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The Three-Way Challenge Reshaping
Alarm Response Operations

3 hours ago

The role of access control in balancing response
times, rising costs and ESG pressures in mobile
response

Stuart Wheeler, Managing Director at Keynetics, the company behind the smart keyholding solution
SentriGuard, explores how operational pressures surrounding alarm response are forcing security
providers to rethink traditional keyholding models and reassess the role access management now plays
within modern mobile response operations.

More Pressure Than Ever

The operating environment surrounding alarm response has changed significantly over the past couple of
decades. Client requirements are rising and, with them, the pressure on security providers to rethink how
mobile response operations are delivered in practice.

Faster security response times are now expected as standard, alongside full accountability of the response
process, detailed reporting and tighter operational visibility. At the same time, providers are under
pressure to control operational costs while continuing to meet demanding service level agreements across
increasingly complex contracts and larger geographical areas.

The challenge is compounded further by ongoing staffing pressures across the sector. Many organisations
are operating within a constant recruitment cycle while trying to maintain service consistency with limited
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resources on the ground.

While technology continues to support certain aspects of mobile response, many of the pressures facing
alarm response operations run deeper than simply digitising parts of the service. Increasingly, security
providers are being forced to examine the operational structure of alarm response itself and, in particular,
the way access to client sites is managed during incidents.

For many security companies, the challenge is no longer simply responding quickly, but balancing service
delivery, operational efficiency and sustainability expectations at the same time.

The Three-Way Conflict Reshaping Alarm Response

Ongoing conversations with security providers reveal that the operational challenge is no longer linear but
rather balancing three competing demands that often pull in opposite directions: maintaining service
delivery targets, controlling operational costs and meeting ESG expectations.

Response performance remains one of the clearest contractual measures within mobile security. Alarm
response times are monitored closely and, particularly within higher-risk sectors, delays can carry serious
operational and financial consequences.

At the same time, providers are facing growing costs linked to fleet management, staffing, fuel and
keyholding operations, while continuing to protect margins and meet customer pricing expectations.

ESG Pressures That Add Further Complexity

To complete this triangle of challenges, ESG considerations are becoming increasingly difficult to ignore.
Sustainability is no longer simply a future ambition or corporate talking point.

Companies are facing growing compliance expectations that require measurable operational
improvements. Yet reducing emissions is challenging for a security function that depends on patrols
covering vast mileage, operating for long shifts and transporting heavy key lockers. The operational
realities surrounding traditional keyholding can make fleet electrification far more difficult in practice.

Looking beyond environmental considerations alone, the wider Social and Governance elements of ESG
may also be affected by the operational pressure surrounding alarm response. Tighter response targets
can place additional strain on patrol officers, creating pressure to attend sites faster and complete
inspections within increasingly compressed timeframes. In some cases, this can contribute to unnecessary
operational risk, process breaches and wider health and safety concerns.

To understand the complexity of this balancing act, it is important to examine the most common service
delivery methods and the role keyholding continues to play within them.

The scenarios discussed below are drawn from recurring operational themes that Keynetics encounters
through ongoing conversations with security providers, mobile response teams and organisations
responsible for keyholding operations, particularly when reviewing access control and key management
strategies.

Scenario One: Keys Carried in Patrol Vehicles
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One of the most common operational models within mobile response involves storing large quantities of
client keys inside secure lockers fitted within patrol vehicles. Patrol officers complete routine assignments
throughout the shift while remaining ready to respond to alarm activations when required.

While this model offers clear advantages and has been historically tested, there are limitations. Only the
patrol carrying the relevant keys can respond to an alarm. But what happens if that patrol is already
dealing with another incident miles away from this site? Delays may follow and, where alarms are genuine,
the consequences for the client’s property can become significant.

There are also wider governance concerns attached to carrying hundreds of physical keys within a single
vehicle. Any theft, vehicle break-in or road traffic collision involving the patrol may affect a large number
of client sites simultaneously. Replacing locks and keys across numerous properties can quickly become
both operationally disruptive and financially significant.

Sustainability pressures add another layer of complexity. Keyholding vehicles need reinforcing to meet
strict security requirements, while patrols may cover significant mileage during a single shift with large
quantities of keys onboard. For many providers, this creates practical limitations when attempting to
transition towards lighter hybrid or electric fleets while maintaining operational coverage.

As a result, organisations are beginning to explore alternative approaches to access management to
reduce operational dependency on transporting physical keys.

Scenario Two: Collecting and Returning Keys to a Secure Storage Location

An alternative operational model involves storing all client keys within a secure central facility, with patrol
officers collecting and returning keys only when alarm attendance is required.

