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INTRODUCTION

Organizations of all sizes are facing a constant stream of threats. In the last few years alone, millions of users 
had their information stolen (for example, at Equifax in 2017, where a breach exposed names, social security 
numbers, and even customer credit cards). 

The average breach costs a company about $1.6M (IBM Security Research). For many companies, this is an 
extinction-level event; in the best-case scenario, it will still result in the loss of customers, the acquisition of  
new customers, reputation losses, and “diminished goodwill.”

The serious aftermath of these types of security breaches makes it clear that we’ve got to take action to 
safeguard our sensitive data and systems. In particular, by conducting regular security risk assessments.
The first level of defense is that every corporation should have a standard operating procedure (SOP) that 
provides work instructions to technicians and managers on how to safely and securely destroy media that 
contains critical and sensitive data.

However, to show compliance, even the most robust SOP is not accepted by cross-functional industries such 
as insurance, legal, and FTC.  That’s where ISO 27001 comes into play; it is one of the most popular and 
internationally recognized information security management standards. Initially published in 2005 and revised 
in 2013 and 2022, its purpose is to help organizations protect information assets. 

So, what’s included in this standard, and why is it so essential for business-driven risk assessments?

Organizations of all sizes are facing 
a constant stream of threats. In the 
last few years alone, millions of  
users had their information stolen.
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WHAT’S ISO 27001? A BRIEF OVERVIEW

ISO 27001 is an international standard that sets the requirements for dealing with an organization’s information 
security management systems (ISMS). In other words, it sets the requirements for setting up, implementing,  
and continually improving ISMS so companies can protect their sensitive information and data assets.

The goal of ISO 27001 is to identify and mitigate information security risks that could impact the confidentiality, 
integrity, and availability of information. It is particularly important in industries that need to handle sensitive 
information, such as finance, healthcare, government, and technology, but it can be relevant to any company  
that values data protection and security.

THE KEY PRINCIPLES AND REQUIREMENTS OF ISO 27001 CERTIFICATION

The ISO 27001 certification is all about establishing and maintaining an effective Information Security 
Management System (ISMS). So, its principles revolve around planning, support, awareness, operational control, 
and documentation.

Under ISO 27001, organizations are required to identify and assess information security risks that could  
impact the confidentiality, integrity, and availability of their information. This is why the first step is to work  
on risk treatment plans that can not only identify but also mitigate or manage these risks effectively.

A comprehensive information security policy must also be well documented and communicated throughout 
the organization, as it serves as the foundation for defining security objectives and targets. And, of course, 
companies also need to allocate skilled personnel, technology, and financial support, to improve the ISMS 
continually.

THE BENEFITS OF OBTAINING ISO 27001 CERTIFICATION

The ultimate goal of achieving ISO 27001 certification extends beyond improved information security practices. 
So, let’s look at some advantages and benefits of enhancing your risk management process through ISO 27001.

You Can Enhance Information Security

ISO 27001 provides a systematic approach to identifying, assessing, and mitigating information security risks. 
When you implement the standard’s best practices and controls, your organization can significantly enhance the 
security of its sensitive data and information systems. So, by adhering to these controls, your organization can 
create layers of protection, reducing the likelihood of unauthorized access, data breaches, or data leaks.
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Customers, partners, and stakeholders are becoming increasingly concerned about data 
security. The ISO 27001 certification can help you instill confidence in these parties, assuring 
them that your organization has robust security measures in place that will protect their data.

You Can Manage Risk Better

ISO 27001 focuses on risk management, enabling your organization to prioritize security efforts and allocate 
resources more effectively. In other words, the more potential risks you identify and address, the lesser the 
likelihood of security incidents and data breaches. 

You Can Improve Regulatory Compliance

The ISO 27001 certification can also help your organization meet legal and regulatory requirements related 
to information security because the standard can facilitate the process of demonstrating compliance with 
data protection laws, industry regulations, and contractual obligations. ISO 27001 provides a comprehensive 
framework for establishing, implementing, maintaining, and continually improving an Information Security 
Management System (ISMS) - also aligning closely with the principles and requirements of various data 
protection laws.

