
 

 
A Professional’s Guide to Buying Low-Voltage Wire and Cable 
We want to give you a plan for �nding a long-term solution for low-voltage wire and cable. 
We know it can be a tedious process, but it’s important to make this basic decision wisely—it 
can make a big di�erence to your company working in the industry every day. But more 
importantly, it can make a huge di�erence to the bottom line for your company. 

Choosing a supplier that provides all the pieces and elements necessary to ful�ll your daily 
wire and cable needs is, of course, a basic requirement. Cable is the backbone of all your 
systems. It is a vital product category that represents signi�cant dollars in revenues as well as 
signi�cant labor expense. Setting this up properly from the beginning allows you to keep 
your focus on the many more vital business issues facing you every day.  

When you’re shopping for cable or wire, pay attention to these 10 key questions: 

1. Who is the right supplier for my needs? 

2. Does the supplier stock the products I need in the quantity I need? 

3. Is product quality-optimized or should I demand better quality? 

4. What is the real cost of cable? 

5. Can I get better quality cable products for less than the market average? 

6. Can I get the product quickly enough to meet my busy schedule? 

7. Does the supplier drop-ship in case of scheduling or other emergencies? 

8. Is the freight careful and easy with their shipments and deliveries? 

9. Will I get bene�ts above and beyond those I’d receive with the average 
company? 

How will �uctuations in the volatile copper market a�ect the price and  

Now that we have delineated what you need to be looking for, let’s take a closer look at each 
point and get right to developing your plan.

 

 

Who is the right supplier for my needs? 
In order to get all the cable you need delivered on schedule to your jobsite, you need a 
supplier with a broad inventory, stocked deeply enough to �ll your orders and deliver in one 
or two days—every time. We know that in the ideal scenario you would be able to buy your 
product locally. Why? You’d get your product faster, and naturally, local will-call locations are 
a great convenience for emergencies and other rush situations.  
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But local suppliers don’t always carry all of the SKUs you need or perhaps they don’t have 
enough stock to meet your job requirements.  

The best of both worlds is a national manufacturer with local distribution sites all located 
within one day’s shipping time from your location or just about any location in the 
continental U.S.  

Now, begin your search by making a list of local and national candidates. But let’s narrow it 
down even further.  

 

Does the supplier stock the products I need in the quantity I need? 
This next important step will knock a few suppliers out of the running and will create a very 
short list of candidates. There aren’t many suppliers that can meet the requirements of an 
optimized solution. 

Make a list of the SKUs and the different accessories and parts that you use on a regular basis. 
Ideally, you will want the same brand for all SKUs in order to eliminate product 
inconsistencies and any compatibility problems with connectors, tools, etc. 

Next, call each candidate to find out if they carry these SKUs and if they are stocked deeply 
enough to regularly, at any given time, fill your orders. Let them know how much you buy. If 
they can’t handle your volume or are missing key SKUs, you’ll find out right away. There’s no 
point in working with a supplier who’s only a partial solution—you’ll still have to buy from 
other suppliers. If they’re not a one-stop shop, you’re just adding a vendor and another 
possible glitch. 

Consolidate your purchasing. Find out if they can provide the necessary accessories that you 
would need for most jobs—connectors, trim out, low-voltage rings, etc. 

 

Is product quality-optimized, or should I demand better quality? 
Obviously you want to use cable that meets the required standards and specifications, and 
which is in alignment with the building codes in your region.  

But your quest for quality must go beyond these norms. Why? Efficiency. With better product 
you can move faster and be more efficient.  

Here are some of the features to look for: 

 Most importantly, packaging. More profit is lost by job slowdowns caused by boxes 
that fall apart, and cable that kinks, knots and tangles. Look for boxes with double-
wall construction and make sure the handles are reinforced and don’t rip when you 
pick up the box. If you’ve ever had to duct tape your boxes together, you know 
why this is crucial. 

As a guide, look for boxes that are rated to pass at least a 21-kilogram burst test to 
ensure box strength. How does the box pay out? Does it look like the same 



standard boxes that everyone sells? You know—the ones that knot and kink the 
cable and then tear? If so, beware. They will cost you time and aggravation. 

If you can find boxes with large payout holes you’re probably doing well—they 
tend to be the best-pulling boxes out there. These factors are critical for fast job 
completions.  

