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Every organization faces risks. While many large corporations have robust risk management programs, you 
may be surprised that one in five companies don’t have such a plan in place. In fact, 66 percent of Canadian 
organizations state they’re only “somewhat confident” in their ability to manage risk. 

Even the most resilient operations can face unforeseen incidents. New types of cybersecurity risks are 
constantly emerging. A sustainable cybersecurity risk program won’t guarantee problems will never occur, 
but it will prepare your company to deal with risks that do come up. Effective risk management helps you 
reduce the impact security incidents can have on your organization. By remaining vigilant and well-prepared, 
you reduce the likelihood that your company will suffer devastating losses. 

While cybersecurity risk management is necessary to meet compliance regulations, a strong program goes 
beyond that. A sustainable cybersecurity risk management program protects your company, staff, clients, 
and partners. 

In his book The Upside: The 7 Strategies for Turning Big Threats into Growth Breakthroughs, Adrian J. 
Slywotzky writes, “Unmanaged risk is the greatest source of waste in your business and in our economy as a 
whole.” To remain as efficient as possible, companies must uphold a sustainable risk management program. 

The ability to identify and manage cybersecurity risks in a timely manner is key to your organization’s 
success—and survival. 

Risk management is an ongoing process. Here’s how to build a strong and sustainable cybersecurity risk 
management program. 
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Identify Your Organization’s Unique Attributes
To develop a cybersecurity risk management program, you need 
to identify all the risks your company faces. But to truly make your 
program sustainable, you should first consider your organization’s 
unique attributes and architecture. 

Many companies use the COSO Enterprise Risk Management 
Framework or the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 
31000 to undertake a risk management program. However, to truly 
be successful, your program should be tailored to your organization. It 
should take all your resources and limitations into account. 

Move away from framework-driven risk management programs—a 
cookie-cutter approach simply won’t do. For a sustainable program, adjust 
a risk management framework to fit your unique company culture. 

Adopt a more holistic view of your organization. Once you’ve outlined 
your organization’s unique attributes, you can map them to a risk 
management framework.

Communicate the Key Benefits of a 
Cybersecurity Risk Management Program 
In today’s high-risk business environment, a sustainable 
risk management program is indispensable. However, not 
everyone truly understands its importance. 

Communication is crucial not only to outline how the 
program works but also to explain why the program exists 
in the first place. Explain the importance of a sustainable 
risk management program to upper management—doing 
so is key to having the board back your initiative. 

Speak in a language the board understands when 
discussing the program benefits. By minimizing risks, 
you’re better able to finish projects on time and meet your 
budget and objectives. Emphasize how your company will 
maximize profits and reduce expenses. 

 Some of the many benefits 
include: 

• Minimized impact and likelihood 
 of risks
• Reduced costs
• Improved brand reputation
• Stronger strategic decision 

making
• Meeting compliance 

requirements 
• Improved ability to adapt and 

respond to change

A sustainable risk management program can decrease issues on a project by 80 to 90%.
Source: Bright Hub Project Management
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https://bia.ca/risk-management-the-what-why-and-how/
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Build a Cybersecurity Risk-Aware Culture
Risk management is not just about reacting to problems you face. A 
sustainable risk management program helps you eliminate risks before 
they become serious problems. A strong risk-aware culture plays a big 
role in developing this proactive approach to cybersecurity. 

You can increase risk awareness by properly educating your employees. 
When it comes to training employees on cybersecurity, do more than 
just the bare minimum. Make it part of the onboarding process, and 
ensure risk awareness training remains ongoing.

All staff members need to be involved in a cybersecurity risk 
management program for it to be successful. Identifying and assessing 
risks is impossible if your company’s teams are operating in silos. 

 Put these tips into practice to build cybersecurity risk awareness:

• Focus staff training 
Don’t overwhelm your employees with information. Instead, keep the 
training short and focused on risks relevant to your specific organization. 
Ensure the information shared is relevant and that your employees are 
engaged. Try implementing gamification techniques to encourage staff to 
get more involved.   

• Encourage management to take the lead on cybersecurity 
A strong and consistent cybersecurity tone needs to start at the top. 
Otherwise, your cybersecurity posture will likely fail. Your organization’s 
senior leadership needs to advocate cybersecurity goals and best practices 
for a risk-aware culture to stick. If they don’t set the example, employees 
won’t be motivated to comply with security behaviors. 

• Recognize success 
Make your employees feel valued by publicly recognizing their success. 
Whether through internal newsletters or the intranet, recognizing your 
staff’s hard work is easy and will go a long way to keep them motivated. 
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Categorize Your Cybersecurity Risks 
When identifying risks, it’s important to take all potential risks into account—no 
matter how small. Risks that seem insignificant now can quickly transform into 
bigger issues. After you identify all organizational risks, it’s time to categorize them 
and prioritize which ones to tackle first.

There is a range of ways to categorize cybersecurity risks, such as identifying 
the nature of the risk and how management teams will respond to it. You can 
also classify risks according to categories such as risks to operations, personnel, 
property, equipment, etc.  

 A Harvard Business Review article summarizes three types of risk 
categories, which include:

• Preventable risks 
Internal risks that are controllable and avoidable. They are best managed through 
active prevention. 

• Strategic risks 
Not inherently undesirable risks that a company accepts to generate higher returns. 
An effective risk management system enables companies to take on such ventures 
and manage any risk events that do occur. 

