Protecting your financial data:
A small business owner’s guide

A practical approach to safeguarding your business’s most
valuable information




Why protecting your
financial data matters

We're happy to see you here, digging into another
educational resource developed to help you protect
your business's financial data and maintain strong
cybersecurity practices.

The reality of cybersecurity for
small businesses

While it may seem that cybersecurity is only a concern
for large corporations, that just simply isn't the case.
It's essential for businesses of every size (yes, even
yours!). While many small business owners are under
the impression that their operations are too small

to be targeted, cybercriminals often view smaller
companies as ideal targets, especially because they
tend to have fewer security measures in place. In

fact, 61% of small businesses were victims of a
cyberattack in the last year.

Recent statistics paint a concerning picture: 46%

of breaches involved customer PIl (personally
identifiable information) with the average cost

of a data breach reaching $4.88 million in 2023.
For many small businesses, this is catastrophic.
Beyond the immediate financial impact, data breaches
can damage customer trust, harm your reputation
and potentially lead to legal complications.

These numbers aren't meant to alarm you (well,
maybe just a teensy bit) but to emphasize the
importance of taking proactive steps to protect
your business and your data (including your

customers' data). With the right knowledge and tools,

you can significantly reduce your risk of becoming
another statistic.

But before you begin feeling overwhelmed, there's
good news: Protecting your business doesn't require a
massive IT department or an enterprise-level budget.
It just requires a thoughtful approach to security,
consistent implementation of best practices and an
understanding of where your vulnerabilities lie. This
eBook will guide you through practical, cost-effective
steps to secure your business's financial data.

With the right knowledge and tools,
you can significantly reduce your risk
of becoming another statistic.


https://www.blackfog.com/smbs-were-victims-cyberattack/
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach

UNDERSTANDING
WHAT NEEDS
PROTECTION

Before implementing security measures, it's important
to understand exactly what you're protecting. Your
business's financial data is more extensive than you
might initially think, encompassing everything from
customer payment information to internal accounting
records.

Think of your financial data as a complex web of
interconnected information. Each piece plays a vital
role in your business operations and requires specific
security considerations. Let's break down the key
categories:

Personally identifiable
information (PII)

Your customers trust you with their data, and it's your
obligation to protect it, starting with their PIl. PIl is any
information that can identify an individual, either alone
or when combined with other data.

Pll can include:

e Full name, including first name, last name,
and any middle name or initials

e Social Security number (SSN)

e Home address, including both current
and previous residences

e Phone numbers

e Email addresses

e Biometric data, like fingerprint scans,
facial recognition or iris scans

e Date of birth

While this list isn't exhaustive, these pieces of data are
considered sensitive. When customers share their Pl
with you, they're not just handing over data—they're
placing their trust in your ability to protect it.

Customer financial information
Your customers trust you with their sensitive financial
details, making the protection of that data a critical
responsibility. A customer data breach can have

far-reaching consequences, from lost trust to legal
liability. You must protect:

e Credit card data

¢ Billing details and history

e Payment records

e Account information

Beyond just storing this information securely, you need
systems in place to protect data during transactions
and ensure secure disposal when it's no longer
needed. Many small businesses retain customer data
longer than necessary—increasing their risk exposure
without adding business value.

Business financial records
Your internal financial records are the backbone
of your business operations. These records need
protection not just from external threats, but also
from unauthorized internal access. Key components
include:

e Tax documentation

e Payroll data

e Account balances and statements

e Financial projections and reports

Consider implementing a classification system for
your financial records, marking them as confidential
and restricting access based on employee roles. This
helps prevent accidental exposure while ensuring
employees can access the information they need

to do their jobs.

Vendor relationships
Your relationships with vendors include sensitive
financial information flowing both ways. Protecting
this data is crucial for maintaining trusted business
partnerships. Critical vendor data includes:

¢ Banking information

® Payment processing details

¢ Contract terms

e Account credentials

Regular audits of vendor access to your systems
and periodic reviews of sharing agreements can
help maintain security without disrupting necessary
business operations.



COMMON
CYBERSECURITY
THREATS

Understanding the threats your business faces is
crucial for developing effective protection strategies.
Today's cybercriminals use increasingly sophisticated
methods, but many successful attacks still rely on
exploiting basic security weaknesses.

Phishing attacks
Phishing remains one of the most common and
successful attack methods because it targets human
behavior rather than technical vulnerabilities. These
attacks have evolved far beyond obvious scam
emails. Modern phishing attempts often:
e Perfectly mimic legitimate business
communications.
e Create a false sense of urgency to prompt
quick action.
¢ Use sophisticated social engineering tactics.
¢ Target specific employees with personalized
information.

Training your employees to recognize and respond
appropriately to phishing attempts is your best
defense against these attacks.

Ransomware
Ransomware attacks have become increasingly
common against small businesses, often entering
through seemingly innocent emails or downloads.
These attacks:

e Encrypt your critical business data.

e Demand payment for data release.

e Can spread throughout your network.

¢ Often target backup systems.

The best defense against ransomware is a
combination of prevention through security
measures and preparation through comprehensive
backup systems.

Password-based attacks
Despite being a well-known vulnerability, password-
based attacks continue to succeed because many
businesses still rely on weak password practices.
Common issues include:

® Reusing passwords across multiple accounts.

e Using simple, easily guessed passwords.

e Sharing passwords among employees.

¢ Failing to change default passwords on

new systems.

Implementing a password management system and
requiring strong passwords can significantly reduce
your vulnerability to these attacks.

