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Cybersecurity incidents are no longer something you can hope to
avoid; they are a matter of when, not if. When your organisation is
hit, what you do in the first 72 hours can make all the difference.
The speed, precision, and organisation of your response will
determine how well you control the situation or whether it spirals
out of hand.

Too many organisations underestimate the gravity of the initial
hours after a breach. The chaos can be overwhelming, but it's
crucial to understand that the decisions you make early on are
what will either confine the damage or allow it to spread. The
longer you wait, the more difficult it becomes to recover.

Why What You Do in the First 72 Hours Matters

Every moment counts. From identifying the attack to securing
your systems, each decision has a direct impact on whether the
attack will remain contained or become a full-blown disaster. The
first 72 hours are critical for halting the attack’s progress, securing
key assets, and protecting sensitive data. Failing to act with
urgency can result in catastrophic consequences for your
business, reputation, and compliance standing.

What This Guide Offers: No Theory or Fluff. Only Proven
Strategies and Tools for High-Stakes Incident Response

This isn't another generic piece on breach response. You'll find
no theoretical jargon or fluffy advice here. Just direct, actionable
strategies and tools based on real-world experience. This guide
provides practical steps for each phase of a breach response,
from initial containment to post-recovery improvements. Each
section is tailored to help you move fast and efficiently when
every second matters.
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1.1Critical Asset Inventory

Before a breach occurs, you need to know what's worth protecting.
It's easy to assume that all your systems are equally important, but
certain assets have a far higher business impact. Identifying these
is key to responding effectively.

e Actionable Step: Start by prioritising your critical assets. This
means understanding which systems or data are vital to your
daily operations and revenue. A Critical Asset Heat Map can help
you visualise which assets are most crucial and vulnerable.

e Compliance Considerations: Don't forget that some assets may
be subject to strict compliance regulations. GDPR, HIPAA, PCI-
DSS—these frameworks all have specific requirements that you
must meet in case of a breach. Tagging assets with their
respective compliance requirements ensures that you don't miss
critical obligations during the breach response.

1.2Legal and Compliance Readiness

Legal and regulatory requirements are more stringent than ever.
When a breach happens, the clock starts ticking. It's essential to
have the right templates and processes in place to notify the
relevant authorities within the legal time frames.

e Actionable Step: Draft pre-written breach notification templates
for the jurisdictions that matter most to your business. Whether
it's UAE Data Protection Law or GDPR in Europe, having these
templates ready will save you precious time.

e Tool to Implement. Create a Breach Notification Playbook. This
playbook should outline the steps to take when notifying
regulators, customers, and any third parties. This will ensure you
meet deadlines and stay compliant under pressure, avoiding
fines or legal complications down the line.

Mastering the Critical Phases of a Breach : The 72-Hour Countdown




ico

1.3Incident Response (IR) Team Drills

There's no substitute for practice. No matter how solid your plan is,
your team must be prepared to act quickly and decisively when the
time comes. Without regular drills, even the most well-prepared
organisations can falter when it counts.

e Actionable Step: Conduct tabletop exercises (TABLE TOP-X)
every quarter. These drills simulate real-life breach scenarios
and test your team'’s ability to follow protocols under stress. They
also give you a chance to identify process gaps and refine your
response strategies.

e Additional Tip: Make sure your team knows their roles inside out.
Whether it's the communications lead or the technical response
team, everyone must understand their specific tasks during a
breach. This clarity can save critical time and reduce the risk of
mistakes.

With Phase 1 of your breach response strategy in place, you're
building a solid foundation for quick action. The next phase will
test how effectively you can contain the attack and prevent
further damage, but everything hinges on how well you've laid
the groundwork ahead of time. Preparing the right people,
systems, and processes today is what will help your
organisation survive the chaos when a breach strikes.
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2.1 Immediate Isolation

The first few hours after a breach are crucial. Every second you waste
increases the chances of the attacker spreading further into your
network. The first priority is containment. This isn't the time to go
looking for the perfect solution, it's about stopping the bleeding.

e Actionable Step: Immediately isolate the compromised systems
from the network. Disconnect them from the internet, from
internal systems, and from any shared resources. If possible,
segment the affected network to contain the spread of the
attack. This prevents the breach from escalating into a larger
disaster.

e Critical Action: Freeze all credentials and privileged access. If
attackers have compromised login information, suspending
access prevents them from doing more damage. It also
preserves valuable artifacts: logs, credentials, and other data that
can help identify the attacker's tactics.

