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Section 1: Introduction

1.1 Why Cybersecurity Matters for Your Small Business
Small and medium-sized businesses (SMBs) are the backbone of the

American economy — yet they remain the most vulnerable and
underprotected segment in the cybersecurity landscape. According to the
U.S. Small Business Administration, there are approximately 33 million
SMBs in the United States, accounting for 44% of U.S. economic activity.

Despite this economic significance, the cybersecurity reality for most small
businesses is stark:

46% of all cyberattacks target small businesses (Verizon Data Breach
Investigations Report)

60% of small businesses that suffer a significant cyberattack close
within six months

The average cost of a data breach for a small business exceeds
$200,000

Most SMBs have no dedicated cybersecurity staff and limited IT
budgets

The threat is not abstract. Ransomware, phishing, business email
compromise, and data theft are daily realities for businesses of all sizes —
and attackers increasingly target SMBs precisely because they are easier
to breach than large corporations.

1.2 How to Use This Framework

This framework is designed to be practical, actionable, and scalable to
businesses with limited resources. It does not require a dedicated IT
department or a large budget. It provides:

A structured methodology for assessing your current cybersecurity

posture
Ready-to-use checklists for key security controls
Practical policy templates adapted for SMB environments

A phased implementation roadmap prioritized by risk and cost

Employee awareness guidance to address the human element



Note: This framework is aligned with the NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF) 2.0
and incorporates best practices from ISO/IEC 27001 and CIS Controls v8, adapted
specifically for small business environments.

1.3 Framework Structure

The framework is organized into four core sections:

Section 2 — Risk Assessment: Identify and prioritize your
cybersecurity risks

Section 3 — Security Policies: Establish the rules that protect your
business

Section 4 — Implementation Roadmap: A phased plan to improve
your security posture

Section 5 — Employee Awareness: Address the most commonly
exploited vulnerability



Section 2: Risk Assessment

2.1 Risk Assessment Methodology

A cybersecurity risk assessment is the foundation of any security program.
It helps you understand what you need to protect, what threats you face,
and where your most critical vulnerabilities lie. For an SMB, a practical risk
assessment follows four steps:

1. Asset Inventory — Identify what needs to be protected

2. Threat ldentification — Determine what could go wrong

3. Vulnerability Assessment — Find your weaknesses

4. Risk Prioritization — Focus resources where they matter most

2.2 Checklist: Asset Inventory

Before you can protect your assets, you need to know what you have.
Complete this inventory for your organization:

# HARDWARE ASSETS

o List all computers (desktops, laptops) — include make, model, owner

o  List all mobile devices used for business (phones, tablets)

o  List all network equipment (routers, switches, firewalls, access points)

o  List all servers (on-premises or hosted)

o List all printers, scanners, and other networked peripherals

o  Listany loT devices connected to your network (cameras, smart devices)
o ldentify devices that store or process sensitive customer/business data

o  Document which devices are employee-owned vs. company-owned (BYOD)

# SOFTWARE & DATA ASSETS

o  List all business-critical software applications and their versions

o  ldentify where customer data is stored (databases, CRM, cloud services)



List all cloud services and SaaS platforms used (Google Workspace, Microsoft
365, etc.)

o ldentify where financial data is stored or processed

o List all third-party vendors with access to your systems or data

o  Document all data backup locations (local, cloud, offsite)

o ldentify any legacy software that is no longer supported by the vendor

o  List all active user accounts across all systems and services

2.3 Checklist: Threat Identification

The following are the most common and impactful threats facing U.S. small
businesses:

# COMMON SMB CYBER THREATS

Phishing attacks — fraudulent emails designed to steal credentials or install
malware

o  Ransomware — malware that encrypts your files and demands payment

Business Email Compromise (BEC) — attackers impersonate executives to
authorize fraudulent payments

o  Weak or reused passwords — leading cause of unauthorized account access
o  Unpatched software — known vulnerabilities exploited by attackers

o Insider threats — intentional or accidental data exposure by employees

o  Third-party/supply chain attacks — compromise through a vendor or partner
o  Physical theft — stolen laptops or devices containing sensitive data

Social engineering — manipulation of employees to reveal information or take
actions

o  Unsecured Wi-Fi — interception of data on unencrypted networks

2.4 Risk Prioritization Matrix



Rate each identified threat by likelihood and impact. Focus remediation on
Critical and High risks first.