You Can Gain a Competitive Advantage

ISO 27001 is, in many cases, a significant differentiator in the market. The certification can help showcase 
your organization’s commitment to data protection and information security (which, in turn, can enhance its 
reputation and provide you with a competitive edge over non-certified competitors).

You Can Increase Customer Trust and Confidence

Customers, partners, and stakeholders are becoming increasingly concerned about data security. The ISO 
27001 certification can help you instill confidence in these parties, assuring them that your organization has 
robust security measures in place that will protect their data. ISO 27001 certification involves a rigorous 
assessment by an independent and accredited certification body, so this external validation serves as an 
objective confirmation that your organization’s ISMS meets internationally recognized best practices for 
information security.
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You Can Improve Business Processes

The process of obtaining ISO 27001 certification often involves evaluating and improving various business 
processes related to information security (we’ll go through these in some more detail soon), all of which lead to 
streamlined operations and greater efficiency.

You Can Be More Prepared for Incidents

ISO 27001 requires organizations to establish rather detailed incident response plans and procedures. This 
preparation can help your organization respond promptly and effectively to security incidents, minimizing the 
impact and downtime that is often associated with breaches. An immediate response can also help mitigate the 
impact and prevent the incident from escalating further. A well-prepared incident response plan also enables 
rapid containment and remediation actions, reducing the time taken to restore normal operations.

You Can Access More Partnerships and Collaborations

ISO 27001 certification may be a prerequisite for partnering with certain organizations or participating in 
government contracts that require stringent information security standards. So, having one can open doors to 
new collaborations that would otherwise be out of reach. For example, many government agencies (particularly 
in sectors dealing with sensitive data or national security) require stringent information security standards for 
their contractors.

You Can Save Costs

Preventing security incidents and data breaches can directly translate into avoiding costly consequences like 
financial losses, legal liabilities, and damage to your company’s reputation. We know that security incidents and 
data breaches can lead to significant losses. There are costs associated with investigating and containing the 
breach, but also with restoring systems and recovering lost data. Moreover, your organization may face financial 
penalties and legal fines for non-compliance with data protection regulations. But also, data breaches can 
severely damage your organization’s reputation, as customers, partners, and stakeholders may lose trust in a 
company that fails to protect its sensitive data.

Preventing security incidents and data breaches can 
directly translate into avoiding costly consequences  
like financial losses, legal liabilities, and damage to  

your company’s reputation.



6 phiston.com   |   info@phiston.com   |   305-517-1744

PREPARING FOR ISO 27001 CERTIFICATION

As we have covered, obtaining an ISO 27001 certification can offer your organization several advantages that 
extend beyond security concerns. But is this a realistic option for the majority of companies?

Let’s see what the certification process for ISO 27001 looks like and some of the things you should keep in  
mind if you’re considering applying for it.

Overview of the ISO 27001 Certification Process

The ISO 27001 certification process involves various stages that will require dedication, collaboration, and 
adherence to the standard’s principles.

It all begins with a gap analysis, which typically involves assessing the organization’s current information 
security practices against the requirements of the certification. Then, you will need to scope the ISMS, 
identifying the boundaries of the system and the assets that need to be protected. Risk assessments and 
treatments will follow, as well as implementation, training, and review. It all then ends with a certification audit, 
where an accredited certification body will assess your organization’s compliance with ISO 27001 and its ability 
to effectively manage information security risks.

Let’s start with the first step: Identifying the need for an ISO 27001 certification and planning.

Step 1: Planning

Begin by understanding your organization’s motivation for pursuing an ISO 27001 certification. For example,  
are you trying to enhance information security? Do you need to meet certain regulatory requirements? Or do  
you wish to gain a competitive edge?

Then, identify the key stakeholders, such as top management, department heads, and employees, who will be 
involved in the certification process and have a vested interest in information security. Don’t forget to also define 
clear and measurable objectives for the certification process. For instance, achieving ISO 27001 certification 
within a specified timeframe and implementing specific security controls.

