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In today's digital-first economy, cybersecurity has become a critical business necessity for middle-

market companies. Despite their significant economic role, these firms often lag in implementing 

comprehensive security measures, leaving them vulnerable to cyberattacks, regulatory fines, and 

reputational damage. According to ConnectWise, Inc., in a 2024 post (Connectwise 11), 94% of small 

to mid-sized businesses have experienced at least one cyberattack, underscoring the urgency for 

middle-market companies to prioritize secure communications as part of their broader risk 

management strategy. 

The rising threat landscape reveals that cybercriminals increasingly target middle-market businesses 

due to their limited security budgets, high-value data, and lack of incident response plans. Emerging 

threats such as ransomware attacks, business email compromise scams, and AI-powered phishing 

schemes further exacerbate these vulnerabilities. This article emphasizes the hidden costs of poor 

security, including direct financial losses, regulatory fines, and reputational damage, which can cripple 

a mid-sized organization. 

To mitigate these risks, ConnectWise, Inc. further indicates that in the  2024 post (Connectwise 11), 
more SMBs are coming to rely on MSPs. Up from 89% in 2022, 94% of organizations now use an MSP, 
with over half of SMBs outsourcing the majority of their IT infrastructure, services, and cybersecurity 
needs. 
This article outlines ten key cybersecurity strategies, including implementing a robust incident 

response plan, adopting multi-factor authentication, regularly updating and patching systems, and 

engaging a Managed Security Service Provider (MSSP) and Managed Service Provider (MSP). By 

leveraging these strategies, middle-market companies can enhance their security posture, protect 

sensitive data, and ensure business continuity in an increasingly hostile cyber environment. 

 

a) The Rising Threat Landscape: Why Middle-Market Companies 
Are in the Crosshairs 
Cybercriminals increasingly target middle-market businesses for several reasons: 
 
• Limited Security Budgets – Unlike Fortune 500 firms, many middle-market companies 

operate with constrained IT resources, making them prime targets to exploit. 
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• High-Value Data – These firms manage sensitive intellectual property, customer records, and 
financial data, making them attractive targets for cybercriminals. 

 
• Lack of Incident Response Plans—According to a VentureBeat article (VentureBeat 11), 63% 

of C-level executives and 67% of small businesses in the U.S. do not have an incident 
response plan, leaving them unprepared for cyber threats. 

 
• Supply Chain Vulnerabilities—Many middle-market firms serve as vendors for larger 

organizations, providing hackers with an entry point to infiltrate bigger networks. 
 

b) Emerging Threats to Watch 
• Ransomware Attacks: Cybercriminals use encryption to lock critical files, demanding ransom 

payments for their release. An IBM Newsroom 2024 report (IBM 11) indicates that the global 
average cost of a data breach increased to $4.88 million, marking a 10% rise from the 
previous year. 
 

• Business Email Compromise (BEC) Scams: Attackers impersonate executives or partners to 
trick employees into wiring funds or sharing sensitive data. 

 
• AI-Powered Phishing Schemes: Advances in AI are making phishing emails more convincing, 

increasing the likelihood of breaches. 
 

c) Secure Communications Must be an Immediate Priority  
1) The Hidden Costs of Poor Security 

Ignoring secure communication practices can have devastating consequences: 
 

a. Direct Financial Losses 
A cyberattack's financial impact can cripple a mid-sized firm. The IBM Cost of a Data 
Breach Report (2023) (IBM 11) estimates that breaches in the U.S. cost an average 
of $4.45 million—a sum that can set back years of growth. 
 
Report: Shut Down by Ransomware 
Findings from the 2025 Global Cost of Ransomware Study (Illumio 11) reveal that 
58% of organizations had to shut down operations following a ransomware attack, 
up from 45% in 2021. Forty percent reported a significant revenue loss (up from 
22% in 2021), 41% lost customers, and 40% had to eliminate jobs. 
 

b. Regulatory Fines and Legal Risks 
Governments worldwide are tightening regulations on data security. The General 
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), 
and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) impose heavy 
fines for security lapses. 

