
CyberSecurity

CEO’s 
Cybersecurity Glossary 
Definitions, Business Impact, and Leadership Challenges

Cybersecurity terms can sound like alphabet 
soup, but understanding them is essential to 
safeguarding your organization’s most valuable 
assets and reputation. Here’s what you and 
your leadership team need to know and what 
those terms really mean for your organization. 



These are the terms leaders 
are expected to understand — 
the ones that show up in board 
meetings and risk reports. 
Master these first to confidently 
join conversations and make 
informed decisions.

Top 12 
Cybersecurity 

Terms
Every CEO Should Know

Adopting NIST isn’t just checking a box — it requires 
executive buy-in and cultural alignment. It’s critical 
for CEOs to guide implementation at the right pace 
and depth for their business.

NIST frameworks provide a common language for 
managing cybersecurity risk, measuring maturity, 
and preparing for audits or vendor assessments.

Why It Matters The Challenge

2
National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) 

U.S. government agency that develops technology, metrics, and standards, 
including widely adopted cybersecurity frameworks 

Many CEOs only involve the CISO during a 
crisis. Building trust early, ensuring board-level 
visibility, and fostering ongoing collaboration 
make security a strategic advantage, not just a 
compliance checkbox. 

Cybersecurity is no longer just an IT issue — it’s a 
business-critical function. A strong CISO bridges 
the gap between technical risk and business 
priorities, guiding strategy, investments, and 
regulatory readiness. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

1 Chief Information Security Officer (CISO)
The senior-level executive responsible for the organization’s information and data security 



MFA must be universal to be effective. It’s vital 
for CEOs to enforce MFA on all critical systems, 
including remote access and privileged accounts, 
without exception. 

MFA is a proven way to prevent unauthorized 
access, even when passwords are compromised. It 
blocks most phishing and brute-force attacks.

Why It Matters The Challenge

4 Multifactor Authentication (MFA) 
Using two or more ways to confirm someone’s identity when logging in 

An under-resourced SOC can’t keep up. CEOs 
have to ensure their internal or outsourced SOC 
has skilled staff, modern tools, and alignment with 
business goals to stay effective. 

A SOC is your first line of defense, detecting attacks, 
investigating alerts, and coordinating response 
efforts 24/7. It’s essential for threat visibility and 
business continuity. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

3 A team or service that constantly monitors and responds to security threats 

Security Operations Center (SOC)

APTs can lurk undetected for months. Traditional 
tools often miss them, so CEOs should champion 
investments in proactive detection, behavioral 
analytics, and incident response planning to reduce 
dwell time and business impact. 

APTs aim to quietly steal sensitive data or 
disrupt operations without triggering alarms. 
Understanding the stealthy nature of these threats 
helps leadership prioritize long-term monitoring, 
advanced detection tools, and intelligence-driven 
defense strategies. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

6
Advanced Persistent Threat (APT) 

A highly sophisticated, targeted cyberattack where an intruder gains 
unauthorized access and stays hidden over a period of time.

IAM programs often sprawl. CEOs must 
support governance, periodic reviews, and clear 
accountability to prevent privilege creep and 
access-related breaches. 

IAM limits unnecessary access, helping protect 
data and systems from insider threats, third-party 
misuse, and stolen credentials. It’s critical for 
compliance and risk reduction.

Why It Matters The Challenge

5 Identity and Access Management (IAM)
Processes and tools that control who can access your systems and what they can do 



EDR only works if it’s actively used and tuned. To 
get full value from these tools, it’s essential to 
invest in expertise and process maturity. 

Endpoints are prime targets. EDR improves 
visibility, detects compromise early, and helps stop 
attacks before they spread. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

8 Endpoint Detection and Response (EDR) 
Technology that watches your computers and devices to detect and stop threats in real time 

APIs often slip through security cracks. CEOs must 
ensure API governance is prioritized and that these 
interfaces are treated as critical infrastructure. 

APIs drive digital innovation, but they also introduce 
risks if left unmonitored. Securing APIs protects 
data, supports uptime, and ensures safe integration 
across platforms. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

7 Application Programming Interface (API) 
A set of rules that allows software applications to communicate and work together 

SIEMs generate massive volumes of data and 
alerts. CEOs must ensure their teams have the 
time, tools, and training to manage noise and 
extract value from SIEM investments. 