Lastly, assemble a dedicated project team with representatives from relevant departments to oversee the 
certification process (this team will be responsible for coordinating efforts and ensuring compliance with the 
standard) and ensure that adequate resources, including a budget, time, and skilled personnel, are allocated to 
support the certification process effectively.
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Step 2: Scoping the ISMS

The second step is to define the boundaries of the Information Security Management System (ISMS). You will 
need to do this by identifying all the assets, processes, departments, and locations that will be covered by the 
certification.

Your scope should align with your organization’s business objectives and information security requirements.  
So, take inventory of all information assets, including data, IT systems, intellectual property, personnel 
information, and physical assets, that are within the scope of the ISMS, and identify all the relevant laws, 
regulations, and contractual obligations related to information security that the organization must comply with.

Step 3: Assessing Compliance

This step is comprised of two main components: A risk assessment and a risk treatment plan.

So, firstly, you will need to conduct a comprehensive risk assessment to identify potential threats, vulnerabilities, 
and the impact of security incidents on the organization’s information assets. Don’t forget to also evaluate the 
likelihood of occurrence and potential consequences of each risk.

Then, develop a risk treatment plan that outlines the measures and controls that will be implemented to mitigate 
or manage the identified risks effectively - and prioritize risks and allocate resources accordingly.

Step 4: Review the Policies and Procedures

Create a set of information security policies and procedures that align with the organization’s risk treatment  
plan and address the requirements of ISO 27001.

Here, it’s essential also to provide training and awareness programs for employees to ensure they understand 
their roles in information security, the policies and procedures, and the importance of following best practices.

Lastly, hold regular management reviews to evaluate the performance and effectiveness of the ISMS. For 
example, your top management should assess the system’s progress and try to identify areas for improvement 
so the ISMS remains aligned with your organization’s strategic objectives.

Step 5: Audit Your Security Controls

For this last step, we will divide the process into three parts: internal audits, external audits, and the certification 
decision.

First, you should conduct internal audits to assess your organization’s adherence to ISO 27001 requirements 
(and the effectiveness of the controls you have implemented). Internal auditors, who are independent of the 
audited activities, can review processes, documentation, and the overall compliance of the ISMS.

The second step would be to enlist an accredited certification body to perform an external certification audit. 
The certification audit can evaluate your organization’s compliance with ISO 27001 and its ability to manage 
information security risks effectively. Based on the findings, the certification body will make a certification 
decision. If your organization meets all requirements, it will be granted ISO 27001 certification.
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THE CHALLENGES OF RISK ASSESSMENT FOR ISO 27001

No matter the size of your organization, conducting risk assessments is always a tricky process. These are 
some critical considerations when obtaining an ISO 27001 certification:

• How complex are your information systems? Modern organizations tend to have deeply interconnected 
information systems that make the task of identifying all assets, vulnerabilities, and potential threats across  
the entire infrastructure can be challenging.

• Do you have all data and information? Conducting a risk assessment requires accurate and up-to-date data 
on all of your assets, threats, and vulnerabilities. Many organizations struggle to gather comprehensive data, 
something that can make a risk assessment less accurate.

• Is your threat landscape changing? We see new cyber threats emerging almost on a daily basis. So, it can be 
difficult for some organizations to keep up with the latest threats and vulnerabilities that could impact their 
systems.

• Are you being too subjective in your risk estimation? The process of estimating risks involves making many 
subjective judgments (often by individuals involved in the assessment). However, different assessors can 
perceive risks differently, leading to inconsistencies in risk evaluation.

• Do you have limited resources? Smaller organizations with limited resources will probably find it more 
challenging to dedicate time, budget, and skilled personnel to conduct a thorough risk assessment.

• Do you have inadequate security awareness? Lack of awareness among employees about the importance  
of risk assessment and information security is quite common - and can unfortunately result  
in a less effective assessment and a weaker security culture overall.

