Hacked or Hardened: The New Reality for Businesses

Chapter 1: Introduction to
Cyber Risk

Cyber risk is no longer confined to the IT department. It is a
business-wide issue that influences every corner of an organization,
from operations and finance to customer trust and long-term
reputation. Executives often understand risks like slippery floors or
supply chain bottlenecks, yet cybersecurity remains abstract until a
breach hits. The reality is that a cyber incident can have consequences
just as severe as a workplace accident or financial misstep, and in

many cases, the ripple effects can be worse.

This chapter introduces the concept of cyber risk as a central
business concern. It blends a real-world case study with leadership
insights to show why executives must view cybersecurity as part of

their core responsibilities, not just an IT line item.

Case Study: A Surgeon’s Crisis
A private healthcare provider operating a successful practice
that offered specialized procedures. On his office servers, he stored

sensitive patient data, including highly personal before-and-after
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photographs. The entry point for attackers was deceptively simple: a
staff member received a phishing email that appeared to come from a

trusted vendor. One click gave attackers a foothold in the network.

Once inside, hackers exfiltrated both patient biographical data
and their private photographs. The hackers demanded cryptocurrency
in exchange for not releasing the material. When the physician did not
comply quickly enough, the attackers escalated by contacting patients

directly, sending them their own photographs and demanding payment.

The incident triggered lawsuits from multiple patients, each
alleging negligence in data protection. Media coverage amplified the
reputational damage, casting the physician not as a victim but as
careless. Legal fees, regulatory scrutiny, and loss of new business
created extreme financial distress. Ultimately, the physician’s practice
closed. The root cause was not a lack of technology but a lack of
organizational cyber awareness, no training on phishing, no culture of

vigilance, and no recognition of data as a strategic asset.

Cyber Risk is Business Risk
This case illustrates a truth that leaders across industries must
face, cybersecurity failures translate directly into business failures. Just

as ignoring building maintenance can lead to workplace injuries or
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lawsuits, ignoring cybersecurity can trigger legal liabilities,

reputational collapse, and financial ruin.

For executives, the challenge is not to learn how to configure
firewalls but to understand the business implications of poor cyber
practices. When leaders recognize that data is an asset, like capital,
equipment, or brand equity, they begin to see cybersecurity as a

strategic investment rather than a technical expense.

Leadership Lesson
Cyber risk is inseparable from business risk. Executives who
fail to lead on cybersecurity may find themselves leading an
organization in crisis. Those who integrate cyber into strategy,
however, position their organizations to survive and thrive despite

inevitable threats.

Practical Steps for Leaders
Executives can begin closing the cyber gap by taking simple but

high-impact actions:

e Include cybersecurity in board-level risk discussions.
e Demand regular briefings on vulnerabilities, threat trends, and

incident readiness.
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e Allocate budget not only for technology but also for employee
training and awareness.

e Treat customer and employee data as a core business asset, equal
to financial capital.

e Tie executive compensation or performance goals to demonstrated

improvements in cyber resilience.

Executive Checklist

e Do we treat cybersecurity as a business risk, not just an IT issue?

e Have we identified the most valuable data and systems in our
organization?

¢ Do we understand how a cyber incident could affect operations,
finances, and reputation?

e Are cybersecurity discussions a regular item at executive or board
meetings?

e Do we have a culture that values protecting customer trust as much
as generating revenue?

e  Would our leadership team know exactly how to respond to a

phishing-driven breach tomorrow?

Key Leadership Message
Cyber risk is not a technical detail, it is a business risk that

affects every aspect of operations, reputation, and long-term success.
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Leaders who treat cybersecurity as a strategic priority protect not only

their data but also their brand and their future.
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“There are two kinds of
companies: those that have
been hacked and those that

don’t know it yet.”

— John Chambers, former CEO of Cisco

Systems.