Impact / . . :
Likelihood Rare Unlikely Possible Likely

Critical Medium High Critical Critical
High Low Medium High Critical

Medium Low Low Medium High
Low Low Low Low Medium

How to use: For each threat, assess Likelihood (Rare / Unlikely / Possible / Likely)
and Impact (Low / Medium / High / Critical). The intersection gives the risk level.
Address Critical risks immediately, High risks within 30 days, Medium within 90 days.



Section 3: Security Policies

3.1 Why Policies Matter

Security policies are the written rules that govern how your business
handles information and technology. Without policies, security depends
entirely on individual judgment — which is inconsistent and unpredictable.
For an SMB, five core policy areas cover the most critical controls.

3.2 Checklist: Password & Authentication Policy

# PASSWORD POLICY REQUIREMENTS

o Minimum password length: 12 characters

Passwords must include uppercase, lowercase, numbers, and special
characters

o  Passwords must not contain the user's name, username, or company name
o  Passwords must be changed at least every 90 days for privileged accounts
o  Password reuse is prohibited (minimum 10 previous passwords remembered)

Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) required for all cloud services and remote
access

o  MFA required for all email accounts (Microsoft 365, Google Workspace, etc.)
o  Password manager is used and recommended for all employees

o  Default passwords on all devices changed immediately upon deployment

o  Shared/generic accounts are prohibited — each user has a unique account

o Inactive accounts are disabled after 30 days of inactivity

3.3 Checklist: Access Control Policy

# ACCESS CONTROL REQUIREMENTS

Access to systems and data granted on a least-privilege basis (only what is
needed)



o  Access rights reviewed and updated when an employee changes roles

o  Access revoked immediately upon employee termination

o  Formal onboarding/offooarding checklist exists for system access

o Administrative/privileged accounts are separate from regular user accounts
0 Remote access requires VPN and MFA

o  Third-party vendor access is time-limited and monitored

o  Access logs maintained for critical systems

o  Physical access to server rooms and network equipment is restricted

o  Screen locking enforced after 5-10 minutes of inactivity

3.4 Checklist: Data Protection Policy

# DATA PROTECTION REQUIREMENTS

o  Sensitive data (customer PII, financial data) is identified and classified
o  Sensitive data is encrypted at rest (on devices and storage)

o  Sensitive data is encrypted in transit (HTTPS, TLS for email)

o  Full system backups performed at least weekly

o  Backups stored in a separate location (offsite or cloud)

o  Backup restoration tested at least quarterly

o  Customer data retention policy is documented and followed

o  Employees prohibited from storing sensitive data on personal devices
O  Sensitive data not sent via unencrypted email or messaging apps

Data disposal procedure exists for old devices (secure wiping or physical
destruction)

o  Privacy policy is in place and compliant with applicable regulations

3.5 Checklist: Incident Response Policy
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# INCIDENT RESPONSE REQUIREMENTS

o Anincident response plan exists and is documented

o  Key contacts listed: IT support, legal counsel, cyber insurance provider

o  Employees know how to report a suspected security incident

o  Asingle person or team designated as the incident response lead

o  Procedure exists for isolating a compromised device from the network

o  Evidence preservation procedure is documented

o  Communication plan exists for notifying customers/partners if data is breached

Regulatory notification requirements are understood (state breach notification
laws)

0 Post-incident review process is defined

o  Cyber insurance policy is in place and coverage is understood



Section 4. Implementation Roadmap

4.1 Phased Approach

Improving cybersecurity does not happen overnight. This roadmap
prioritizes the highest-impact, lowest-cost controls first. Each phase builds
on the previous one.

4.2 Phase 1 — Quick Wins (First 30 Days)

These controls are free or low-cost and address the most common attack
vectors. Implement these first.