STRATEGIES TO OVERCOME ISO 27001 CHALLENGES

Although the challenges we’ve covered above are important, there are several  
strategies you can adopt to ensure a successful risk assessment for  
ISO 27001. For instance:

• Provide comprehensive training: If you give your employees that are involved  
in the risk assessment process training and awareness programs, they will  
be able to better understand the purpose, methodology, and importance of  
risk assessment and do a better job.
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A Note About Engaging Stakeholders

Engaging stakeholders is a crucial step in a successful risk assessment process. So, always establish open  
lines of communication to explain the purpose and benefits of risk assessment, and encourage people to share 
their insights and concerns.

You can, for example, conduct workshops or meetings to collaborate with stakeholders in identifying risks, 
assessing their potential impact, and selecting appropriate controls. Some companies also offer incentives or 
recognition for active participation in the risk assessment process!

• Engage your stakeholders: Always involve stakeholders from different departments and levels within your 
organization in the risk assessment process. Their diverse perspectives will almost surely lead to a more 
comprehensive assessment.

• Use risk assessment tools: Risk assessment tools and software can help you streamline the process and 
facilitate both data gathering and analysis. What’s more, they can aid you in managing complex information 
systems and provide you with more standardized risk evaluation criteria.

• Do regular updates: It’s vital to continuously update the risk assessment to address changes in the threat 
landscape and modifications to the organization’s information systems. Regular updates will also ensure that 
the risk assessment remains relevant and accurate.

• Assign risk owners for accountability: Define risk owners for each identified risk and make them responsible 
for implementing appropriate controls and monitoring risk levels. This will help you ensure accountability and 
timely action on risk treatment plans.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DATA PRIVACY AND PROTECTION IN RISK ASSESSMENT

There is no doubt data privacy and protection play a pivotal role in risk assessment. So, these considerations  
need to be included in any ISO 27001 process.

On the one hand, your risk assessments should always aim to identify and address privacy risks so you can 
ensure you comply with data protection laws, industry regulations, and contractual obligations related to the 
handling of personal data. The truth is that the exposure of personal data through a data breach can have severe 
consequences for your organization, so risk assessment will help you evaluate the potential impact of data 
breaches on privacy and confidentiality.

Risk assessment can also aid in classifying data based on its sensitivity, and determining appropriate security 
controls that can be applied to protect it. Plus, Assessing risks throughout the data lifecycle allows organizations 
to identify vulnerabilities and implement privacy measures at every stage, from data collection to disposal.
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ENSURING COMPLIANCE AND DATA PRIVACY

If your organization handles sensitive data subject to specific regulatory requirements, then you should 
make you can align your ISO 27001 with these standards. We are talking, specifically, about the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA).

Here are some ideas to facilitate integration between ISO 27001 and other information security controls and 
regulatory requirements:

Identify overlapping requirements:

The first thing you should do is 
analyze the requirements of each 
of your required standards so you 
can identify commonalities and 
areas where they complement 
each other. This will ensure that 
one control can actually satisfy 
multiple requirements - something 
that can significantly streamline 
the compliance process as a 
whole.

Run Data Protection Impact 
Assessments (DPIAs):

You can also integrate DPIAs, 
as required by GDPR, into the 
risk assessment process of ISO 
27001 (DPIAs are designed to help 
identify and mitigate data privacy 
risks associated with processing 
personal data).

Map your compliance

Did you know that you can map 
the controls of ISO 27001 to 
the specific requirements of 
GDPR, HIPAA, or other relevant 
standards? That’s right. This type 
of mapping can, in fact, provide 
you with a clear understanding 
of which controls address which 
regulatory obligations, enabling 
your organization to prioritize 
efforts and allocate resources 
more effectively.

MIncorporate data subject rights:

Processes and controls to 
manage data subject rights under 
GDPR, such as the right to access, 
rectification, and erasure of 
personal data, can also be aligned 
with ISO 27001’s information 
security framework.