 
Example: A Costly Compliance Violation 
According to a 2019 press release (HHS.gov 11) by the Department of Health and 
Human Services, a notable incident occurred involving the University of Rochester 
Medical Center (URMC) in the United States. URMC agreed to pay $3 million to the 



3 
 

Office for Civil Rights (OCR) to settle potential violations of the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) Privacy and Security Rules. This 
settlement was related to losing unencrypted mobile devices containing protected 
health information.  

 
c. Reputational Damage and Loss of Customer Trust 

Vercara's Consumer Trust & Risk Report (2023) (vercara.com 11): This report 
revealed that 66% of U.S. consumers would lose trust in a company that 
experienced a data breach, and 75% would consider discontinuing purchases from 
a brand following a cybersecurity incident.  

 

d) Top 10 Cybersecurity Mitigations for Securing Middle-Market 

Companies 

1) Implement a Robust Incident Response Plan 
Issue: Many organizations are unprepared for cybersecurity incidents, with 63% of C-level 
executives and 67% of small businesses lacking an incident response plan. This lack of 
preparedness can lead to prolonged downtime, increased damage, and higher recovery 
costs. 
 

Mitigation: Developing a formalized incident response plan is crucial to address 
this issue. This plan should be clearly outlined: 
 
Roles and Responsibilities: Define each team member's specific roles and 
responsibilities in the incident response process. This ensures that everyone 
knows their tasks and can act quickly and efficiently. 
 
Predefined Steps: Establish a series of predefined steps for handling incidents, 
including: 

• Containment: Immediate actions to limit the spread and impact of the 
incident. 
 

• Eradication: Steps to remove the cause of the incident and prevent its 
recurrence. 

 

• Recovery: Procedures to restore systems and operations to normal, 
addressing all vulnerabilities. 
 

By having a robust incident response plan, organizations can minimize the impact of 
cybersecurity incidents and recover more swiftly and effectively. 

 
2) Adopt Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) 

Issue: Business Email Compromise (BEC) scams are a growing threat. They exploit weak 
authentication mechanisms to gain unauthorized access to sensitive accounts such as CEO 
and CFO accounts, which can lead to significant financial losses and data breaches. 
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Mitigation: Requiring Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) for all accounts is essential to 
combat this issue. MFA adds an extra layer of security by requiring users to provide two 
or more verification factors to gain access. This can include: 
 

• Something you know: A password or PIN. 
 

• Something you have: A smartphone, security token, or smart card. 
 

• Something you are: Biometric verification, such as a fingerprint or facial 
recognition. 

 
By implementing MFA, organizations can significantly reduce the risk of unauthorized 
access. This makes it much harder for attackers to compromise accounts even if they 
obtain passwords. This proactive measure helps protect sensitive information and 
enhances overall security. According to a Microsoft article, Multi-factor authentication 
(MFA) can prevent over 99.9% of account compromise attacks. (Maynes, Melanie 11). 

 

3) Regularly Update and Patch Systems 
Issue: Outdated systems are prime targets for ransomware and other cyberattacks. 
Attackers exploit vulnerabilities in unpatched software to gain unauthorized access, 
disrupt operations, and demand ransoms. 
 
Mitigation: To mitigate this risk, it is crucial to maintain a strict patch management policy. 
This involves: 
 

• Timely Updates: Ensure that all operating systems, applications, and software are 
updated regularly. This includes applying security patches as soon as vendors 
release them. 
 

• Automated Patch Management: Utilize automated tools to manage and deploy 
patches efficiently across the organization. This reduces the risk of human error 
and ensures consistency. 

 
• Vulnerability Scanning: Conduct regular vulnerability scans to identify and 

address any security gaps in the system. 
 

• Testing: Before deploying patches, test them in a controlled environment to 
ensure they do not disrupt business operations. 