Most manufacturers say little about their boxes and most will wisely avoid 
displaying them on their website. But you must make sure you get a good, 
accurate description of their packaging to avoid any job delays. Lastly, check the 
coating on the boxes. Will the boxes hold up in damp and wet weather? Look for 
coated boxes—they last longer and will endure more wear.  

 Save time with more efficient cable identification. Print legends are another often-
ignored feature that help expedite jobs and eliminate confusion. Most 
manufacturers ignore this feature, but a few of them print a cryptic group of 
numbers and letters that force you to create a legend/decoding page to let you 
know and then remind you where the cable is being run.  

When evaluating cable identification systems, try to avoid the legends that require 
a PhD to figure out (i.e. A B C… 1 2 3…) and steer clear of those that require a 
translating page on the jobsite— those can easily be lost. Look for simple, non-
confusing legends, i.e. BR1, MBR, GAR, etc. 

 Don’t throw away cable! Find a cable that better utilizes your inventory with 
Ascending/Descending Foot Markers. Those help you make sure you have enough 
cable on site to finish the job. Most length markers just show you what foot marker 
you’re at. But since you don’t know what your starting point is, you can’t know how 
much you’ve used or how much you have left! 

The resulting confusion means that you better not take a chance, so you throw 
away the cable and use a new box. STOP! DON’T!  

With Ascending/Descending Markers, you know exactly how much cable you’ve 
pulled and how much you have left at all times… so there’s no more guesswork. 
This may seem like a small thing until you send your tech to scramble and try to 
come up with more cable to immediately finish the job, when sometimes, you 
actually have enough left.  

Keep your techs on site and don’t waste and throw away your cable. Cable is 
expensive. Every foot of scrap saved takes a bite out of your bottom line. 

 Buy less cable. This means you need to consolidate your inventory and use as few 
SKUs as possible for as many applications as possible. For example, you shouldn’t 
have to buy and stock one speaker cable for indoor/in-wall use, and another for 
outdoor use. One speaker cable with Direct Burial rating will allow you to 
consolidate and spend less money on inventory. Look for a Direct Burial rating on 
speaker cable since this is a common cable used both indoors and outdoors. 



 Does copper quality matter? Maybe. Oxygen-Free Copper (OFC) might not seem 
like a big deal to you but it might be to your discriminating customer who is 
sensitive to the slightest nuance or change in sound. In practical application, the 
improvement is not night and day, so it isn’t a feature we recommend paying a lot 
more money for. However, if you can get Oxygen-Free Copper cable for the same 
money, it’s nice to have. If you can find an OFC speaker cable reasonably priced, it’s 
an investment worth making. 

 Don’t compromise on safety and use untested or unapproved environmentally 
conscious “green” cable. It shouldn’t cost more—so don’t pay more. Some of the 
main governing bodies in the United States are UL and NEC, and they create the 
standards by which much of our cable is made. In Europe, RoHS is the standard and 
differs from UL by having a different set of restrictions and focus on hazardous 
substances. Use cables that adhere to both—not one or the other. Nowadays, 
quality cable should be both RoHS and UL compliant. RoHS compliant is becoming 
a necessity in today’s green-conscious world. Make sure your wire and cable meets 
this international directive. And don’t be surprised if your customer demands it. 

 Find out about the quality—here’s the litmus test. Copper is expensive and many 
manufacturers will “shave” copper or use less than is required in the cable in order 
to save money or undercut the market on price. The reality is that unless you 
dissect the cables and measure them with a micrometer, you may not know you’re 
being cheated. Here are some simple things you can look for to see if they’re 
cutting corners: 

1) On an RG-59 cable, are they using a bare copper shield or an aluminum 
shield? Are they using a Bare Copper (BC) center conductor or a Copper Clad 
Steel (CCS) center? Ask. If they give you a sample, check out the center 
conductor and shield so you can see what the materials are. If they’re 
cheating on things like this… where else are they doing it? 

2) For 2 + 2, what are they using for the center conductor? CCS or Bare Copper? 
The right way to make this cable is with Bare Copper, but some 
manufacturers cut corners here and use CCS because it’s cheaper. 

Don’t risk this stuff. It’s the backbone of your systems and expensive and a huge headache to 
replace if there’s a problem. If you’re not certain of what you’re getting—keep shopping until 
you’re confident. 

Other features you should have and should not be paying more for include slick jackets for 
easy cable pulling and EZ-Strip tissue for fast stripping. 