0%

of small businesses say cybersecurity
threats, including phishing, malware
and ransomware, are a top concern.

Source: Q12024 Small Business Index, U.S. Chamber of Commerce


https://www.uschamber.com/sbindex/2024-Q1/

ESSENTIAL
PROTECTION
STRATEGIES

While cybersecurity can seem overwhelmingly
complex, protecting your business often comes down
to consistently implementing fundamental security
practices. Let's explore the key strategies that form
the foundation of a strong security program.

Access control
Think of access control as the security guard for
your digital assets. Just as you wouldn't give every
employee a key to every room in your building, you
shouldn’t give everyone access to all your digital
resources. Effective access control includes:
¢ Implementing multifactor authentication
(MFA) for all critical systems.
e Establishing role-based access control to
limit exposure.
e Regularly reviewing and updating access
permissions.
e Documenting who has access to what information.

The principle of “least privilege” should guide your
access decisions—give employees access only

to the resources they need to perform their jobs.
This minimizes risk while maintaining operational
efficiency.

Data encryption
Encryption serves as your last line of defense. Even
if someone manages to access your data, strong
encryption makes it unusable without the proper
keys. Modern encryption tools are both powerful and
user-friendly, making this protection accessible to
businesses of all sizes.
Consider implementing:

e Full-disk encryption on all business devices.

e Encrypted communication channels for

sensitive information.
e Secure, encrypted backup systems.
e Email encryption for sensitive communications.

Remember that encryption is only as strong as

your key management practices. Establish clear
procedures for managing encryption keys and ensure
they're stored securely.

Security monitoring
Security monitoring acts as your early warning
system, helping you identify and respond to threats
before they become major incidents. An effective
monitoring program includes:
e Regular security assessments of your systems.
e Continuous monitoring of system access logs.
e Review of financial transactions for unusual
patterns.
e Automated alerts for suspicious activity.

Small businesses often overlook security monitoring,
but many affordable tools can automate much of this
process, making it manageable even with limited
resources.

Employee training
Your employees are both your greatest vulnerability
and your strongest defense against cyberthreats. A
comprehensive training program should be ongoing—
not a one-time event. And it should include:

e Regular security awareness sessions.

e Practical examples and scenarios.

e Clear security policies and procedures.

e Updates on new threats and scams.

Use real-world examples and encourage questions
and discussions to make training engaging and
relevant. Implement phishing simulation exercises
to help employees recognize threats in a safe
environment.

Encryption serves
as your last line
of defense.



ESSENTIAL
SECURITY
TOOLS

While tools alone can't guarantee security, having

the right tools properly configured provides a strong
foundation for your security program. Here's what you
should consider:

Core security software
Every business needs a baseline of security software
protection:
e Modern antivirus software with regular updates
¢ Properly configured firewall systems
e Endpoint protection for all devices
e Email filtering and security tools

When selecting security tools, look for solutions
that balance protection with usability. The best
security tool is one that your team will actually
use consistently.

Password and access
management
Managing passwords and access effectively requires
specialized tools:

¢ Password management software for

secure storage

* MFA tools

¢ Single sign-on solutions where appropriate

¢ Tools to enforce password policies

These tools not only improve security but can also
make your employees' lives easier by reducing the
burden of managing multiple complex passwords.

Backup and recovery tools
Data backup is your insurance policy against both
cyber incidents and accidental data loss:
e Automated backup systems for consistent
protection
e Offsite storage solutions for disaster recovery
¢ Regular testing capabilities
e Quick restoration tools

Your backup strategy should follow the 3-2-1 rule:
Maintain three copies of important data, store them
on two different types of media and keep one

copy offsite.

1%

of organizations experienced
at least one successful
phishing attack in 2023.

Source: 2024 State of the Phish, Proofpoint


https://www.proofpoint.com/us/resources/threat-reports/state-of-phish

INCIDENT
RESPONSE
PLANNING

Despite best efforts, security incidents can still occur.
Having a well-documented incident response plan
helps ensure you can react quickly and effectively
when problems arise.

Immediate response
procedures
Your immediate response to an incident can
significantly impact its ultimate cost and impact. Your
plan should include:

e Steps to isolate affected systems

e Documentation requirements

e Contact information for key personnel

e Procedures for engaging external support

Make sure multiple employees are familiar with these
procedures—don't rely on a single person who might
be unavailable during an incident.

1%

Communication planning
Clear communication during an incident is crucial and
should include:

e Internal notification procedures

e Customer communication templates

¢ Regulatory reporting requirements

¢ Media response guidelines

Prepare communication templates in advance, so
you're not crafting important messages during a crisis.

Recovery and continuity
Your plan should detail how to get back to normal
operations, such as:

e Step-by-step recovery procedures

e Business continuity measures

e System restoration priorities

e Post-incident analysis requirements

Regular testing of these procedures helps ensure
they'll work when needed and keeps your team
familiar with the process.

of organizations do not
have a recovery plan.

Source: Ransomware Trends 2024, Veeam


https://go.veeam.com/ransomware-trends-executive-summary-2024-us

Summing it all up

We hope this eBook has provided you with practical
guidance for protecting your business's financial

data along with the PII of your customers. While
cybersecurity can seem overwhelming, implementing
these fundamental practices will significantly enhance
your security posture. If you'd like an experienced
guide to assist you with your cybersecurity strategy—
someone who can provide personalized advice based
on your specific business situation—and would prefer
to work with a trusted advisor, we're ready to help.

Just click the GET IN TOUCH button and complete
the brief form or give us a call. We look forward to
hearing from you!