 
By keeping systems up to date, organizations can significantly reduce the risk of 
ransomware and other cyberattacks, protect their data, and maintain business continuity. 
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4) Encrypt Sensitive Communications and Data 
Issue: Unencrypted emails and data have been a significant source of data breaches, 

leading to severe regulatory fines and loss of trust. When sensitive information is 

transmitted or stored without encryption, it becomes vulnerable to interception and 

unauthorized access. 

 
Mitigation: To address this issue, it is essential to enforce end-to-end encryption for both 

emails and data-at-rest. This involves: 

 
• End-to-End Encryption for Emails: Ensure that emails containing sensitive 

information are encrypted from the sender to the recipient. This prevents 
unauthorized parties from accessing the content during transmission. 
 

• Data-at-Rest Encryption: Encrypt sensitive data stored on servers, databases, and 
devices. This ensures that even if the data is accessed without authorization, it 
remains unreadable and secure. 
 

• Encryption Protocols: Implement strong encryption protocols and standards, 
such as AES (Advanced Encryption Standard) for data-at-rest and TLS (Transport 
Layer Security) for data in transit. 
 

• Regular Audits: Conduct regular audits and assessments to ensure encryption 
measures are up-to-date and effective. 
 

By enforcing robust encryption practices, organizations can significantly reduce the risk of 

data breaches and protect sensitive information from unauthorized access. This proactive 

approach enhances security and helps comply with regulatory requirements. 

 

5) Conduct Employee Security Awareness Training 
Issue: AI-powered phishing scams are becoming increasingly sophisticated. They exploit 

untrained employees who may not recognize these advanced threats, which can lead to 

significant data breaches and financial losses. 

 

Mitigation: Training employees regularly in phishing detection and cybersecurity best 

practices are crucial to mitigate this risk. This involves: 

 

• Phishing Detection: Educate employees on identifying phishing emails and 

messages. This includes recognizing suspicious links, attachments, and requests 

for sensitive information. 

 

• Cybersecurity Best Practices: Provide comprehensive training on general 

cybersecurity practices, such as creating strong passwords, using Multi-Factor 

Authentication (MFA), and safely handling sensitive data. 
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• Simulated Phishing Exercises: Conduct regular simulated phishing exercises to 

test employees' awareness and response to potential phishing attacks. Use the 

results to identify areas for improvement and provide additional training as 

needed. 

 

• Continuous Education: Ensure ongoing training is regularly updated to address 

new and emerging threats. This helps keep employees informed about 

cybercriminals' latest tactics. 

 

Investing in employee security awareness training can significantly reduce the risk of 

falling victim to AI-powered phishing scams and enhance their overall cybersecurity 

posture. 

  
6) Implementing a Zero Trust Security Model 

Issue: Supply chain vulnerabilities are a significant concern, providing attackers with 
potential entry points into an organization's network. These vulnerabilities can be 
exploited to gain unauthorized access and compromise sensitive data. 
 
Mitigation: To address this issue, it is essential to apply the Zero Trust security model. This 
model operates on the "never trust, always verify" principle, requiring verification at every 
access attempt. Key components include: 

 
• Continuous Verification: Implement continuous verification of user identities and 

devices, regardless of whether they are inside or outside the network perimeter. 
This ensures that only authorized users and devices can access resources. 
 

• Least Privilege Access: Enforce the principle of least privilege, granting users and 
devices the minimum level of access necessary to perform their tasks. This 
reduces the potential impact of security breaches. 

 
• Micro-segmentation: Divide the network into smaller, isolated segments to limit 

attackers' lateral movement. This helps contain potential breaches and protects 
critical assets. 

 
• Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA): MFA is required for all access attempts to add 

an extra layer of security. This makes it more difficult for attackers to gain 
unauthorized access, even if they obtain login credentials. 