2.2 Threat Hunting

With the attack isolated, the next step is to actively hunt down traces
of the intruder's movements. Relying on automated alerts alone won't
be enough. You need to dig deeper into your environment to see how
far the attacker has penetrated and what they've done.

e Actionable Step: Use your EDR (Endpoint Detection and
Response) or XDR (Extended Detection and Response) tools to
track lateral movement within your network. Look for unusual
logins, new user accounts, or abnormal system access.
Document each activity as you go along.

e Key Tool: Build a Threat Activity Timeline. This log should
capture every suspicious event in chronological order, detailing
the who, what, when, and where of the attack. This timeline will
be vital for both internal and external communication, and also
for your post-breach analysis.
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2.3 Forensic Triage

You can't just sweep everything under the rug. Every piece of
evidence from the breach needs to be secured for further
investigation. Forensic triage is about preserving the integrity of the
evidence while you work to contain and analyse the attack.

e Actionable Step: Follow a strict Evidence Preservation Protocol.
|dentify critical systems and data that may hold vital clues about
the attack. This could be logs, emails, or even malware samples
that could provide insight into the attacker's methods.

e Key Consideration: Ensure the chain of custody is maintained.
Anyone handling evidence should document everything, from
the moment they acquire the data to the moment it's passed on
to a forensic team. This ensures that your evidence remains
admissible in court, should it be needed for legal action.

The first 12 hours are all about damage control. You have to act
decisively and without hesitation, isolating the threat and
preserving evidence for further analysis. While things may seem
chaotic, staying focused on these core actions will give you the
best chance of containing the breach and preventing further
impact. Every move now will shape the next phase, where you
control the narrative and start working on long-term recovery.
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3.1 Internal Communication

When the breach happens, panic is the enemy. Everyone in the
organisation needs to know what's going on, and more importantly,
they need to know what they're expected to do. Poor communication
can lead to confusion, delays, and even mistakes. The key here is
speed and clarity.

e Actionable Step: Prepare a 3-slide Crisis Briefing Deck that you
can quickly update and distribute to your stakeholders. This deck
should clearly outline:

1. What's happened
2. What's being done to contain it
3. Immediate actions needed from different teams

This simple but effective method ensures that every department is
aligned with the company's response plan. It also helps leaders
communicate a unified message to external partners and clients when
needed.

e Key Tip: Establish a single point of contact (SPOC) for internal
communications. This keeps the flow of information consistent
and ensures no critical updates are missed in the confusion.

3.2 Regulatory Compliance

Regulatory compliance doesn't take a backseat during a breach.
Failing to meet regulatory deadlines can result in hefty fines, legal
troubles, and reputational damage. As the clock ticks, the pressure to
notify authorities within mandated time frames builds.

e Actionable Step. Use an automated tracker to monitor global
breach notification deadlines. Different countries and
jurisdictions have different timelines, UAE Data Protection Law,
GDPR in Europe, and various state-level regulations in the US all
have unique requirements. This tracker can help you avoid
penalties by ensuring you meet each deadline,

e Key Action: Have a dedicated compliance officer or team
member responsible for handling notifications. This role ensures
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the breach is reported to all necessary regulators within the given
time, and that any required documentation is provided promptly.

3.3 Customer and Public Messaging

At this point, you've contained the breach, and your focus should shift
to managing external communications. Your customers, partners, and
the public deserve transparency, but you also need to protect the
reputation of your organisation. It's a delicate balance.

e Actionable Step: Use the TRANSPARENCY-Trust Matrix to guide
your messaging. This tool helps you decide how much
information to disclose without jeopardising your security
position. You want to be open, but without giving away tactical
details that could harm your response efforts.

e Key Consideration: Acknowledge the breach with a commitment
to fixing the problem. Don't avoid answering tough questions, but
focus on what you are doing to resolve the issue. Public
statements should reassure stakeholders that you're on top of
the situation, even if all the answers aren't available yet.

e Tip for Press Releases: Keep your press release short and to the
point. Share key facts like the nature of the breach, how you're
responding, and the steps you're taking to prevent recurrence.
Always include a contact point for follow-up questions, showing
that you're willing to be held accountable.

By Hour 48, you've controlled the immediate fallout and begun
managing the external narrative. Now, your organisation needs
to focus on what comes next: rebuilding and ensuring the
security measures are in place to prevent another breach. But
this phase is where your reputation is either preserved or
damaged, so the stakes are high. How you communicate
internally, with requlators, and with customers will have long-
lasting effects on how the breach is viewed. Get this right, and
your organisation can move forward with confidence,
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4.1 Zero-Trust Rebuild

By now, you've contained the breach and managed the
communications, but the job is far from over. The attackers might still
have backdoors into your systems, and their foothold may not be
fully eradicated. This is when the focus shifts from damage control to
securing your environment for the long term.

e Actionable Step: Implement a Zero-Trust rebuild of your
network. Start by reimaging all compromised endpoints. A clean
slate ensures that no traces of the attacker remain. At the same
time, you need to enforce strict access controls. Zero-Trust
assumes nothing. Every device and user, whether inside or
outside the network, must prove they're trusted before gaining
access.

e Key Action: Audit all configurations, especially those related to
firewalls, VPNs, and internal permissions. A breach often exploits
weak or misconfigured settings, and if those aren't corrected, the
risk of future attacks increases. Be meticulous with every setting,
ensuring it's aligned with best security practices.