• External risks 
Risks beyond your organization’s control. Companies must focus on identifying such 
risks and mitigating their impact. 

REMEMBER: 
Not all risks are negative. Certain events or conditions can benefit your organization. But these 
opportunities are still handled like risks. 
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https://hbr.org/2012/06/managing-risks-a-new-framework
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Accurately Assess All Your 
Cybersecurity Risks
How much harm can the cybersecurity risks you’ve  
identified potentially cause your company? How likely 
are they to occur? 

When assessing your cybersecurity risks, determine 
what an acceptable level of risk is for your 
organization. Scenario analysis helps you assess 
the likelihood of risks occurring and the impact 
they would have on your projects. Professionally 
staged and executed penetration tests or Red Team 
engagements are also an effective way to determine 
how your company will operate in the event of an attack. 

To be successful, cybersecurity risk assessments 
need to give you an accurate portrayal of all your 
business risks. Pool together all your existing 
resources to get the clearest picture of where your 
company stands.

Besides cybersecurity risk assessments, you can 
gain insights from frontline employees who are 
aware of risks in your company. Conduct surveys and 
workshops, and interview employees individually or in 
groups. You’ll learn the most about risks by talking to 
stakeholders—ask them about their safety concerns 
and brainstorm ways to mitigate risks. 

To truly define cybersecurity risks, incorporate various 
risk assessment criteria. For example, don’t just think 
of risks in terms of financial loss. Instead, consider 
customer satisfaction and employee safety as well. 

 Quick Tip  
Focus on your organization’s major 
cybersecurity risks rather than trying to 
define every single one. The biggest risks 
will be relevant to the entire organization 
rather than just one business function. 
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Determine Cybersecurity Risk 
Treatments  
How will you manage the cybersecurity 
risks you’ve identified and assessed? 

When determining how you’ll respond, 
consider what specific objectives your 
stakeholders are reaching for and what 
resources are available to mitigate 
cybersecurity risks. 

There are a few courses of action you might decide to take:
Avoidance
Avoid the risk altogether by avoiding specific activities. Companies take this approach when a 
risk can have a huge impact on their operations.

Acceptance
You’ve identified the risk, but don’t take any action. Instead, you’ll deal with it if the risk does 
occur. This strategy makes the most sense for minor risks.  

Mitigation
Reduce the chances a risk will occur and mitigate the damage it can cause so that problems 
will be easier to fix. This is the most common risk treatment. 

Transfer
Transfer the risk away from the organization through the purchase of insurance. This should 
generally be your last option to reduce risk. 

Assign Responsibility   
When developing a cybersecurity risk management program, you need 
to assign responsibility for each risk. Give specific instructions to your 
teams to avoid any confusion about who’s responsible for what. For 
example, clarify what department is responsible to authorize funds 
during the mitigation process. 

It’s also necessary to establish a timeframe for when key actions 
should take place. In the event cybersecurity risks manifest 
themselves, your team leads will know exactly what to do and when. 
If cybersecurity risk responses are time sensitive, assign a due date to 
specific individuals or departments. 
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Track and Monitor Cybersecurity Risks
To be sustainable, cybersecurity risk management 
needs to be an ongoing process. Your job isn’t over once 
you’ve identified a few risks. Continuous monitoring and 
data collection are crucial for your cybersecurity risk 
management program to be effective.  

Use a Governance, Risk, and Compliance (GRC) tracking 
tool to track and evaluate the level of your company’s 
cybersecurity risks. You’ll also want to evaluate the 
effectiveness of your cybersecurity risk management 
strategies. Did your team follow proper policies? Have 
new risks been identified? Are previously determined 
risk treatments still valid? 

Risk is not static. Thus, continuous tracking and 
monitoring is key for a sustainable risk management 
program. 

Evaluate and Review 
Your Program 

Your initial cybersecurity 
risk management will never 
be completely effective. 
Changes in your company and 
newly detected errors will 
require you to update your 
risk management program. 
The findings produced from 
cybersecurity risk monitoring 
and tracking will help you 
create new strategies and 
update older processes. 

You’ll discover new information 
as you go along, which will 
improve your processes and 
procedures. By consistently 
evaluating and reviewing your 
program, you ensure it will 
remain sustainable as your 
organization evolves. 

Did your team follow proper 
policies? Have new risks been 
identified? Are previously 
determined risk treatments 
still valid? 

Risk is not static. Thus, 
continuous tracking and 
monitoring is key for a 
sustainable risk management 
program. 

8



1.866.252.2103
protected@difenda.com

LEARN MORE

BUILD A SUSTAINABLE CYBERSECURITY RISK 
MANAGEMENT PROGRAM WITH DIFENDA
Difenda is a global cybersecurity leader with decades of experience helping companies 
like yours defend against cyber threats and manage their security risk. Established by 
cybersecurity professionals and leaders with intensive practical experiences in assessing, 
responding, and securing organizations, Difenda has the expertise and advanced 
capabilities to protect your organization from evolving cyber threats.

We incorporate big data analytics, automation, machine learning technologies, and artificial 
intelligence to prevent, detect, and respond against sophisticated cyber threats. Partner 
with us and gain peace of mind knowing cyber intelligence experts are available on demand 
to stop breaches, mitigate damage, and recover operations.

http://www.difenda.com/