 
• Real-Time Monitoring: Continuously monitor network traffic and user activity for 

signs of suspicious behavior. Use advanced analytics and machine learning to 
detect and respond to threats in real-time. 

 
By implementing a zero-trust security model, organizations can significantly reduce the 
risk of supply chain vulnerabilities being exploited and enhance their overall security 
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posture. This proactive approach helps protect sensitive data and maintain the integrity 
of the network. 

 
7) Engage a Managed Security Service Provider (MSSP) and Managed Service Provider 

(MSP) 

Issue: Many middle-market firms lack dedicated IT and security teams, making it difficult 

to manage and respond to evolving IT and security threats. 

 

Mitigation: 

• MSSP: Leverage an MSSP to provide expert security monitoring, threat detection, 

incident response, and vulnerability management. MSSPs are equipped to 

proactively manage the firm's security infrastructure, identify potential threats in 

real-time, and quickly respond to incidents, ensuring a more robust defense 

against cyberattacks. 

 

• MSP: Additionally, engage an MSP for overall IT management, including network 

monitoring, system updates, and endpoint protection. While MSSPs focus 

specifically on security, MSPs can help streamline day-to-day IT operations, 

keeping systems up to date, reducing downtime, and ensuring compliance with 

security standards. Working in tandem, the MSSP and MSP provide a 

comprehensive solution to improve IT performance and security posture. 

 

By utilizing both services, middle-market firms can effectively address the challenges of 

scaling security and IT management without needing an in-house team. This approach 

strengthens security while ensuring that overall IT infrastructure remains stable and 

responsive. 

 

8) Secure Backups and Develop a Ransomware Response Plan 

Issue: Ransomware attacks can disrupt business operations, lead to financial losses, and 

damage a company's reputation. Organizations cannot recover essential data without 

proper safeguards, potentially causing extended downtime or permanent data loss. 

 

Mitigation: 

• Secure Backups: Ensure critical business data is regularly backed up to secure 

offline locations inaccessible from the primary network. These backups should be 

routinely tested for integrity and effectiveness, ensuring they can be restored 

quickly during ransomware attacks. Employing a "3-2-1 backup strategy" (three 

total copies of data, two local backups, and one offsite backup) can add an extra 

layer of security. 
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• Ransomware Response Plan: Develop and implement a comprehensive 

ransomware response playbook that clearly outlines the steps to take when an 

attack occurs. This plan should include: 

 

o Immediate containment procedures to prevent the spread of 

ransomware. 

 

o Identification of critical assets and prioritization of recovery. 

 

o Communication protocols, both internally (to notify key personnel) and 

externally (to inform customers, regulators, or law enforcement as 

required). 

 

o Steps for engaging external experts, such as incident response teams or 

legal advisors, if needed. 

 

o Regular drills and simulations of ransomware attacks to test the 

effectiveness of the response plan and ensure staff readiness. 

 

By maintaining security, testing backups, and having a well-documented response plan, 

organizations can minimize the impact of ransomware and expedite recovery, reducing 

operational and financial disruptions. 

 

9) Comply with Regulatory Requirements 

Issue: Non-compliance with data protection and privacy regulations such as GDPR 

(General Data Protection Regulation), HIPAA (Health Insurance Portability and 

Accountability Act), and CCPA (California Consumer Privacy Act) can result in severe 

financial penalties, legal consequences, and damage to reputation. These regulations 

require organizations to safeguard sensitive data and maintain strict controls over its use, 

storage, and sharing. 

 

Mitigation: 

• Regular Compliance Audits: Conduct periodic audits to assess current practices 

against relevant regulations like GDPR, HIPAA, and CCPA requirements. To meet 

all legal obligations, these audits should be comprehensive, covering data 

collection, processing, storage, and sharing practices. An external auditor or 

specialized compliance consultant may be used for a thorough and impartial 

review. 
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• Implement Necessary Security Controls: Based on audit findings, implement 

appropriate security measures to ensure compliance. This could include: 

 

o Data encryption at rest and in transit. 