# PHASE 1: IMMEDIATE ACTIONS (Days 1-30)

o  Enable Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) on all email and cloud accounts

o  Audit all user accounts — disable unused accounts, remove former employees
o  Change all default passwords on routers, printers, and network devices

o  Enable automatic security updates on all computers and mobile devices

o Install and activate antivirus/endpoint protection on all devices

o  Complete the asset inventory (Section 2.2)

Brief all employees on phishing — show them how to identify suspicious
emails

o  Enable automatic screen locking on all workstations (5-10 minute timeout)

Verify that data backups exist and test that at least one backup can be
restored

o  ldentify your most sensitive data and where it is stored

4.3 Phase 2 — Core Controls (Days 31-90)

#  PHASE 2: CORE SECURITY CONTROLS (Days 31-90)

0o  Implement a password manager for the organization
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o Deploy a VPN for all remote access

o  Conduct a full risk assessment using Section 2 of this framework

o  Document and implement a password policy (Section 3.2)

o  Document and implement an access control policy (Section 3.3)

o  Segment your network — separate guest Wi-Fi from business network

Enable email security features (spam filtering, anti-phishing,
DMARC/SPF/DKIM)

o  Conduct a formal employee security awareness training session
o  Review and update third-party vendor access
o  Establish a formal backup schedule and verify offsite/cloud backup

o  Document your incident response contacts and basic procedure (Section 3.5)

4.4 Phase 3 — Advanced Controls (Days 91-180)

# PHASE 3: ADVANCED SECURITY (Days 91-180)

o  Conduct a formal vulnerability assessment of your network and systems
o  Implement endpoint detection and response (EDR) solution
o  Complete and test your full incident response plan

Review cyber insurance coverage — ensure it covers ransomware and data
breach

o Implement privileged access management for administrative accounts

o  Conduct phishing simulation to test employee awareness

o  Review all third-party contracts for security and data handling requirements
o  Implement log monitoring for critical systems

o  Conduct an annual security review and update this framework

o  Consider a professional cybersecurity audit to validate your security posture
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Section 5: Employee Security Awareness

5.1 The Human Element

Studies consistently show that over 80% of successful cyberattacks involve
a human element — an employee who clicked a malicious link, used a
weak password, or was manipulated into taking an action that
compromised the business. Technology controls are essential, but they are
not sufficient without an informed workforce.

5.2 Checklist: Phishing Recognition

Train all employees to recognize the warning signs of phishing emails:

# PHISHING RED FLAGS

Sender email address does not match the claimed organization (e.g.,
support@amaz0On.net)

o  Urgent or threatening language: "Your account will be closed in 24 hours'

o  Requests for login credentials, passwords, or financial information via email
o  Unexpected attachments, especially .zip, .exe, .docm files

o  Links that display one URL but direct to a different one (hover to check)

o  Poor grammar, spelling errors, or unusual formatting

o  Unexpected requests that seem out of character for the apparent sender

o  Requests to bypass normal procedures ('don't tell anyone about this')

o  Offers that seem too good to be true

o  Reguests to make urgent wire transfers or purchase gift cards

5.3 Annual Security Awareness Training Topics

# ANNUAL SECURITY AWARENESS TRAINING

o  How to recognize and report phishing emails
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o  Password hygiene and use of password managers

o  Safe use of company devices — personal use boundaries, BYOD rules

o  Working from home / remote work security (VPN, home network security)
o  Social engineering awareness — phone scams, pretexting, impersonation
o  Safe handling of sensitive customer and business data

o  What to do if you suspect a security incident — who to call, what not to do
o  Physical security — clean desk policy, tailgating, visitor management

o  Safe use of public Wi-Fi and cloud storage

o  Company-specific policies: password policy, acceptable use, data handling

5.4 Employee Quick Reference

# ALWAYS DO

o  Use strong, unique passwords and a password manager

o  Enable MFA on all accounts that support it

o  Lock your screen when stepping away from your computer

o  Report suspicious emails to your IT contact before clicking anything
o  Keep your software and operating system updated

o  Use the company VPN when working remotely

Verify unusual requests (especially financial) through a separate
communication channel

# NEVER DO

o  Click links or open attachments in unexpected emails without verification
o  Share your password with anyone, including IT staff
0  Use the same password for multiple accounts

0o  Send sensitive data via unencrypted email or personal messaging apps
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o  Connect to public Wi-Fi without a VPN
o  Store sensitive business data on personal devices or personal cloud accounts
0 Disable antivirus or security software

o  lgnore software update notifications for extended periods

About This Framework

This framework was developed by lurii [Last Name], M.Sc. Information
Security Management, as a freely available resource for U.S. small and
medium-sized businesses. It is based on nearly a decade of practical
cybersecurity consulting experience and is aligned with internationally
recognized standards including NIST CSF 2.0, ISO/IEC 27001, and CIS
Controls v8.

