

Cyber Risk is a Myth – Chapter 8 - Kayne McGladrey, CISSP
Risk Translation Framework: From Technical to Business Impact
· PURPOSE: Helps security leaders translate technical vulnerabilities and threats into business impacts that executives and board members can understand and prioritize effectively.
· WHEN TO USE: When preparing board presentations, budget requests, project proposals, or anytime security risks need to be communicated to non-technical stakeholders.
	Step
	Technical Element
	Business Translation
	Questions to Answer

	1. Identify Risk
	Technical vulnerability or threat (e.g., unpatched server, phishing campaign)
	N/A
	What specific technical risk needs to be communicated?

	2. Determine Potential Consequences
	Technical impact (e.g., unauthorized access, data exfiltration)
	Business consequences (revenue impact, compliance violations, customer trust, strategic impact)
	What business operations, assets, or objectives could be affected? How would this manifest in business terms?

	3. Quantify Impact
	Technical metrics (e.g., number of systems affected, recovery time)
	Business metrics (financial loss, operational downtime costs, compliance penalties, market share impact)
	Can you estimate ranges for financial impact? What operational KPIs would be affected? What is the compliance exposure?

	4. Establish Timeframes
	Time to exploit, time to detect/respond
	Business continuity timeline, recovery period, time to market impact
	How quickly could this impact business operations? How long would recovery take? Would it affect strategic timelines?

	5. Link to Strategic Objectives
	N/A
	Connection to specific business initiatives or strategic goals
	Which business priorities or initiatives would be impacted? How does this affect company strategy?

	6. Present Solutions
	Technical remediation steps
	Business benefits, resource requirements, implementation timeline
	What's the investment required? What business value is protected? What's the timeline for protection?


Table 1: Risk Translation Framework
Example Translation:
	Translation Element
	Technical Language (Before)
	Business Language (After)

	Risk Description
	"Critical vulnerability in our authentication service with CVSS score of 9.8"
	"Security weakness in our customer login system that could be exploited with minimal skill"

	Potential Impact
	"Attacker could gain administrator access and potentially exfiltrate database contents"
	"Unauthorized access to customer financial data affecting up to 1.2M customers, triggering mandatory breach reporting"

	Quantified Risk
	"High severity based on CVSS scoring methodology"
	"Estimated financial impact of $3.5-4.2M in breach response costs, $800K in regulatory penalties, and 5-8% customer churn in affected segments"

	Timeline
	"Should be patched within standard 30-day window"
	"Immediate action required; exploitation attempts already observed in our industry"

	Strategic Connection
	N/A
	"Would directly impact our Q3 customer trust initiative and delay the mobile banking rollout by approximately 4-6 weeks"

	Solution
	"Apply vendor patch across all authentication servers"
	"48-hour remediation project requiring $45K in contractor support and 4-hour maintenance window during non-peak hours"


Table 2: Example Risk Translation
IMPLEMENTATION TIPS:
· Practice this translation process with your technical team before important meetings to ensure accuracy while improving clarity
· Create a library of past translations that were well-received by executives to use as templates for future communications
· Validate your translations with a business-focused colleague before presenting to ensure the message resonates with the intended audience
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Step  Technical Element  Business Translation  Questions to Answer  

1. Identify Risk  Technical vulnerability  or threat (e.g.,  unpatched server,  phishing campaign)  N/A  What  specific technical risk  needs to be communicated?  

2. Determine  Potential  Consequences  Technical impact (e.g.,  unauthorized access,  data exfiltration)  Business consequences  (revenue impact,  compliance violations,  customer trust, strategic  impact)  What business operations,  assets, or objectives could  be affected? How would this  manifest in business terms?  

3. Quantify  Impact  Technical metrics  (e.g., number of  systems affected,  recovery time)  Business metrics (financial  loss, operational downtime  costs, compliance  penalties, market share  impact)  Can you estimate ranges for  financial impact? What  operational KPIs would be  affected? What is the  compliance exposure?  

4. Establish  Timeframes  Time to exploit, time  to detect/respond  Business continuity  timeline, recovery period,  time to market impact  How quickly could this  impact business operations?  How long would recovery  take? Would it affect  strategic timelines?  

5. Link to  Strategic  Objectives  N/A  Connection to specific  business initiatives or  strategic goals  Which business priorities or  initiatives would be  impacted? How does this  affect company strategy?  

6. Present  Solutions  Technical remediation  steps  Business benefits,  resource requirements,  implementation timeline  What's the investment  required? What business  value is protected? What's  the timeline for protection?  

Table  1 : Risk Translation Framework   Example Translation:  

Translation  Element  Technical Language (Before)  Business Language (After)  

Risk  Description  "Critical vulnerability in our  authentication service with CVSS  score of 9.8"  "Security weakness in our customer login system  that could be exploited with minimal skill"  

Potential  Impact  "Attacker could gain  administrator access and  potentially exfiltrate database  contents"  "Unauthorized access to customer financial data  affecting up to 1.2M customers, triggering  mandatory breach reporting"  

