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Executive Summary

Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have
become a focus for cyberattacks, with the
National Cyber Security Alliance, 2022,
reporting that over 60% of SME businesses
close within six months of a breach. The
digital economy is rapidly growing and as a
result the rate of cyber attacks is growing
too.

SMEs were previously thought to be
overlooked by cybercriminals in favour of
larger organisations with more lucrative
assets. However, due to this belief many SMEs
have a relaxed attitude towards their security
infrastructure, suffering under insufficient
training, and a growing reliance on digital
tools.

Recent industry reports paint a shocking
picture of over 43% of all cyberattacks now
targeting small businesses, yet only 14% are
adequately prepared to defend themselves
(Verizon, 2023).

This whitepaper identifies and explains the
most pressing cyber threats to SMEs,
including phishing, ransomware, insider
threats, supply chain vulnerabilities, and
Distributed Denial-of-Service (DDoS) attacks.
It also examines the reasons behind SME
vulnerability such as limited budgets,
outdated infrastructure, lack of in-house
expertise, and insufficient employee training.
Additionally, it introduces the concept of
partnering with Managed Security Service
Providers (MSSPs) to help mitigate these
threats effectively.

Demonstrated through the inclusion of real-
world case studies, we will show the tangible
impacts of these threats, highlighting the
financial, operational, and legal
consequences. Following the outline of
practical, cost-effective strategies included
thereafter means that SMEs can implement to
reduce risk and strengthen their cybersecurity
posture.

Ultimately, this whitepaper aims to empower
SME owners and decision-makers with the
knowledge and tools they need to proactively
address cybersecurity threats. By taking
strategic action today, SMEs can not only
protect their assets and customers but also
enhance their resilience and competitiveness.



Introduction

$3.31 million (USD) is the average cost for a breach in organisations with fewer than 500 employees, according to

IBM’s Cost of a Data Breach Report (2023). Businesses of this size are the foundation of a healthy economy and as

the global workplace shifts towards digital operations this cost is only set to rise. SMEs now need to become more
resilient, as a matter of course and not an optional extra.

Driven by the adoption of cloud computing, e-commerce platforms, remote work technologies, and digital
payment systems, the landscape of SME production has changed. While these advancements have opened new
avenues for growth and efficiency, they have also significantly expanded the opportunities for threat actors.
Contrary to popular belief that cyber attackers only pursue large corporations, evidence shows that SMEs are now
disproportionately at risk. They tend to have fewer resources, and less sophisticated defences, with a limited
awareness of cybersecurity best practices. SMEs now represent low-hanging fruit for attackers seeking financial
gain, sensitive data, or access to larger supply chains. According to the 2023 Verizon Data Breach Investigations
Report, 43% of all reported cyberattacks were aimed at small businesses, indicating a clear shift in attacker
behaviour.

Adding to the challenge is the democratisation of cybercrimesHacking tools, ransomware-as-a-service kits, and
phishing templates are readily available on the dark web, allowingeven low-skilled criminals to launch highly
effective attacks. At the same time, regulatory pressures are increasing.

Cybersecurity is often treated as a secondary concern, addressed only after anlincident. This reactive approach
increases vulnerability. The accessibility of cybercrime tools, like ransomware-as-a-service kits and phishing
templates, has further increased threats. Meanwhile, regulatory pressures (for example: GDPR, HIPAA, CCPA, NIS2,
DORA) demand greater accountability. Unlike GDPR and HIPAA, which primarily focus on data protection and
privacy, NIS2 and DORA introduce broader operational and resilience requirements, including incident reporting
timelines, risk management obligations, and enhanced oversight for critical service providers, placing heavy
requirements on how businesses handle and protect/data.

This whitepaper explores the most pressing cybersecurity threats facing/'SMEs today, analyses the root causes of
their vulnerabilities, and provides actionable strategies for improving.their cybersecurity posture. By
understanding the risks and implementing the right.measures, SMEs can not only avoid costly breaches but also
build customer trust, meet compliance requirements, and ensure business continuity in a digital-first world.