The framework is intended as a starting point, not a comprehensive
security program. Every business has unique risks and requirements. For a
customized assessment and implementation support, professional
consultation is recommended.

This document is provided free of charge for use by U.S. small and medium-sized
businesses. Reproduction and distribution for non-commercial purposes is permitted
with attribution. For professional consultation: info@smbsecurityadvisors.com |
https://smbsecurityadvisors.com

© 2026 lurii Zhurov | SMB Cybersecurity Advisors LLC | Palm Harbor, Florida
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Section 6: About the Author's Methodology

6.1 A Different Starting Point

Most cybersecurity consultants begin with a technical scan — running
automated tools against a client's network to identify open ports, unpatched
systems, and known vulnerabilities. This approach has its place. But in
nearly eight years of consulting experience across Ukraine and the United
States, the author has consistently found that the most dangerous
vulnerabilities in small and medium-sized businesses are not technical. They
are organizational.

The most common and most costly security failures in SMBs share a
common root: the absence of a security mindset at the organizational level.
Employees and owners alike tend to think of cybersecurity as a technical
problem — something that involves passwords and antivirus software. In
reality, it is a business management discipline. The author's methodology is
built around this insight.

Core principle: In SMB environments, organizational and process vulnerabilities
almost always precede and enable technical ones. Fix the organization first; the
technology follows.

6.2 The Four-Stage Consultation Methodology

The author's consulting approach follows a structured four-stage
methodology developed and refined through engagements with
organizations across multiple sectors — from technology companies and
financial institutions to judicial bodies and government-affiliated
organizations in Ukraine, and small businesses in the United States.

Industry-Specific Problem Framing

Before any technical assessment begins, the author presents the client
with documented real-world cybersecurity incidents from their specific
industry — what happened, what the business impact was, and how it
could have been prevented. This is not generic awareness training. Each

15



presentation is tailored to the client's sector, size, and operational
context.

This stage serves a critical purpose: it shifts the conversation from abstract
risk to concrete business consequence. A restaurant owner does not
respond to 'you have weak passwords.' They respond to 'a restaurant chain
in Florida lost $340,000 when an employee clicked a phishing email and
attackers accessed their payment processing system for six weeks.' The
author maintains a working library of sector-specific incident cases drawn
from public breach disclosures, regulatory filings, and professional
experience.

Rapid Policy Gap Assessment (30-Minute Diagnostic)
Within the first 30 minutes of engagement, the author conducts a
structured diagnostic interview that consistently reveals the most critical
organizational vulnerabilities. This is not a technical scan — itis a
conversation guided by a proprietary checklist covering policy existence,
access control practices, employee awareness, data handling, and
incident response readiness.

The diagnostic almost universally reveals the same finding across SMB
clients in both Ukraine and the United States: the complete absence of
documented security policies. Not weak policies — no policies at all. No
password policy. No access control policy. No procedure for what to do when
an employee is terminated. No definition of what constitutes sensitive data
or how it should be handled.

This absence is not negligence. It reflects a fundamental misconception that
the author encounters in virtually every SMB engagement, on both sides of
the Atlantic:

The Universal SMB Misconception: 'Cybersecurity is about how you store
passwords." In reality, cybersecurity is a business management discipline that
governs how an organization identifies, protects, detects, responds to, and recovers
from threats across people, processes, and technology.
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Correcting this misconception — demonstrating to business owners that their
real exposure is not a weak password but an unmanaged process, an
untrained employee, or an absent policy — is the most impactful intervention
the author makes in any engagement.