 

o Access controls ensure that only authorized personnel can view or alter 

sensitive data. 

 

o Regular data retention and deletion policies to ensure that data is not 

kept longer than necessary. 

 

o User rights management, such as allowing customers to request data 

deletion or access to their personal information, as required by 

regulations like GDPR and CCPA. 

 

• Employee Training and Awareness: Conduct ongoing training programs to 

ensure employees know their responsibilities under applicable regulations. This 

includes understanding data protection principles, recognizing the importance of 

maintaining confidentiality, and knowing how to handle data securely. 

 

• Documentation and Reporting: Maintain detailed records of compliance efforts, 

including audit results, security measures implemented, and training activities. 

This documentation is essential for demonstrating compliance during a 

regulatory audit or investigation. 

 

By regularly auditing compliance and implementing robust security controls, organizations 

can mitigate non-compliance risk, avoid costly fines, and build trust with customers and 

partners. 

 
10) Strengthen Vendor and Supply Chain Security 

Issue: Attackers often exploit vulnerabilities in smaller, less secure vendors or partners to 
infiltrate larger organizations. These third-party relationships can become a gateway for 
cybercriminals to access sensitive data, systems, or intellectual property, posing significant 
risks to the organization and its clients. 
 
Mitigation: 

• Require Vendors to Adhere to Security Standards: Implement strict security 
requirements for all vendors and third parties, ensuring they adhere to the same 
or similar security protocols and standards as the organization. These standards 
could include data encryption, multi-factor authentication, secure software 
development practices, and vulnerability management processes. Vendors 
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should also comply with relevant industry regulations and certifications, such as 
ISO 27001 or SOC 2, to demonstrate their commitment to cybersecurity. 
 

• Third-Party Security Assessments: Conduct regular security assessments of all 
third-party vendors, particularly those with access to sensitive systems or data. 
These assessments could involve: 

 
o Security questionnaires or audits to evaluate a vendor's cybersecurity 

policies and procedures. 
 

o Penetration testing to identify vulnerabilities in vendor systems that 
attackers could exploit. 

 
o Reviewing incident response plans to ensure vendors can respond 

effectively to a security breach. 
 

Establish a process for evaluating the security posture of potential vendors before 
entering a relationship and periodically re-evaluating existing vendors. This can 
include requiring vendors to submit regular security reports or certifications. 
 

• Security Clauses in Contracts: Integrate specific security clauses into vendor 
contracts, holding them accountable for maintaining strong security practices. 
These clauses should include the right to conduct audits, notify of breaches, and 
mandate security measures such as encryption, data handling protocols, and 
incident response times. 
 

• Supply Chain Risk Management: Develop a comprehensive supply chain risk 
management program to identify potential vulnerabilities throughout the entire 
supply chain. This includes mapping out all critical vendors and assessing their 
cybersecurity risk based on their role in the supply chain. Consider segmenting 
the supply chain into tiers to prioritize security assessments for the most sensitive 
and critical third parties. 

 
• Ongoing Monitoring and Reporting: Monitor third-party access to sensitive 

systems and data. Establish reporting procedures to identify and mitigate any 
security issues arising from vendor relationships. 

 
By requiring vendors to meet security standards and conducting regular third-party 
assessments, organizations can significantly reduce the risk of supply chain attacks and 
strengthen their overall cybersecurity posture.  
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e) CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, as the digital landscape evolves, middle-market companies must prioritize secure 

communications to safeguard their operations, data, and reputation. By implementing robust 

cybersecurity measures such as engaging Managed Service Providers (MSPs) and Managed 

Security Service Providers (MSSPs), adopting multi-factor authentication, and maintaining 

regular system updates, these organizations can significantly reduce their cyberattack 

vulnerability. Proactively adopting these strategies mitigates risks and ensures business 

continuity and compliance with regulatory standards, ultimately fostering a more secure and 

resilient business environment. 
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