What is the real cost of cable? 
Many manufacturers like to talk about and compare SKUs as if they’re all the same, and this is 
what they want you to believe because their products don’t have any technical differences or 
advantages to speak of. They need to make things homogenous so they can sell on price. 
However, there ARE meaningful differences in wire and cable, many of which we mentioned 
before. 



When comparing products, we recommend that you look at exactly what you’re getting from 
each manufacturer in order to determine who has the best price/value and product.  

For example, there are several different grades of speaker cable with a number of different 
variables that will make a big difference when it comes to price/performance. When 
comparing speaker cables, compare the prices of like items. Don’t compare a reduced jacket 
wall version of 16-2 with a Direct Burial version of the same cable. Or with coaxial cables like 
RG-59, an aluminum shield vs. a Bare Copper shield. Or… you get the point. 

Making accurate comparisons requires you to look at other important factors in addition to 
price. These are things such as freight costs, freight minimums, downtime, administrative 
work, labor costs, opportunity costs, etc. Let’s take a quick look at these: 

1) Freight Costs: You need to consider what your landed cost is (which is the 
cost of the product, including shipping to your door). Cable is heavy, bulky 
and therefore expensive to ship, so if you have to pay shipping even 
occasionally, it’s quite costly. 

2) Freight Minimums: If you ever have to increase your order size to meet 
freight minimums, you’re falling into the trap of buying too much inventory. 
That hurts your cash flow by keeping working capital tied up in excess 
inventory. What you may be gaining in profitability, you’re losing in cash 
flow. Every business is different, but usually this is a bad deal. 

3) Downtime: If you have to sit round and wait several days for cable to arrive 
and if you are scheduling your jobs around the arrival of your cable, you’re 
losing money.  

4) Administrative Costs: The more suppliers you buy from, the more 
administrative work there is. This includes multiple purchase orders, 
shipment coordination, rearranging jobs, multiple phone calls, etc. There is a 
cost associated with this and oftentimes it’s not cheap. 

5) Labor Costs: If the boxes fall apart and you’re paying your workers or 
laborers to tape them up rather than pulling cable (which is what you hired 
them to do), then the poor box quality is costing you – big time. It’s also 
expensive if the product doesn’t show up on time and you have to pull your 
crew off the job while waiting for your shipment or while you are out 
frantically trying to find the rest of the cable somewhere. 

6) Opportunity Costs: When your cable company doesn’t deliver, it could cost 
you the job you’re working on—or the scheduling and ability to take the 
next one.  

All of these “soft” costs are significant and though you may not be paying them to your cable 
vendor, you’re cutting a check to someone for these costs and therefore need to calculate 
them as part of your REAL cost. Our recommendation? Consider these costs when deciding 
who to award your cable business to. Add them to the price you get and you’ll be closer to 
making a wise, fully informed decision. 



Will I get better quality for less than the market average? 
Have you ever bought a car, added in a lot of options … and then discovered that these same 
options you paid extra for were standard options from the competitor down the street? You 
have to be careful here.  Some companies do not charge you for things that are supposed to 
be or that should be included. Seek out those companies— in the long run, they will save 
you money.  

Can I get the product quickly enough to meet my schedule? 
We are completely aware that the custom installation business is time-sensitive! Don’t even 
grudgingly or unwittingly settle for anything more than two-day delivery. You shouldn’t have 
to. Make sure you find a manufacturer with a network capable of delivering product to you in 
two days or less.  

Does the supplier drop ship in case of emergencies? 
Emergencies happen. If your support system (i.e. vendors) is set up to accommodate them, 
you’ll be prepared for these unforeseen occurrences and will get the products you need 
when there is a code red. Drop-shipping might be necessary, but it shouldn’t be a big deal for 
your cable vendor.  

Is the freight easy? 
Make sure your vendor keeps it simple and ensures that freight costs don’t diminish your 
competitiveness and affect your bottom line. 

Will I get benefits above and beyond those I’d receive with the average company? 
Many companies really do offer similar products and services. If you want to lock down a 
superior solution for many years to come, demand more. Spend a little extra time digging 
deeper and looking into the issues that will make you more money… or cost you more 
money. 

How will fluctuations in the copper market affect the price and availability of cable? 
At any given time, this is the largest single determining factor of your cable pricing. Do you 
really know how price trends affect your business? You need to work with a supplier that is 
knowledgeable and willing to share their knowledge of the market to help you take 
advantage of the swings and keep you from getting hurt. 
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