Phishing and social
engineering

Phishing uses deceptive emails or
websites to steal information. Social
engineering manipulates trust, with
attackers impersonating banks, vendors,
or C-suite officers. Modern phishing
methods increasingly include multi-factor
authentication fatigue attacks, where
users are bombarded with authentication
prompts until one is accepted, and
phishing kits capable of bypassing MFA
altogether.

Insider threats

Insider threats can be both malicious and
accidental. Human error is be one of the
hardest hurdles to overcome. Employees,
contractors, and third parties with access
to systems can steal intellectual property,
and sell it on, however a simple
mishandling of data by an unsuspecting
employee can have a huge impact. SMEs
can lack checkpoints, logging systems,
and details controls, all of which can add
more layers of protection against internal
threats.

DDoS attacks

Key Cybersecurity Threats
Facing SMEs

Ransomware

Ransomware is malicious software that
holds data hostage, through encryption,
in exchange for payment. These attacks
can be paralysing, and devastate
companies without a robust defence.
SMEs are often missing the back-up
systems, or incident response plans
needed to recover quickly.

Payment does not always guarantee that
your data will be returned either, it could
simply leave the door open for a return
visit from cybercriminals.

Supply chain attacks

A supply chain attack can occur when
third-party service providers, or a
software vendor, is compromised.
Compromised vendors can introduce
threats indirectly. These attacks are
hard to detect but can be mitigated
through IT governance and vendor risk
assessments. For example, a third-
party SaaS application with excessive
permissions could be compromised
and used to access sensitive internal
systems.

Distributed Denial-of-Service (DDoS) attacks overwhelm systems with traffic, causing outages. SMEs
using cloud-based or e-commerce platforms are increasingly vulnerable.




Why SMEs
Are Vulnerable

Limited budgets and
resources

The average SME doesn't have a huge
budget to spend, constrained by tight
financial overheads means that often core
operations are prioritised over
cybersecurity. The irony is that neglecting
cybersecurity can often lead to significant
monetary loss. Investing in firewalls,
monitoring tools, and IT staff are key ways
to keep money safe, as a lack of dedicated
security knowledge, and funding, leaves
data and assets vulnerable.

Legacy systems and
technology debt

SMEs often rely on older systems and
software, primarily due to budget
constraints. While this may seem cost-
effective in the short term, it builds up
technology debt, a growing burden of
outdated infrastructure that becomes
increasingly difficult and expensive to
maintain and impossible to secure without
extensive secondary measures.

These legacy systems often lack security
updates, leaving known vulnerabilities
exposed and easy for attackers to exploit.
Additionally, their incompatibility with
modern security tools significantly
increases the organisation’s overall risk
surface.

Lack of cybersecurity
awareness

Security begins with staff training.
Awareness reduces human error and helps
defend against phishing and social
engineering. Fostering a security-focused
culture is vital to any business.
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Inadequate policies
and controls

Without a formalised set of policies in
place, many SMEs struggle to keep
cybersecurity strong. Rules around
password hygiene, device usage, access
controls, and incident support are clear
guidelines for employees, and help them
to avoid engaging in risky behaviour.
Simple principles like avoiding unsecured
public wi-fi, or never downloading
unverified software are easy to remember
and make a difference.

Regulator
non-compliance

Regulations are constantly evolving and
updating across the globe, wherever you
operate there will be a standard you need
to meet. GDPR or HIPAA are commonly
known, but what about NIS2, or DORA?
Non-compliance can lead to the risk of
data breaches, but also to substantial
fines, legal liabilities, and reputational
damage. Dedicated compliance resources
keep SMEs safe and documented.




Case Studies

Case Study 1: Phishing
attack on a UK-based SME

A 25-employee marketing agency was duped by a
phishing email disguised as an invoice from a known
supplier. The finance officer entered login credentials
into a faked login page, allowing attackers to access
the company’s financial systems. A fraudulent wire
transfer of £45,000 was initiated. The lack of multi-
factor authentication and absence of simulated
phishing training contributed to the incident.