A SIEM helps correlate events across systems, 
giving security teams the data they need to detect, 
investigate, and respond quickly to incidents, often 
before damage is done. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

10
Security Information and Event Management (SIEM) 

A system that provides real-time visibility into potential threats, supports incident 
detection, and meets compliance requirements by centralizing logs and alerts

An outdated IRP is almost as bad as not having 
one. CEOs must ensure regular testing, drive 
executive involvement, and incorporate updates 
that reflect new threats and business changes. 

A strong IRP reduces downtime, limits damage, and 
guides your team when stress is high. It’s essential for 
compliance, insurance, and resilience.

Why It Matters The Challenge

9
Incident Response Plan (IRP) 

A documented strategy for detecting, responding to, 
and recovering from cybersecurity incidents



IoCs often get lost in noisy environments. 
CEOs need to invest in monitoring and ensure 
someone is actively spotting these signs and 
is ready to respond.

Spotting IoCs early helps contain threats 
before they cause widespread damage. They're 
critical for early detection, containment, and 
forensic investigation.

Why It Matters The Challenge

12
Indicators of Compromise (IoCs) 

Clues that show a cyberattack may have happened, like 
unusual login activity or malware signatures 

MSSPs differ in scope and responsiveness. CEOs 
must align providers with the business’s risk profile, 
demand transparency, and ensure services fit 
organizational culture and strategic goals. 

MSSPs extend your cybersecurity capabilities 
with continuous monitoring, expertise, and 
infrastructure support, often at lower cost than 
building an internal team. They’re especially 
valuable for scaling and compliance. 

Why It Matters The Challenge

11
Managed Security Service Provider (MSSP) 

A third-party company that monitors and manages your 
organization’s security systems and tools 

Managed Security Service Provider (MSSP): 
Specializes in cybersecurity monitoring, threat detection, and incident response 
  
Managed Service Provider (MSP): 
Focuses on IT services like network management, software updates, and user support 
  
MSPs maintain IT systems. MSSPs protect them from cyber threats.

MSSP vs. 
MSP

Similar Name, Different Role



Cyber Basics

Advanced Persistent Threat (APT) 
A highly sophisticated, targeted cyberattack where an intruder gains unauthorized access and stays hidden for a 
period of time

Artificial Intelligence (AI) 
Technology that lets machines learn and make decisions like humans do 

Why It Matters: APTs aim to quietly steal sensitive data or disrupt operations without triggering alarms. Understanding the 
stealthy nature of these threats helps leadership prioritize long-term monitoring, advanced detection tools, and intelligence-
driven defense strategies.

The Challenge: APTs can lurk undetected for months. Traditional tools often miss them, so CEOs should champion investments 
in proactive detection, behavioral analytics, and incident response planning to reduce dwell time and business impact.

Why It Matters: AI enhances threat detection, speeds up response, and automates repetitive security tasks. It can uncover 
patterns humans might miss and improve cybersecurity efficiency across the board.

The Challenge: AI isn’t foolproof. Bias, opaque decision-making, and attacker misuse are real concerns. CEOs must ensure 
their organization uses AI ethically and aligns its deployment with clear security and business objectives.

Terms are grouped by category for easy navigation 
and tailored to your role and responsibilities. 
This glossary goes beyond definitions to explain 
business impacts and leadership challenges, 
helping CEOs stay ahead of evolving risks. Use it 
to build a shared language across your executive 
team and lead more strategic conversations.

Full 
Glossary

Cloud Computing 
Accessing servers, storage, and apps over the internet instead of on physical infrastructure

Why It Matters: Cloud services offer scalability, flexibility, and cost savings. They’re foundational for digital transformation 
but require intentional security controls to protect sensitive workloads. 

The Challenge: Cloud platforms aren't secure by default. It’s imperative that CEOs ensure proper configuration, vendor due 
diligence, and ongoing monitoring to avoid misconfigurations that could expose critical data. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI): 
Machines analyzing data, recognizing patterns, and making decisions, helping to 
automate tasks and detect threats 
  
Generative AI: 
AI that creates new content such as text, images, or code for simulations, security 
tools, and automated tasks
  
AI analyzes data. Generative AI creates new content.

