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Abstract

Cyber threats represent one of the most pressing challenges for contemporary organizations,
yet non-profit organizations (NPOs) often remain overlooked within cybersecurity research
and practice. Despite limited resources, NPOs manage highly sensitive information—donor
records, financial transactions, and beneficiary data—that makes them attractive targets for
malicious actors. This article examines the nature, types, and actors behind cyber threats
with specific reference to the non-profit sector. Drawing on case studies including Save the
Children and the Red Cross, it demonstrates the severe financial, reputational, and
operational consequences of attacks such as phishing, ransomware, malware, and insider
breaches. The discussion highlights how cyber threats are dynamic and multifaceted,
ranging from individual hackers to organized cybercriminal groups and nation-state actors.
To address these risks, the article identifies critical best practices: staff training, multi-factor
authentication, patch management, data backups, and incident response planning. By
combining theoretical insights with practical measures, this article contributes to a growing
body of scholarship and practice that underscores the necessity of strengthening digital

resilience in the non-profit sector.
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1. Introduction

The digital transformation of organizational life has made cybersecurity indispensable
across all sectors. Non-profit organizations (NPOs), while historically absent from
mainstream cybersecurity debates, increasingly face significant cyber risks. These

organizations manage donor and beneficiary data, financial transactions, and confidential
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communications, all of which are highly valuable to malicious actors. With resource
constraints limiting their capacity to invest in robust protections, NPOs are often
disproportionately vulnerable. This article investigates the fundamental nature of cyber
threats, identifies key actors behind them, and explores real-world cases of attacks on non-

profits to demonstrate their consequences and inform practical responses.

2. Understanding Cyber Threats

Cyber threats are intentional, malicious actions designed to compromise data, disrupt
operations, or exploit digital systems (Von Solms & Van Niekerk, 2013). For NPOs, these
threats are not abstract risks but tangible dangers that can undermine organizational

missions and public trust. Key categories include:

*  Malware: malicious software such as viruses, worms, and spyware that can infiltrate

systems and exfiltrate data.

e  Phishing: fraudulent communications designed to deceive staff into disclosing

sensitive information.

* Ransomware: attacks that encrypt organizational data and demand payment for

decryption.

 Insider threats: misuse of access privileges by employees, volunteers, or

contractors.

These forms of attack often overlap, compounding risks for organizations with weak

preventive systems.

3. Threat Actors and Motivations

The landscape of cyber threats is shaped by diverse actors with distinct motivations:
e Hackers exploit vulnerabilities for personal challenge or recognition.
e Cybercriminals pursue financial gain through fraud, identity theft, and data resale.

* Nation-state actors target critical infrastructure or data to achieve political or
military objectives.
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e  Hacktivists advance ideological causes by disrupting organizations perceived as

adversarial.

 Insiders—both current and former staff or volunteers—may leak or misuse

information for personal or retaliatory reasons (Greitzer et al., 2014).

Understanding the motivations behind these actors is essential for developing appropriate

defensive measures in non-profits.

4. Case Studies of Cyber Threats in Non-Profits
Save the Children (2017)

A phishing attack tricked employees into transferring one million dollars to fraudulent

accounts, demonstrating the severe financial risks posed by email deception (Johnson,
2018).

Red Cross (2022)

A data breach exposed the personal information of more than half a million individuals,

disrupting humanitarian operations and eroding public trust (Lee, 2023).

Local Charity (2020)

A ransomware attack encrypted donor databases, forcing weeks of recovery from backups
by volunteers. The case highlights the resource-intensive process of rebuilding systems

without professional cybersecurity teams (Taylor, 2020).

These cases illustrate that both international organizations and local charities are exposed to
cybercrime, with consequences ranging from financial theft to disruption of life-saving

services.

5. Strategies and Best Practices

To strengthen resilience, NPOs can implement pragmatic and cost-effective measures:

* Staff and Volunteer Training: regular sessions on identifying phishing and social

engineering tactics.
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*  Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA): ensuring access requires layered verification.

*  Software Updates and Patch Management: addressing vulnerabilities promptly to

prevent exploitation.

* Regular Data Backups: enabling recovery from ransomware without ransom

payments.

* Incident Response Planning: outlining structured steps to mitigate damage during

cyber incidents.

Participation in cybersecurity communities and the use of resources from organizations such
as CISA (2023) and NCSC (2023) further enhance awareness and preparedness.

6. Discussion

The non-profit sector sits at the intersection of high exposure and low preparedness. Cyber
threats evolve rapidly, demanding continual adaptation, yet many NPOs lack dedicated IT
staff or budgets for advanced defenses. Insider threats complicate the picture by adding risks
from within. This asymmetry requires shifting focus from costly technological defenses
toward human-centered strategies—training, culture change, and governance structures that

reduce vulnerabilities.

While academic research often privileges corporate and state actors, there is a growing
recognition that civil society organizations are essential players in cybersecurity ecosystems.
They require tailored frameworks that acknowledge their constraints while reinforcing their

role as trusted custodians of sensitive data.

7. Conclusion

Cyber threats are not peripheral concerns for non-profits; they represent existential risks that
can undermine missions, disrupt services, and compromise trust. By understanding the
actors, methods, and consequences of cyber attacks, NPOs can develop practical defenses.
Incremental measures—training, MFA, updates, backups, and incident response planning—

significantly enhance resilience even under resource constraints.
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For academics, the field highlights a pressing gap in cybersecurity research that requires
sustained attention. For practitioners, it emphasizes the need to cultivate vigilance,
collaboration, and proactive defense strategies to protect vulnerable organizations and the

communities they serve.
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