4.2 Recovery Validation

The recovery phase is critical. You don't want to rush through it only
to discover, weeks later, that the breach left more damage than you
realised. Data integrity, system stability, and overall security must be
validated before you can fully return to business as usual.

e Actionable Step: Conduct a Backup Integrity Audit. Verify that
your backups were not compromised or altered during the
breach. Running a clean restore process is vital, but it's equally
important to check whether the backups are complete and free
of malware. This step ensures that, should you need to restore
data, the information will be safe and reliable.

e Key Action: Test systems for vulnerabilities and patch all known
weaknesses. Run thorough penetration tests and vulnerability
scans to ensure attackers didn't leave hidden traps. Only when
you're confident your systems are clean and secure should you
begin restoring operations.
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4.3 Post-Mortem Prep

Once you've managed the immediate impact and recovered your
systems, it's time to look at the bigger picture. Understanding how
and why the breach happened will not only help you improve your
response but will also strengthen your overall security posture
moving forward. This is where the lessons learned will guide future
actions.

e Actionable Step: Conduct a Blameless Root Cause Analysis
(RCA). Don't focus on assigning blame. Focus on understanding
how the breach occurred, what gaps in your processes or
technologies enabled it, and what needs to change. Was it a
failure of training? A missed configuration? A vulnerability in your
third-party services? This will give you actionable insights to
prevent future incidents.

e Key Consideration. Document everything from the breach
timeline to the lessons learned. Create an after-action report that
details the entire response process. This report will help you
refine your incident response plan, ensuring that next time, you're
even more prepared.

By Hour 72, the situation should be under control. You've rebuilt
your network with Zero-Trust principles, validated your systems,
and conducted a thorough post-breach review. This phase is
about ensuring that the environment you're restoring is fortified
and that the lessons learned are put into practice. The worRk
doesn't end here, though. This recovery sets the foundation for
a stronger, more resilient organisation moving forward. Secure
the environment, improve your processes, and take the
necessary steps to prevent another breach. The real goal is not
Just recovery but improvement.
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5.1 Budget Advocacy

After the immediate firefighting is over, the next challenge is securing
resources for the future. A breach isn't just a one-off incident; it's a
wake-up call for how security must be taken more seriously. You'll
need a budget to build stronger defences, upgrade your systems, and
implement long-term protection.

e Actionable Step: Use ROI calculators to justify the need for
increased security funding. Highlight the costs of the breach:
downtime, recovery, regulatory fines, loss of customer trust and
show how investing in advanced security solutions can prevent
even bigger financial losses in the future. Present your case to
leadership by focusing on how security is an investment, not an
expense.

e Key Tip: Don't just focus on tech solutions; emphasise the need
for continuous training and awareness programs for employees.
A well-trained team can be your first line of defence against
threats, and regular drills will ensure your response is swift and
efficient when an attack occurs.

5.2 Reputation Repair

While you're securing your network, another critical task is repairing
the damage done to your organisation's reputation. Trust is fragile, and
a breach can shake customers' confidence. This phase is about
rebuilding that trust and ensuring your clients know you're serious
about their security.

e Actionable Step: Launch a customer loyalty program to reassure
clients. Offering discounts, incentives, or special access to
enhanced security features can go a long way in showing your
commitment. Make sure to communicate the steps you've taken
to address the breach, the improvements made, and your long-
term commitment to security.

e Key Action: Be transparent with your customers. Don't hide
behind generic statements. Provide clear, actionable details
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about the breach, how you handled it, and what safeguards
you've put in place to avoid it in the future. Customers appreciate
honesty and will remember how you handled the situation.

5.3 Continuous Improvement

The work doesn't stop after a breach is over. If anything, it marks the
beginning of a new chapter in your organisation's security journey.
Regularly assessing and improving your Incident Response (IR)
maturity will ensure that your team is always ready to handle evolving
threats.

e Actionable Step: Perform an annual IR maturity evaluation. This
helps you identify areas where your response plan may need
strengthening. Be it in technology, processes, or training.
Incorporate lessons learned from the breach to make
incremental improvements that will better prepare you for the
future.

e Key Consideration: Always be proactive. Review and update
your security protocols regularly, conduct frequent security
drills, and stay up-to-date with the latest cybersecurity trends.
This forward-thinking approach keeps your organisation from
being complacent and ensures your team is always prepared for
any eventuality.

Once you've survived the breach, your next task is to turn that
experience into strength. The first 72 hours might be all about
survival, but the weeks and months that follow are about
building a more secure and resilient organisation. Invest in your
security, repair your reputation, and make continuous
improvement a part of your organisational culture, Because
while breaches are inevitable, the ability to bounce back
stronger isn't just about surviving. It's about thriving in the face
of adversity.
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