Executive briefing

Adaptive SME Security

Enhancing business value through
proactive information risk management
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The 5-phase Adaptive SME Security approach is risk-
driven, ensuring that security investments target the
greatest potential gains in line with business
objectives, priorities and resources. The approach
goes beyond mere compliance, framing information
risk and security management as a continuous journey
of improvement that directly contributes to
organisational success and resilience.
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Introduction

Small to Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) are the lifeblood of the global economy, yet we often
grapple with significant challenges in managing information risk and security. Unlike larger
corporations with more abundant resources, SMEs face severe constraints, both budgetary and
personnel (cybersecurity specialists in particular). Some of us mistakenly believe we are too small to
be targets, or that relying on cloud services alone guarantees security, leaving us exposed to crippling
incidents such as costly cyberattacks, data losses and compliance incidents. Failure in this context
could literally be terminal, dramatic for the business owners but unlikely to hit the news headlines.

At the same time, however, SMEs possess unique strengths: agility, swift decision-making and a
strong focus on key objectives. These inherent advantages can be strategically leveraged to
implement highly effective and adaptable information security practices that protect and enhance
business value. This executive summary outlines a pragmatic, five-phased approach, tailored to SMEs
ranging from tiny micro-businesses to medium-sized enterprises. This flexible approach adapts to
the business and risk context, positioning information risk and security management as a valuable
business enabler.

The Adaptive SME Security approach

Phase @: lead from the front

The journey begins by gaining management’s understanding and commitment. Information is critical
to every organisation, making information risks pervasive. Without leadership's full appreciation and
support, security initiatives are prone to falter and fail, perhaps dramatically.

This first phase views information security as a strategic business imperative rather than a purely
technical concern. It secures the necessary resources (time, people, finance) and aligns security goals
with overarching business objectives. For micro-businesses, this might mean the CEO/owner
dedicating some time to this; for larger SMEs, it involves integrating risk and security discussions into
strategic planning, demonstrating how proactive security can protect revenue, brands, customer
trust and market position. The deliverable is a clear mandate or strategy from management,
providing the vital green light to proceed confidently within defined parameters.

Note that information risks and security requirements are only considered at a high level at this early
stage. The proposed strategy going forward (a continuous cycle of identifying, evaluating and
treating the most significant information risks) will involve exploring and elaborating on the details,
seeking further management engagement and approval as it proceeds.

Phase @: clarify the business’s information security objectives

Since every SME is unique, so too are its information risks and hence its security requirements. This
phase focuses on defining what information is critical to the business and why, extending beyond
digital data and IT systems to encompass intellectual property, customer relationships and
operational know-how. These are all valuable information assets.

By systematically identifying and prioritizing crucial information assets (the crown jewels) and
understanding potential incidents (e.g. ransomware, privacy breaches and human error), SMEs can
make informed, business-like decisions about where to focus security efforts. This phase helps
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articulate how robust information security directly contributes to strategic business objectives such
as:

e Becoming a trusted and reliable supplier or partner.

e Attracting and retaining top talent as an attractive employer.

e Maintaining competitiveness and industry leadership (within a niche).

e Ensuring compliance with legal and contractual obligations, avoiding costly penalties.
e Facilitating innovation by providing a secure environment for new ideas.

e Protecting and exploiting information to create and lock-in business value.

The outcome is a set of prioritized, business-aligned security objectives, establishing a clear purpose
and a natural sequence for the subsequent phases.

Phase (3): plan for success

With objectives established, a clear implementation plan is developed and the necessary resources
are formally secured.

Phase @ translates strategic objectives into actionable plans, detailing steps, timelines, and
resource allocation. It provides management with a realistic assessment of the required investment,
allowing for balanced decision-making amidst competing business priorities. By tackling the biggest
information risks first, SMEs maximize the return on our security investments. Formalizing
accountability and establishing governance ensures that the initiative remains on track and delivers
tangible results. The key deliverable is an approved project or programme plan, a blueprint for
efficient and effective security implementation.

Phase @: start the risk management cycle rolling

This is the core implementation phase, characterized by a continuous, iterative cycle of risk
management with four simple steps: (1) assess and prioritise; (2) pick a risk — ideally a high priority;
(3) decide what to do about it; and (4) make it so ... and
return to step 1. "
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This phase systematically reduces the likelihood and
impact of disruptive incidents. Instead of a one-off fix, it
establishes a dynamic, ongoing risk management process
that adapts to evolving threats and business changes. By 4 “
focusing on current risk priorities and practical security ! o
controls (e.g. backups, patching, awareness, incident Adaptlve SME Sectunty
responses), SMEs build resilience. T°'"’“‘°“ Y 81 donce for

Small to Medium Enterprises

The accompanying technical guideline P
suggests a comprehensive range of
controls tailored to different SME sizes,
emphasizing high-value controls

that deliver the most significant
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This structured approach helps in:

e Minimizing financial losses from cyberattacks and data breaches.

Maintaining operational continuity and swift recovery from disruptions.

Preserving reputation and customer trust.

Enabling business activities that might otherwise be too risky.

The outcome is a functional and proven information security capability, having successfully mitigated
the most significant immediate risks.

We could stop here but wait, there’s more. The final phase anchors the approach for good.

Phase @: M* (Monitor, Manage, Maintain, Mature) for resilience

Information risk and security management is an ongoing process, requiring continuous adaptation
leading to maturity. This phase ensures that the established security arrangements remain relevant
and effective as the business, and the risks, evolve. It embeds information security as an integral part
of business operations, delivering sustained value over the long term by focusing on:

e Demonstrating and driving added-value: through continuous monitoring and reporting of
security metrics, SMEs can quantify the return on security investments (e.g. fewer incidents),
reinforcing management support. Thisis as important for information risk and security initiatives
as for any other business activities: if they don’t support business objectives, why do them?

e Enhanced resilience: by continuously reviewing and updating security strategies, aligning with
business developments and improving incident response, SMEs build an inherent capability to
cope with inevitable setbacks. It becomes ‘just the way we do things here’.

e Improved supply chain security: collaborating with partners to elevate information security
across the entire supply network mitigates risks that could otherwise propagate through
interconnected businesses. This is mutually supportive, drawing on shared resources to address
shared interests. Rather than wait to be asked, why not get ahead of the game?

e Competitive advantage: proactive security management can become a unique selling point,
allowing SMEs to gain a competitive edge in tenders and attract customers who need, prioritise
and are willing to pay for security and resilience. Outpace and out-manoeuvre competitors.

e Path to certification: for SME’s seeking formal validation, this phase provides the framework to
pursue recognised certifications (e.g. ISO/IEC 27001, Cyber Essentials) that can further enhance
market credibility, reputation and trust. More than just office wallpaper, certificates are valuable
marketing collateral.

In essence, adaptive SME security is an investment in the organization's future. By taking sensible,
pragmatic steps, SMEs can not only protect their vital information but also unlock new business
opportunities, foster trust and ensure long-term success and growth in an increasingly complex and
interconnected world.

Conclusion/next steps

To secure your SME’s future success, consider the Adaptive SME Security approach and commit to
its implementation. Engage your colleagues to tailor the approach to your specific business needs,
risks and opportunities, ensuring your business's long-term resilience and growth.
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