AI vs. 
Generative AI

From Analysis to Creation



Phishing 
Fake emails or texts designed to trick people into clicking harmful links or sharing sensitive info 

Ransomware 
Malware that locks your files and demands money to unlock them

Threat Actor 
Someone, such as criminals, rogue insiders, or state-sponsored groups, trying to cause harm to your organization 
through cyberattacks

Vulnerability  
A weakness in your system that hackers could exploit

Why It Matters: Phishing is the top cause of breaches, and it targets everyone. Even tech-savvy employees can fall for 
convincing messages, making it a major business risk. 

The Challenge: Training helps, but it’s not enough. CEOs must enforce layered defenses like MFA, email filtering, and real-
world phishing simulations to reduce reliance on human judgment.

Why It Matters: Ransomware can freeze operations, expose sensitive data, and cost organizations millions in ransom, 
recovery, and reputational damage. It’s a growing threat across all industries. 

The Challenge: Paying ransom isn’t a guarantee and could invite more attacks. CEOs should prioritize prevention, ensure 
backups are tested, and prepare a response plan that considers legal, financial, and public relations risks. 

Why It Matters: Knowing who might target you and why helps shape your defenses. Understanding the motives and methods 
of threat actors supports more strategic, intelligence-led security investments.  

The Challenge: Threat actors are creative, well-funded, and constantly evolving. CEOs need to stay informed about emerging 
threats and ensure their teams are equipped to adapt defenses accordingly. 

Why It Matters: Every system has flaws, but vulnerabilities that go unaddressed are open doors for attackers. Timely 
identification and remediation are key to reducing risk.  

The Challenge: Patching often gets delayed due to resource constraints or operational concerns. CEOs must create urgency 
and accountability around fixing critical vulnerabilities before attackers exploit them. 

Malware 
Software built to damage, steal from, or take control of your systems 

Why It Matters: Malware is one of the most common ways attackers breach networks. It can steal data, disrupt operations, 
or give adversaries remote access, often leading to larger incidents like ransomware. 

The Challenge: Malware evolves constantly. CEOs must support threat intelligence, strong endpoint defenses, and routine 
backups to stay ahead of the threat and reduce recovery time.

Cyber Basics (Continued)

Multifactor Authentication (MFA)   
Using two or more ways to confirm someone’s identity when logging in 

Why It Matters: MFA is a proven way to prevent unauthorized access, even when passwords are compromised. It blocks 
most phishing and brute-force attacks.  

The Challenge: MFA must be universal to be effective. It’s vital for CEOs to enforce MFA on all critical systems, including 
remote access and privileged accounts, without exception.



Business Continuity Plan (BCP)  
A strategy to keep your business running during disruptions like cyberattacks or natural disasters 

Data Classification 
Labeling information based on sensitivity and required protection

National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)  
U.S. government agency that develops technology, metrics, and standards, including widely adopted 
cybersecurity frameworks

Risk Appetite  
How much risk your organization is willing to accept

System and Organization Controls (SOC) 2  
A framework that shows your organization meets key trust and data security standards 

Why It Matters: A solid BCP reduces downtime, safeguards revenue, and ensures essential services stay online. It’s a 
cornerstone of operational resilience. 

The Challenge: Plans that aren’t tested are just documents. CEOs must lead efforts to validate and update BCPs regularly 
so they reflect real risks and real recovery capabilities.

Why It Matters: Not all data is created equal. Classification helps focus security efforts on the most critical data, ensuring 
regulatory compliance and efficient use of resources. 

The Challenge: Inconsistent or inaccurate labeling increases both risk and cost. CEOs must support a governance program 
that standardizes how data is classified and protected across the business. 

Why It Matters: NIST frameworks provide a common language for managing cybersecurity risk, measuring maturity, and 
preparing for audits or vendor assessments. 

The Challenge: Adopting NIST isn’t just checking a box — it requires executive buy-in and cultural alignment. It’s critical for 
CEOs to guide implementation at the right pace and depth for their business.

Why It Matters: A clear risk appetite helps organizations make informed decisions about controls, investments, and trade-
offs. It ensures security strategy aligns with business goals.  

The Challenge: Many companies operate without defining their risk tolerance. It falls on CEOs to help articulate it and use it 
to drive consistency in decision-making.

Why It Matters: SOC 2 certification demonstrates your commitment to security and builds trust with customers, partners, 
and regulators.  

The Challenge: It’s not a one-time effort. CEOs need to ensure the controls required for SOC 2 are operationalized and 
regularly reviewed to maintain compliance.

