIY. As they use their brand power and 
marketing reach to continue pushing home 
security and home automation solutions, 
the market is impacted.

For example, Roberts said, established 
players are driving a significant amount of 
awareness in the marketplace. “The market 
is going to evolve dramatically over the 
next five to 10 years,” he said. “There will 
be a place in the market for do-it-yourself. 
There will be a place for more robust 
monitored home security and smart home 
solutions, and there will be a place for 
point solutions that provide a single use.”

The effect could run the other way as 
well. Some DIY companies may follow 
the lead of Piper and Insteon, and create 
relationships with established players.

“There’s a tremendous amount of 
activity, and many of the creators of 
these innovations will look at the service 
providers and home security companies 
who are driving the adoption of 
connected-home solutions,” Roberts said.
 
“When the creators look at the 
opportunity of leveraging that potential 
distribution channel, they’ll understand 
the benefits of that go-to-market strategy 
over going at it alone.”

Since home security is important to 
virtually every consumer, increased 
availability of home solutions has the 
potential to fuel growth in that market. 
Kerber predicts that the security market 
could grow from 20 percent of households 
to 30 percent over the next decade.

Wolf is even more ambitious in his 
prediction. “If companies embrace the 
change in technology, they can widen their 
customer base,” he said. “There will still 
be people who want managed security 
systems, but the good news is, instead of 
serving 20 percent of homeowners now, 
you can be serving 40 to 45 percent as the 
market gets bigger.”

There seems to be one other point of 
agreement: Google, Apple, Microsoft 
or any DIY is unlikely to dominate the 
home automation space, despite all 
the headlines. As usual, it’s going to be 
decided in the marketplace. And for now 
at least, DIYs aren’t in a position to go 
toe-to-toe with incumbents.

“It will end up being the value propositions 
of the offerings that define what consumers 
adopt and what they don’t adopt,” Roberts 
said. “How companies get to those 
offerings is exciting. It shows a tremendous 
opportunity for the marketplace - for those 
who are being bought and for those who 
are purchasing. It adds to the dynamic 
nature of the market.”

Bob Ogle
Communications Specialist

DIY
[continued from page 25]

“Only 20 to 30 percent of 
households in the U.S. seem to 

be willing to pay for a fairly 
standard home security solution 

but 100 percent of households want to feel 
safe. That’s a huge addressable market 

for people who don’t buy traditional 
monitored solutions. That’s what a lot 

of the newer DIY security guys 
are thinking about." 

-Michael Wolf, Industry Analyst