Conduct a gap analysis:

A gap analysis can help you 
identify any additional controls or 
measures that might be needed 
to meet specific regulatory 
requirements that are not covered 
by ISO 27001. Then, you will 
be able to implement these 
controls in conjunction with ISO 
27001 controls to achieve full 
compliance.

1
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MAINTAINING ISO 27001 CERTIFICATION AND ONGOING RISK ASSESSMENT

ISO 27001 certification involves overcoming various compliance challenges, one of them being the importance 
of continuously improving your information security.

The digital landscape is ever-evolving. So, if you want to maintain a strong and effective Information Security 
Management System (ISMS), you need to embrace the concept of continual improvement.

One thing you should always do is identify emerging trends and adjust your security measures to counter them. 
Every day, new vulnerabilities are discovered - but also new ways to address them. In order to see what needs to 
be updated, you need to stay on top of your ISMS performance and constantly evaluate the effectiveness of the 
security measures you have implemented.

Another important thing to keep in mind is that security incidents can serve as valuable lessons. So, if you do 
happen to suffer an incident, you should always work to identify the root causes and take proactive action to 
ensure it won’t happen in the future.

Lastly, regulations and data protection laws may change over time. By continuously improving your ISMS, you 
will be able to remain compliant with the latest requirements, reducing the risk of non-compliance and potential 
penalties.

THE IMPORTANCE OF INTERNAL AUDITS AND MANAGEMENT REVIEWS

Both internal audits and management reviews are critical components of ISO 27001. So, you should use them 
as part of your continual improvement process strategy to identify gaps, uncover weaknesses, and highlight 
areas that require attention or additional resources.

One thing you should always do is identify emerging trends and adjust your security measures to 
counter them. Every day, new vulnerabilities are discovered - but also new ways to address them.
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Internal Audits

Internal audits (or systematic assessments of the ISMS) can help you determine conformity with ISO 
27001 requirements and your organization’s established policies and procedures. These audits can also 
identify possibilities for improvement, ensure that controls are effective, and provide feedback on the overall 
performance of your ISMS

Management Reviews

Management reviews involve regular evaluations by top management to assess the ISMS’s performance, 
suitability, adequacy, and effectiveness. They can help you identify opportunities for improvement, allocate 
resources effectively, and align your ISMS with your organization’s strategic goals.

Adapting Your Information Security Risk Management

There is one more thing we would like to address in this article, and that’s making sure you are adapting your 
ISMS to accommodate changes within your organization.

The best way to do is to by using a robust change management process that considers the impact of any 
organizational changes on information security. For example, changes in personnel, technology, processes,  
and business objectives.

You should also conduct risk assessments for significant changes so you can evaluate potential security risks 
and identify necessary adjustments to the ISMS. As changes occur, try to constantly update relevant policies, 
procedures, and documentation to reflect the current state of the ISMS, and don’t forget also to communicate 
these updates to employees to ensure compliance.

Lastly, don’t neglect training regarding any changes that impact information security practices - not just so 
people can understand their current roles in information security risk assessment, but also how those roles 
need to adapt to organizational changes.

You should also conduct risk assessments for 
significant changes so you can evaluate potential 

security risks and identify necessary adjustments to  
the ISMS.
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CONCLUSION

The ISO 27001 certification provides organizations with a structured and risk-based approach to safeguarding 
their sensitive data, is essential for information security.

As covered in this article, the certification process involves conducting comprehensive risk assessments to 
identify potential threats, vulnerabilities, and risks. And the result of implementing ISO 27001’s best practices 
and controls is a significant fortification of your company’s defenses against cyber threats and potential data 
breaches.

The ISO 27001 certification gives you tangible proof of your organization’s commitment to information security.

As technology advances, we can expect cyber threats to continue to evolve, posing new risks to organizations 
worldwide. So, the demand for robust information security measures (like those outlined in ISO 27001) will 
remain high. This means that having an ISO 27001 certification can be an essential differentiator when you’re 
seeking to demonstrate your company’s commitment to safeguarding sensitive information.