From a governance perspective, this model offers advantages. It can simplify auditing processes and
reduce some of the risks associated with transporting large numbers of keys during routine patrols. It may
also simplify the transition towards lighter hybrid or electric fleets.

Operationally, however, the compromises shift elsewhere.

Additional journeys to collect and later return keys introduce downtime, extra mileage and labour
inefficiencies. Most importantly, key collection may slow alarm response times. In sectors where rapid
attendance is critical, even relatively small delays may lead to client dissatisfaction and penalties for
missed contractual response targets.

For many providers, the bigger question is whether physical key movement should remain central to alarm
response operations at all.

Why Clients Should Be Paying Attention Too

While these pressures may appear to affect security providers alone, clients are increasingly part of the
same balancing exercise.

The sustainability impact of alarm response operations is no longer isolated to suppliers themselves.
Procurement and sustainability teams are paying closer attention to Scope 3 emissions and the
environmental impact of outsourced services.
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At the same time, clients continue to expect rapid response times, competitive pricing and full service
accountability.

This creates pressure on both sides. Providers are being asked to reduce emissions and operational costs
while continuing to meet demanding response targets within service models still heavily dependent on
physical key movement.

Can Changes to Keyholding Help Ease the Pressure?

All of the points discussed above are forcing security providers to reassess operational models that, in
many cases, have remained largely unchanged for decades.

For many organisations, keyholding has historically been viewed simply as part of the alarm response
process. However, growing pressure around sustainability, response performance, accountability and
operational efficiency is now pushing providers to examine whether traditional approaches to managing
access still support the wider demands placed on modern mobile response operations.

Stuart comments, “There has most certainly been a sense of urgency in addressing these challenges
across the security sector. The discussion is now moving beyond alarm response itself and towards
reassessing how keyholding and access management fit within the wider operational model.”

As a result, security providers are increasingly exploring whether changes to access management could
help ease some of the operational strain surrounding alarm response delivery.

Why the Industry is Beginning to Explore Access Control Alternatives

If physical keys no longer needed to be routinely transported or collected throughout the response
process, the nearest available patrol could potentially attend incidents more efficiently, helping providers
maintain SLA targets while reducing unnecessary journeys and operational downtime.

Reducing the dependency on transporting large quantities of keys may also support wider sustainability
goals. Lighter patrol vehicles and reduced reliance on reinforced key lockers could help with fleet
strategies and support the transition towards more environmentally friendly vehicles.

Systems reducing physical key circulation until attendance at site is required are increasingly being viewed
not simply as security upgrades, but as practical ways of easing some of the pressure surrounding modern
alarm response.

However, changing long-established response processes is rarely straightforward.

Introducing new technologies, workflows and compliance procedures requires operational buy-in, training,
long-term planning and, in many cases, client education before changes can be implemented effectively.

Fully digital access control or a hybrid approach?

With a wide range of alternatives to traditional keyholding now available, ranging from legacy-key
compatible solutions such as SentriGuard through to fully digital systems deploying mobile credentials as
the primary means of access, the discussion is no longer simply about functionality, but operational
suitability.
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While fully digital access control may appear to offer the most straightforward long-term direction, the
operational reality across the security sector is often far more complex, particularly for organisations
managing large multi-site estates.

For many clients, replacing access systems across hundreds of locations may not be operationally or
financially realistic in the short term.

As a result, many organisations are instead exploring hybrid approaches that avoid large-scale lock
replacements while introducing greater access traceability and remote management.

Stuart adds, “We are often approached by organisations seeking a hybrid approach to access control, one
that continues deploying existing keys while improving visibility and operational control around how
access is managed.”

He continues, “The discussion is no longer simply about eliminating keyholding challenges. Organisations
are also looking at auditability, integrations, remote management and futureproofing alarm response
processes as operational requirements continue evolving.”

While no single approach is likely to eliminate every challenge surrounding modern alarm response, access
management is increasingly becoming part of how providers are trying to make response operations more
efficient overall.

Operational Efficiency to Define the Future of Alarm Response

Traditional keyholding models have supported the security sector for decades and will continue to remain
part of many operations for years to come.

However, the pressures surrounding modern alarm response are changing the way organisations evaluate
operational efficiency, sustainability and service delivery.

What is becoming increasingly clear is that the discussion is no longer simply about response times alone.
Increasingly, it is about how efficiently alarm response can operate as a whole.

As providers continue balancing demanding SLA targets, operational costs and ESG expectations, access
management is likely to become a far more significant operational consideration within alarm response
than it once was.