Case Study 3: Insider
breach in a tech startup

A software developer at a growing tech startup
downloaded a full customer database to a personal
device before resigning. The breach went unnoticed
for weeks due to a lack of access monitoring and
departure protocols. The stolen data was later linked
to a competing firm. The startup suffered reputational
damage and had to notify affected clients, resulting in
lost contracts and revenue.
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Case Study 2: Ransomware
halts US manufacturing plant

A mid-sized manufacturing firm was hit by
ransomware that encrypted production software and
halted operations for four days. Attackers demanded
$150,000 in cryptocurrency to unlock systems. The
company’s last backup was over a month old, and
disaster recovery plans were outdated. Despite
payment, only partial data recovery was achieved,
leading to supply chain delays and client
dissatisfaction.



Strategies for SMEs

to Mitigate Threats

Conduct regular risk

assessments

Identify your most valuable digital assets through
regular risk assessments. SMEs that map their
risks, and create safety procedures accordingly
will have the strongest chance at cyber resilience.
Informed decision making is the cornerstone of
cybersecurity and this can only be achieve with
regular checks, identifying the best areas for
investment, however limited.

Invest in basic cyber hygiene
Firewalls, antivirus, encryption, and automatic
updates are foundational cybersecurity tools.
Implementing these at any stage can drastically
reduce the risk of a cyberattack. Adding multi-
factor authentication and password managers
will protect against credential theft, and start a
suite of affordable and scalable security tools.

Partner with managed security

service providers (MSSPs)
Engaging a MSSP gives SMEs access to support
without the cost of a full in-house IT team. 24/7
monitoring, threat detection, incident response,
and compliance management, this partnership
enables SMEs to scale their cybersecurity
capabilities in line with their growth.

Employee training and

awareness

Human error is often the first reason that defences
fall against cyberattacks. Regular training sessions
should cover techniques to identify phishing,
secure password practices, and procedures for
reporting suspicious activity. Cybersecurity
awareness is best reinforced by practical training
through simulated attacks, ensuring that your
teams know what to do and when to do it.

Data backup and recovery plans
Backup data regularly on-site and in the cloud.
Test integrity and set Recovery Time Objectives
(RTO) and Recovery Point Objectives (RPO) to
ensure recovery from failures or breaches. While
RTO focuses on how quickly systems must be
restored, RPO defines the acceptable amount of
data loss measured in time, helping to determine
backup frequency.

Policy development

Clear cybersecurity policies set expectations and
standardise behaviour. Key policies include
acceptable use, remote work guidelines, data
handling protocols, and incident response
procedures. Regular reviews ensure alignment with
current threats and regulatory requirements.
Involving staff in policy development also
promotes a stronger security culture.



Conclusion

The global business environment is more digitally interconnected
than ever. Cybersecurity must become a central focus for Small and
Medium Enterprises, because the notion that only large corporations
are targeted by cybercriminals is dangerously outdated. In reality,
SMEs are increasingly seen as vulnerable and attractive targets due
to their often limited defences, lack of specialised staff, and
underdeveloped security policies. The rise in ransomware, phishing,
insider threats, and supply chain vulnerabilities underscores the
urgent need for SMEs to act decisively.

Cybersecurity incidents can have devastating consequences. A single
data breach can lead to financial losses, regulatory fines, customer
distrust, and even the collapse of the business. Yet, many of these
risks are preventable through informed decision-making and a
proactive security strategy. Investing in cybersecurity is not merely a
defensive tactic, it is a business enabler that safeguards reputation,
ensures operational continuity, and builds trust with customers and
partners.

This whitepaper has outlined the primary threats facing SMEs,
explained why these organisations are especially vulnerable, and
offered concrete, actionable steps for improvement.

Cybersecurity is not a one-time project but an ongoing commitment,
and it is your responsibility to evolve with threats. By embedding
security into their business culture and operations, SMEs can shift
from reactive responses to a resilient posture. This approach not only
helps prevent attacks but also strengthens compliance with
emerging regulations and industry standards.

Ultimately, cybersecurity is about more than technology, it's about
people, process, and preparedness. SMEs that embrace this mindset
will be better positioned to navigate the complexities of the digital
age and achieve sustainable growth. The time to act is now.
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