Risk Mapping and Prioritization

Following the diagnostic, the author maps identified gaps against actual
business risk — not theoretical risk. The key question is not 'what could
go wrong' but ‘what would hurt this specific business most, given how it
actually operates.’

For a professional services firm, the greatest risk is typically business email
compromise — attackers impersonating the owner to redirect client
payments. For a retail business, it is point-of-sale system compromise. For
a healthcare-adjacent SMB, it is unauthorized access to client records
triggering regulatory liability. Risk prioritization is sector-specific and
business-specific, not generic.

This stage produces a risk register — a prioritized list of identified
vulnerabilities ranked by potential business impact and ease of exploitation.
The risk register drives everything that follows: which policies to implement
first, which technical controls to deploy, which employee training to prioritize.

Structured Implementation and Policy Development

The final stage is implementation: translating the risk register into
concrete organizational changes. This includes drafting security policies
tailored to the client's operations, establishing access control procedures,
defining data handling practices, and creating an employee awareness
program.

The author's implementation approach is explicitly designed for
organizations with limited resources and non-specialist staff. Policies are
written in plain language. Procedures are mapped to existing workflows
rather than requiring new ones. Controls are selected based on the ratio of
risk reduction to implementation cost — prioritizing free or low-cost
measures that deliver the greatest security improvement for businesses
operating on constrained budgets.
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6.3 Cross-Border Insight: What Ukraine Taught About
American SMB Risk

One of the distinctive elements of the author's methodology is its grounding
in practical experience with threat actors and attack methodologies that are
now the primary drivers of cybercrime against U.S. small businesses.

Ukraine has been the most intensively targeted country for state-sponsored
and financially motivated cyberattacks for over a decade. The author's
consulting experience during this period — defending organizations across
multiple sectors against adversaries using sophisticated, well-resourced
attack methodologies — produced insights that are directly applicable to the
U.S. SMB market.

The most important of these insights is also the most counterintuitive: the
attacks that devastated large Ukrainian organizations and infrastructure
systems are functionally identical, at a smaller scale, to the attacks that now
routinely compromise American small businesses. The delivery mechanism
Is almost always the same — a phishing email, a weak credential, an
unpatched system, an employee who did not know what to do. The
organizational failures that enable these attacks are the same. The
remediation approaches are the same.

This cross-border pattern recognition — the ability to recognize in an
American SMB the same organizational vulnerabilities that preceded major
incidents in Ukrainian organizations — is a core element of the author's
diagnostic capability and a direct product of experience that cannot be
replicated in a purely domestic consulting practice.

The author's experience in Ukraine's high-threat environment is not a historical
footnote — it is a live intelligence advantage. The attack methodologies refined
against Ukrainian targets over the past decade are the same ones now deployed
daily against U.S. small businesses.

6.4 Why This Approach Works for SMBs
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The author's methodology is specifically designed for the constraints and
culture of small business environments. Three principles guide every
engagement:

Principle 1: Show, Don't Tell

Abstract risk assessments do not change behavior in SMB environments.
Real incident cases from the client's own industry — presented in plain
language with concrete business impact figures — do. The author's practice
of opening every engagement with industry-specific incident cases is not a
sales technique. It is a pedagogical approach grounded in the observation
that SMB owners respond to evidence of consequences, not to risk scores.

Principle 2: Organizational Before Technical

Technical controls implemented on top of broken organizational processes
fail. A firewall does not prevent an employee from emailing a customer
database to a personal account. An antivirus does not prevent a wire transfer
authorized by a CEO who received a spoofed email. The author's
methodology addresses organizational and process vulnerabilities first —
establishing the policies, procedures, and awareness that make technical
controls effective.

Principle 3: Affordable and Actionable

The most sophisticated cybersecurity framework has no value if a small
business cannot implement it. Every recommendation the author makes is
evaluated against a simple test: can a business with no dedicated IT staff
and a limited budget actually do this? The SMB Cybersecurity Framework
presented in this document is the codification of this principle — a practical,
actionable guide that prioritizes the highest-impact controls that any small
business can implement, regardless of technical sophistication or budget.

— End of Section 6 —

© 2026 lurii Zhurov | SMB Cybersecurity Advisors LLC | Palm Harbor, Florida
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