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1. [bookmark: _Toc216916148]Introduction

Cyber security remains a critical global challenge as cybercrime continues to increase in sophistication, scale, and impact. The rapid adoption of cloud computing, Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) platforms, mobile devices, and hybrid working models has significantly expanded organisational attack surfaces. While these technologies enable flexibility and efficiency, they also introduce new vulnerabilities that traditional perimeter-based security models are no longer able to address effectively.

Financial services organisations are particularly attractive targets for cybercriminals due to the sensitive financial data they manage and their regulatory obligations. Vigilant Trust & Asset Management (VTAM), a medium-sized financial services firm, has recently experienced a series of security incidents, including a sophisticated phishing campaign that bypassed traditional email filters and an attempted ransomware infection. These incidents highlight weaknesses in legacy security controls and demonstrate how modern threat actors exploit both technical vulnerabilities and human behaviour.

This report proposes a comprehensive and modern cyber security framework for VTAM based on the Zero Trust security model. Using recognised standards and guidance from organisations such as NIST, CISA, ENISA, and ISO/IEC 27001, the report identifies modern internal and external threats, defines security policies aligned with Zero Trust principles, proposes feasible technical and administrative mitigation measures, and outlines proactive monitoring, incident response, and continuous security awareness strategies. The objective is to enhance VTAM’s resilience against contemporary cyber threats while supporting business continuity, regulatory compliance, and long-term organisational stability.


2. [bookmark: _Toc216916149]Modern Cyber Threat Landscape


[bookmark: _Toc216916150] 2.1 External Threats

The cyber threat landscape facing financial services organisations has evolved significantly in recent years. One of the most critical threats is Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS). This model enables cybercriminals to launch ransomware attacks using commercially available tools, lowering the barrier to entry and increasing attack frequency. RaaS campaigns often begin with phishing emails or the exploitation of unpatched vulnerabilities, followed by lateral movement and data encryption[1]

AI-powered social engineering, including phishing and vishing attacks, represents another major threat. Advances in artificial intelligence allow attackers to craft highly convincing emails and voice messages that closely mimic legitimate communications. These attacks increasingly bypass traditional email filtering controls and exploit human trust, as demonstrated by VTAM’s recent phishing incident.

Supply chain attacks further increase organisational risk. A notable example is the MOVEit breach, where attackers exploited a vulnerability in a widely used third-party file transfer application to steal sensitive data from numerous organisations. This incident highlights how trusted vendors can become vectors for large-scale compromise, even when internal controls are strong.

Cloud adoption introduces additional risks, particularly cloud misconfigurations, such as excessive permissions, publicly exposed storage, and weak identity controls. As VTAM continues to rely on SaaS platforms and hybrid infrastructure, these risks must be actively managed [2]

[bookmark: _Toc216916151] 2.2 Internal Threats

In addition to external attackers, internal threats pose a significant risk to financial institutions such as Vigilant Trust & Asset Management. Internal threats may arise from malicious insiders, such as disgruntled employees or contractors, as well as from unintentional actions by staff who lack sufficient security awareness. In many cases, insider-related incidents are not driven by malicious intent but by human error, poor security practices, or inadequate access controls.

Employees with excessive system privileges represent a particularly high-risk factor. Overprivileged accounts increase the potential impact of compromised credentials or insider misuse, enabling unauthorized access to sensitive financial data, client records, and internal systems. This risk is further amplified in hybrid work environments, where employees frequently access corporate systems from personal or less-secured devices and networks[3]

Another critical internal threat is credential compromise resulting from successful phishing or vishing attacks. Once an employee’s credentials are compromised, attackers can operate under the guise of legitimate users, making detection more difficult. This type of threat directly challenges traditional perimeter-based security models and reinforces the importance of identity-centric security controls within a Zero Trust framework.

Finally, misconfigurations and procedural weaknesses also contribute to internal security risks. Poorly configured cloud resources, weak password policies, and inconsistent patch management practices can unintentionally expose systems to exploitation. These risks highlight the need for continuous verification, strict access control, and ongoing staff training to reduce both malicious and accidental insider threats

3. [bookmark: _Toc216916152]Zero Trust Security Model

To address the limitations of traditional security approaches, VTAM should adopt the Zero Trust security model as the foundation of its cyber security strategy. Zero Trust operates on the principle of “never trust, always verify,” meaning that no user, device, or system is trusted by default, regardless of its location.

A core component of Zero Trust is least privilege access, ensuring that users and systems receive only the access required to perform their roles. This significantly reduces the impact of credential compromise and limits lateral movement within the network. Zero Trust also emphasises continuous verification, where access decisions are reassessed based on contextual factors such as identity, device posture, location, and behaviour.

[image: ]
Zero Trust Architecture for VTAM (identity, device compliance, segmentation, application and data protection, continuous verification).

This architecture ensures that sensitive financial systems and data are protected through layered controls rather than reliance on network boundaries[4]

[bookmark: _Toc216916153]3.1 Security Policies Aligned with Zero Trust

To support the Zero Trust model, VTAM must implement clear and enforceable security policies aligned with best practices from NIST CSF and ISO/IEC 27001.

An Identity and Access Management (IAM) policy should mandate multi-factor authentication, strong password standards, and least privilege access. An Endpoint and Device Security policy should ensure that only managed and compliant devices are permitted to access corporate systems.

