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Abstract

Non-profit organizations (NPOs) face a growing volume and variety of cyber incidents
while operating with constrained budgets and distributed teams. An Incident Response Plan
(IRP) provides the governance, roles, and procedures necessary to contain harm, accelerate
recovery, and preserve stakeholder trust. This article synthesizes established guidance (NIST
SP 800-61, ISO/IEC 27035, ENISA, FIRST, and CISA playbooks) into a resource-aware
model tailored to NPOs. It frames incident response as a repeatable lifecycle—preparation;
identification; containment; eradication; recovery; and post-incident analysis—supported by
cross-functional incident response teams, low-cost monitoring and reporting mechanisms,
rigorously maintained playbooks, and disciplined communications for internal and external
stakeholders. Practical recommendations include severity classification, role definition
(incident commander, technical lead, communications officer, legal/Compliance), minimally
viable toolsets (centralized logging, IDS, ticketing), quarterly exercises, and after-action
reviews that drive continuous improvement. The contribution bridges theory and practice by
translating standards into prioritized, budget-sensitive steps that materially reduce dwell
time and impact from common events such as phishing-led credential compromise,
ransomware, and data leakage. For academics, it situates incident response within

organizational governance; for practitioners, it provides an implementation-ready blueprint.
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1. Introduction

Preparedness—not tools alone—determines whether a cyber incident becomes a contained
event or an organizational crisis. For NPOs handling donor, beneficiary, and financial data, a
well-designed IRP is essential to limit operational disruption, legal exposure, and
reputational damage. This article sets out a structured, evidence-based approach to incident

response that NPOs can adopt and iterate under real-world resource constraints.

2. Typology and Severity Classification

An effective IRP begins by defining incident categories relevant to NPO operations (e.g.,
data breach, account takeover, malware/ransomware, denial-of-service, business email
compromise) and mapping them to severity levels based on potential impact on
confidentiality, integrity, availability, regulatory exposure, and stakeholder trust. A simple
matrix couples impact (low/medium/high) with urgency to drive triage, escalation paths, and
communication thresholds. Clear thresholds (e.g., “any compromise of donor PII = High”)

reduce ambiguity and speed decision-making.

3. Roles, Structure, and Readiness

NPOs can field a lean, cross-functional Incident Response Team (IRT/CSIRT):
* Incident Commander (IC): authority to direct actions and allocate resources.
e  Technical Lead(s): forensic triage, containment, eradication, and recovery.
e  Communications Officer: prepares internal updates and stakeholder messaging.
* Legal/Compliance: regulatory notifications, evidence handling, privilege.
*  Business/Operations Lead: continuity decisions and service workarounds.

Key readiness elements include a 24/7 contact roster, role backups, decision authority
mapping, and pre-approved vendors (forensics, breach counsel, PR). Volunteers with

relevant skills can be pre-vetted and trained to augment surge capacity.

4. Procedures and Playbooks Across the IR Lifecycle
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4.1 Identification

Establish low-cost visibility: centralized log collection (e.g., cloud email/security logs),
endpoint alerts, and a simple intake channel (dedicated email or form). Define what

constitutes an “incident” vs. an “event,” with examples to guide frontline staff.

4.2 Containment

Provide tiered playbooks—short-term (isolate endpoints, disable accounts, geo-block) and
longer-term (network segmentation, password resets, conditional access). For ransomware,

prioritize isolating infected hosts and preserving volatile evidence before reimaging.

4.3 Eradication

Remove malware, revoke tokens, rotate credentials/keys, and patch exploited
vulnerabilities. Document indicators of compromise and update detection rules (e.g., mail

filters, EDR policies) to prevent recurrence.

4.4 Recovery

Restore from known-good backups (preferably immutable/offline), validate integrity, and
phase systems back into production. Run post-recovery monitoring for re-infection or

residual persistence.

4.5 Post-Incident Analysis

Within days, conduct an after-action review: assemble a timeline, root-cause analysis,
control failures, and lessons learned. Track remediations with owners and deadlines; update

policies, playbooks, and training content accordingly.

5. Detection, Reporting, and Threat Intelligence

*  Monitoring: leverage native cloud/email security, EDR where available, and basic

IDS to flag anomalies.

*  Reporting: make it easy and blame-free to report suspicious activity; publish a one-

click internal reporting route.
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*  Threat intelligence: subscribe to agency alerts and sector ISAC/ISAO equivalents to
anticipate active campaigns and prioritize hardening. Map common attacker

techniques to controls using frameworks such as MITRE ATT&CK.

6. Exercising and Continuous Improvement

Tabletop exercises (quarterly) and at least one annual functional drill validate decision-
making, cross-team coordination, and communications under time pressure. Measure
response metrics (time to detect, contain, recover; number of accounts reset; data affected)
and use them to guide investment. Institutionalize a light-weight cadence: quarterly IRP

review; semi-annual access/backup restore tests; annual policy refresh.

7. Communications and Notifications

A dedicated communications plan should define:

e Internal messaging: what staff need to do now, what to avoid, where to find

updates.

e External stakeholders: donors, partners, regulators, and the public—each with

tailored, pre-approved templates.

* Regulatory timelines: track jurisdictional notification requirements (e.g., data-

breach clocks).

e  Single source of truth: designate a communications lead and approval workflow to
ensure accuracy and consistency.
8. Case-Informed Practices for NPOs

*  Credential compromise via phishing: immediate account disablement, tenant-wide
password reset and MFA re-registration, mail rule purge, and targeted awareness

reminder; follow with DMARC improvements and phishing simulations.
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* Ransomware on a shared workstation: isolate, reimage from gold image, restore
shared files from immutable backups, and conduct a permission cleanup; run a

lessons-learned session focused on patching cadence and least privilege.

*  Lost mobile device with donor data: invoke MDM remote wipe, document chain of
actions, notify stakeholders as required, and tighten data-at-rest encryption and app

access policies.

9. Discussion

For NPOs, the decisive advantages are not expensive platforms but clarity of roles, pre-
built playbooks, tested backups, and practiced communication. Aligning with
recognized standards increases credibility with boards, auditors, and donors, while adapting
them to local constraints keeps the IRP feasible. Over time, metrics from exercises and
incidents provide the evidence base to justify incremental investments (e.g., expanding EDR

coverage or contracting a retainer with a forensic vendor).

10. Conclusion

Incident response is a governance function as much as a technical one. A concise, role-
anchored IRP; accessible reporting; minimally viable monitoring; disciplined drills; and
transparent communications enable NPOs to contain damage and recover quickly—
protecting beneficiaries and sustaining trust. By adopting the lifecycle and practices outlined
here, organizations can achieve disproportionate risk reduction with modest, well-targeted

effort.
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