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THE CRITICAL NEED FOR CYBER HYGIENE
ASSESSMENTS IN SMALL ASSOCIATIONS

Introduction

In today’s rapidly evolving digital age, cybersecurity is not just a concern for large
corporations. Nonprofit organizations and small associations, defined here as those with
fewer than 30 employees, are increasingly becoming targets of cybercrime. The risks to
brand reputation, membership data, and operational continuity are just as severe for
small associations as they are for major enterprises. However, many associations have
a critical gap in their cybersecurity posture due to a heavy reliance on Managed Service
Providers (MSPs) for IT support without adequate external oversight or specialized
cybersecurity expertise. This white paper outlines why small associations must prioritize
basic cyber hygiene assessments, which are economical and targeted at essential
security controls, to ensure their digital safety.

The Challenge: Are Small Associations Secure?

Small associations often lack dedicated cybersecurity resources and instead depend on
MSPs to manage their IT and security needs. While many MSPs provide competent
technology support, the level of cybersecurity maturity can vary widely. The problem
arises when associations believe they are secure solely because their MSP “handles it.”
In reality, MSPs are primarily focused on system uptime and user support, and
cybersecurity often becomes an afterthought unless explicitly contracted. Without
regular, independent cybersecurity assessments, associations are left vulnerable to
common and preventable attacks.

This reliance on MSPs without external validation is akin to a company trusting its in-
house accountant to perform the annual audit. Just as external financial audits are
necessary to ensure compliance and best practices, so too are cybersecurity
assessments needed to confirm that basic security controls are in place and being
properly enforced.
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The Solution: Basic Cyber Hygiene Assessments

Unlike comprehensive cybersecurity assessments that are designed for large
enterprises and come with a significant price tag, basic cyber hygiene assessments are
scaled to the needs of small associations. These smaller assessments focus on
foundational cybersecurity practices, including:

1. User Account Management and Permissions — Ensuring only authorized
personnel have access to sensitive systems and data.

2. Patch Management — Verifying that software updates and security patches are
applied promptly.

3. Endpoint Protection — Confirming that antivirus and endpoint detection tools are
installed and configured correctly.

4. Data Backup and Recovery — Evaluating whether data is backed up regularly and
can be restored efficiently.

5. Basic Network Security Controls — Reviewing firewalls, segmentation, and secure
configurations.

6. Cloud Security Fundamentals — Ensuring best practices are following regarding
access and permissions for SaaS business systems.

These targeted reviews can be completed in hours, not weeks, and provide
associations with a clear understanding of where their security stands, what gaps exist,
and how to remediate those gaps.

The Importance of a Third-Party Assessment

Many MSPs have improved their security offerings over the years, but a concerning
number still fall short in providing robust protection. Without external oversight,
associations have no way of verifying whether the MSP has effectively implemented key
security controls. This lack of accountability can leave associations at risk, believing
they are secure when they are not.
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Bringing in a third-party to conduct a basic cyber hygiene assessment ensures that an
independent expert evaluates the association’s cybersecurity posture. Much like an
external financial auditor evaluates accounting practices to confirm compliance and
identify areas of improvement, a cybersecurity assessor reviews the digital security
landscape to highlight vulnerabilities and recommend actionable steps.

The Pitfall of Larger Commercial-Based Assessments

Large, commercial-based cybersecurity vendors typically offer full-scale assessments
designed for enterprises. While thorough, these assessments are costly and cover a
breadth of areas that may not be necessary or relevant for small associations. As a
result, many small associations avoid conducting any assessments, believing that
cybersecurity services are out of their budget. This gap leaves them exposed to risks
that a simple, lower-cost review could have mitigated.

Why Solid Cyber Hygiene Matters

Cybercriminals do not discriminate based on the size of the organization. If an
association handles member data, financial information, or has a reputable brand name,
it can be targeted. A single data breach can result in loss of member trust, financial
penalties, and long-lasting damage to the association’s reputation. For small
associations, which rely heavily on their reputation and member goodwill, the impact
can be devastating.

Ensuring solid cyber hygiene is the first step in risk mitigation. Just as organizations
have long relied on financial audits to ensure accuracy, compliance, and best practices,
associations must embrace basic cybersecurity assessments to validate that they are
meeting minimum security standards.

Conclusion

For small associations, cybersecurity assessments do not have to be expensive or
intrusive. Basic cyber hygiene assessments are specifically designed to address the
most critical controls and can provide a significant return on investment by identifying
risks before they become breaches. Associations that are currently relying solely on
MSPs for cybersecurity should consider engaging a third party for an independent
review, ensuring that the association’s security posture is robust and resilient. By taking
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these proactive steps, small associations can protect their brand, their members, and
their mission from the growing threats in today’s cyber landscape.

Cybersecurity is not just an IT problem; it's a governance issue that requires regular
external validation, just like a financial audit. Investing in a basic cyber hygiene
assessment is an essential step toward a secure digital future.
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