A Data Protection policy should define data classification requirements and enforce encryption both at rest and in transit. Additionally, Cloud and Third-Party Security policies should address risks associated with SaaS platforms and external vendors, including security assessments and continuous vendor risk monitoring[5]

4. [bookmark: _Toc216916154]Technical and Administrative Mitigation Measures

To mitigate the modern threats faced by VTAM, the organisation should implement a balanced set of technical and administrative controls aligned with a Zero Trust approach. These measures aim to reduce the likelihood of compromise, limit attacker movement, and improve recovery from incidents such as ransomware.

A key control is the enforcement of Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) across all critical systems, including email, remote access, cloud services, and privileged accounts. MFA should be implemented through a central Identity Provider and combined with least privilege access to reduce the impact of credential compromise resulting from phishing or vishing attacks.

To protect endpoints against malware and ransomware, VTAM should deploy Endpoint Detection and Response (EDR) across all corporate devices. EDR enables early detection of suspicious behaviour, automated isolation of compromised endpoints, and improved investigation capabilities. Endpoint hardening measures, such as restricting macro execution and unnecessary services, further reduce the attack surface.

Centralised monitoring should be achieved through a Security Information and Event Management (SIEM) platform that collects logs from identity systems, endpoints, networks, and cloud services. Integration with Security Orchestration, Automation, and Response (SOAR) tools allows for faster and more consistent incident response through automated actions such as disabling compromised accounts or isolating affected systems [6]

For cloud and SaaS environments, Cloud Security Posture Management (CSPM) should be implemented to continuously detect misconfigurations, enforce secure baselines, and reduce risks such as excessive permissions or exposed storage. Patch management processes should prioritise vulnerabilities listed in the CISA Known Exploited Vulnerabilities (KEV) catalog, ensuring remediation efforts focus on actively exploited flaws.

Finally, VTAM should implement immutable backups and regularly test recovery procedures to ensure resilience against ransomware attacks. These controls support rapid restoration of critical services without reliance on ransom payments and strengthen overall business continuity.
5. [bookmark: _Toc216916155]Mapping to NIST CSF and CIA Triad

The proposed controls align directly with the NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF). The Identify function is addressed through asset inventory, risk assessment, and vendor visibility. Protect is supported by MFA, least privilege access, encryption, endpoint protection, and CSPM. Detect is strengthened through continuous monitoring using SIEM. Respond is enabled through SOAR-driven incident response playbooks, while Recover is supported by immutable backups and tested restoration procedures [7]

The CIA Triad further validates control effectiveness. Confidentiality is enhanced through strong identity and encryption controls, integrity is protected through continuous monitoring and verification, and availability is ensured through resilience and recovery mechanisms.

6. [bookmark: _Toc216916156]Proactive Monitoring and Incident Response

Proactive monitoring and effective incident response are essential to reducing the impact of modern cyber threats faced by VTAM. Given the high risk of ransomware, phishing-based account compromise, and insider threats, the organisation must be capable of detecting suspicious activity early and responding quickly to contain incidents before they escalate.

VTAM should implement 24/7 security monitoring using a Security Information and Event Management (SIEM) platform. The SIEM should aggregate and correlate logs from key sources, including identity systems, endpoints, email platforms, network devices, and cloud services. This centralised visibility enables the detection of anomalous behaviour such as repeated failed login attempts, unusual sign-in locations, privilege escalation, and indicators associated with ransomware activity [8]

To improve response speed and consistency, SIEM should be integrated with Security Orchestration, Automation, and Response (SOAR) capabilities. SOAR playbooks allow predefined actions to be executed automatically when specific alerts are triggered. These actions may include disabling compromised user accounts, isolating infected endpoints, quarantining malicious emails, and generating incident tickets for escalation. Automation reduces reliance on manual intervention and limits the operational impact of incidents.
[image: ]SIEM/SOAR workflow for detection, triage, automated containment, escalation, and recovery.

Defined incident response playbooks should address scenarios such as ransomware, phishing-related compromise, and insider threats. SOAR automation enables rapid containment actions, reducing response time and limiting operational impact.

8. Continuous Security Awareness and Training

Human behaviour remains a critical risk factor. VTAM should implement a continuous security awareness programme that goes beyond annual compliance training. Regular phishing and vishing simulations should be conducted to test and improve user awareness.

Training should be role-specific, ensuring staff understand risks relevant to their responsibilities. Metrics such as reporting rates and simulation outcomes should be tracked to measure effectiveness and support continuous improvement. This approach promotes a strong security-aware culture across the organisation.

7. [bookmark: _Toc216916157]Conclusion

The modern cyber threat landscape requires financial services organisations to adopt proactive and resilient security strategies. By implementing a Zero Trust–based security framework aligned with recognised standards such as NIST CSF, ISO/IEC 27001, and CISA guidance, VTAM can significantly strengthen its ability to prevent, detect, and respond to cyber threats.

The proposed framework integrates technical controls, security policies, proactive monitoring, and continuous training to address contemporary risks while supporting regulatory compliance, operational continuity, and long-term business resilience. This structured and standards-aligned approach positions VTAM to better manage evolving cyber threats and maintain trust in an increasingly complex digital environment.
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