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Protecting Your Organization in a Digital World

1. Introduction

Charities, non-profits, and small organizations are essential pillars of 
society, supporting vulnerable communities, advancing cultural initiatives, 
and addressing urgent social needs. These organizations often operate 
with lean budgets and small teams, yet they handle sensitive and valuable 
information—everything from donor details, financial records, to personal 
data of beneficiaries. In the modern digital landscape, this makes them 
increasingly attractive to cybercriminals.

Cyber threats are no longer abstract risks; they 
are everyday realities for organizations of all sizes. 
According to the Accenture Cost of Cybercrime 
Study, 43% of cyberattacks target small businesses. 
Charities and non-profits are especially vulnerable 
because of the valuable data they hold and the 
perception that they lack robust defenses. A single 
breach can disrupt operations, damage donor 
confidence, and compromise the trust of beneficiaries.

Despite these challenges, smaller organizations are 
not powerless. By implementing fundamental cyber 
security practices, they can significantly reduce 
risk and build resilience against both common and 
emerging threats.

While large corporations dominate 
headlines about cyberattacks, smaller 
organizations are frequently targeted 
because they are perceived as easier to 
exploit. The consequences of a breach can 
be devastating: financial loss, reputational 
harm, and even legal liability. However, 
effective cyber security does not require  
a large investment in expensive technology. 
Instead, it calls for awareness, vigilance, 
and the consistent application of simple, 
practical measures.

This whitepaper explores the critical role 
of cyber security for smaller organizations, 
examining why it matters, identifying the 
most common threats, and outlining best 
practices for prevention, incident response, 
and long-term resilience. It highlights how 
organizations of any size can manage cyber 
risk effectively, ensuring they remain able 
to focus on what matters most:  
their mission and their community.
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2. Why Cyber Security Matters

3. Common Threats Facing 
Small Organizations

4. Core Cyber Hygiene Tips

The consequences of a cyberattack extend far 
beyond immediate financial costs. For small 
organizations, the impact can be existential.  
Financial losses from fraud or ransom payments may 
be unrecoverable, reputational damage can erode 
donor trust built over years, and failure to comply 
with data protection requirements can lead to legal  
and regulatory consequences.

For mission-driven organizations, safeguarding digital 
assets is not just a technical necessity but a matter 
of preserving credibility and ensuring long-term 
sustainability.

Cybercriminals typically rely on well-known  
methods to exploit vulnerabilities:

Phishing emails are among the most common entry 
points, tricking staff into clicking malicious links or 
revealing sensitive information. Ransomware attacks, 
which encrypt critical systems and demand payment 
for their release, can halt operations entirely. Weak 
passwords—especially shared or predictable 
credentials—provide attackers with easy access, 
while unpatched software leaves systems exposed  
to well-documented exploits.

Awareness of these threats is the first line of defense.

Strong cyber security begins with basic hygiene. 
Every staff member, volunteer, or partner with system 
access has a role to play. Organizations should 
implement strong, unique passwords for every 
account and avoid default usernames such as “admin.” 
Password managers can simplify this process by 
securely generating and storing credentials.

Multi-factor authentication (MFA) provides an 
additional, highly effective layer of defense. 
Whenever possible, MFA should be enabled on  
email accounts, cloud services, banking systems,  
and donor platforms.

Equally important is keeping software up to date. 
Cybercriminals often exploit known vulnerabilities, 
and prompt patching of operating systems,  
browsers, and office applications is essential.  
Access privileges should be limited so that staff  
only have the permissions necessary for their  
roles, reducing the risk of unauthorized access  
if credentials are compromised.

5. Email & Web Safety

Since email and web browsing are primary entry 
points for attacks, cultivating safe habits is essential. 
Staff should be trained to hover over links before 
clicking to verify their legitimacy, and unexpected 
attachments should always be treated with caution—
even when they appear to come from known 
contacts. Spam filters should be activated and 
maintained to reduce exposure to phishing  
attempts before they reach the inbox.
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6. Data Protection Practices

7. Incident Response 
Preparedness

8. Building a Culture of Security

Protecting data is central to protecting organizational 
integrity. Regular backups, ideally encrypted and 
stored offline or in secure cloud environments, 
ensure continuity in the event of a ransomware  
attack or technical failure. Sensitive information, 
including donor details, financial records, and 
personal beneficiary data, should always be 
encrypted to reduce exposure if systems are 
compromised. Network security is equally critical. 
Wi-Fi connections should be secured with strong 
passwords, and organizations should consider hiding 
their SSIDs to reduce visibility to outsiders.

Even with strong defenses, no system is completely 
immune. That is why an incident response plan is 
essential. Organizations should designate a response 
team, identify external partners to contact (such as  
IT support or legal advisors), and establish clear  
steps for communication.

Speed is critical—quick reporting can limit damage. 
Documenting every step taken during an incident 
supports recovery efforts and strengthens prevention 
for the future.

Technology alone cannot solve cyber risk.  
People are often the most vulnerable link,  
but they can also be the strongest defense.  
Regular staff training is essential to keep security 
awareness front of mind.

Encouraging a “security-first” culture means 
empowering staff and volunteers to speak up about 
suspicious activity without fear of blame. Simulated 
phishing tests can reinforce training and help staff 
recognize real-world attacks before they cause harm.

9. Free and Low-Cost Tools

Cyber security need not strain already limited 
budgets. Many effective, reputable tools are 
available at little or no cost. These include password 
managers to strengthen credential security, DNS 
filtering services that block malicious websites, basic 
antivirus software, and free SSL certificates to secure 
organizational websites.

When selecting tools, organizations should rely only 
on trusted providers, ideally those recommended by 
established Canadian or U.S. security bodies.
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10. Interactive Training

11. Final Thoughts

Key Takeaway

Cyber security is a shared responsibility, and even 
the smallest measures, when applied consistently, 
can significantly reduce exposure to risk. Basic cyber 
hygiene does not require major financial investment;  
it requires thoughtful planning, continuous 
awareness, and disciplined practice.

By remaining informed, vigilant, and proactive, 
charities, non-profits, and small organizations can 
protect not only their data but also their missions 
and the communities they serve. Cyber security is 
not simply about technology—it is about managing 
risk. With simple, practical, and affordable measures, 
even the smallest organizations can build meaningful 
resilience against threats.

In addition to technology solutions, training is one of  
the most effective tools to build resilience.  
Ecclesiastical offers the Cyber Security Risk 
Management module through our Ecclesiastical 
Specialist School™. This free, interactive training 
explores how organizations can minimize cyber risks, 
protect sensitive data, and ensure business continuity.  
It includes practical exercises, real-world scenarios, 
and a short quiz to reinforce learning. Participants 
also receive a personalized certificate upon 
completion, making it an excellent resource for staff 
training and awareness-building.

Other Ecclesiastical Specialist School™ modules 
include Business Continuity Planning,  
Enterprise Risk Management, and Flood Protection. 
All are available through the Ecclesiastical Risk Hub 
at ecclesiastical.ca.

Cyber security is not just about defending 
systems, but about safeguarding trust. By 
adopting manageable best practices, small 
organizations can protect what matters most—
their people, their mission, and their future.

ecclesiastical.ca  |  @EIOCanada

ABOUT ECCLESIASTICAL INSURANCE 
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