Governance, Risk, and Compliance 



Breach  
When data is accessed without permission or stolen

Cyber Incident  
Any event that could compromise systems, services, or data

Data Loss Prevention (DLP)   
Tools and processes that prevent sensitive information from leaving your organization without approval

Endpoint Detection and Response (EDR)  
Technology that watches your computers and devices to detect and stop threats in real time 

Extended Detection and Response (XDR)   
Technology that connects data from endpoints, networks, and the cloud to detect threats faster 

Why It Matters: Breaches can lead to regulatory penalties, lawsuits, lost trust, and long-term reputational harm. Quick, 
transparent response is key to minimizing fallout. 

The Challenge: Breaches are increasingly common. CEOs need to ensure that response plans are tested and include 
legal, communication, and technical coordination from the top down. 

Why It Matters: If ignored, small issues can become major breaches. Fast detection and containment prevent escalation 
and reduce recovery costs. 

The Challenge: Many incidents go unnoticed or unreported. CEOs must support continuous monitoring, empower teams 
to act quickly, and remove barriers to early detection.

Why It Matters: DLP protects your most critical information, from customer data to intellectual property, and helps meet 
privacy and regulatory requirements. 

The Challenge: DLP can create user friction if poorly implemented. CEOs must push for smart deployment that balances 
control and usability.

Why It Matters: Endpoints are prime targets. EDR improves visibility, detects compromise early, and helps stop attacks 
before they spread.  

The Challenge: EDR only works if it’s actively used and tuned. To get full value from these tools, it’s essential to invest 
in expertise and process maturity. 

Why It Matters: XDR breaks down silos and delivers better threat insights across your IT environment. It helps security 
teams respond faster and more accurately.  

The Challenge: XDR isn’t plug-and-play. CEOs must support integration across systems and ensure staff can manage 
and optimize the platform. 

Incident Response Plan (IRP)   
A documented strategy for detecting, responding to, and recovering from cybersecurity incidents 

Why It Matters: A strong IRP reduces downtime, limits damage, and guides your team when stress is high. It’s essential 
for compliance, insurance, and resilience. 

The Challenge: An outdated IRP is almost as bad as not having one. CEOs must ensure regular testing, drive executive 
involvement, and incorporate updates that reflect new threats and business changes.

Incident Response 



Indicators of Compromise (IoCs)   
Clues that show a cyber incident may have happened, like unusual login activity or malware signatures 

Why It Matters: Spotting IoCs early helps contain threats before they cause widespread damage. They're critical for early 
detection, containment, and forensic investigation.  

The Challenge: IoCs often get lost in noisy environments. CEOs need to invest in monitoring and ensure someone is actively 
spotting these signs and is ready to respond.

Chief Information Security Officer (CISO)    
The senior-level executive responsible for the organization's information and data security

Managed Detection and Response (MDR)    
A third-party service that monitors for threats and responds to attacks on your behalf 

Managed Security Service Provider (MSSP)    
A third-party company that monitors and manages your organization’s security systems and tools

Why It Matters: Cybersecurity is no longer just an IT issue — it’s a business-critical function. A strong CISO bridges the gap 
between technical risk and business priorities, guiding strategy, investments, and regulatory readiness. 

The Challenge: Many CEOs only involve the CISO during a crisis. Building trust early, ensuring board-level visibility, and 
fostering ongoing collaboration make security a strategic advantage, not just a compliance checkbox.

Why It Matters: MDR offers expert-led, 24/7 threat detection and response, helping organizations scale their security without 
building a large in-house team. It’s a cost-effective way to improve readiness and response time.  

The Challenge: MDR quality varies. CEOs must vet providers carefully, ensuring they offer meaningful visibility, rapid 
response, and integration with internal teams — not just alerts without action. 

Why It Matters: MSSPs extend your cybersecurity capabilities with continuous monitoring, expertise, and infrastructure 
support, often at lower cost than building an internal team. They’re especially valuable for scaling and compliance.  

The Challenge: MSSPs differ in scope and responsiveness. CEOs must align providers with the business’s risk profile, 
demand transparency, and ensure services fit organizational culture and strategic goals. 

Penetration Test  
An authorized simulation of an attack to test your security defenses

Why It Matters: Penetration tests uncover exploitable weaknesses before attackers do. They provide a real-world view of your 
defenses and help prioritize remediation efforts to reduce risk and improve resilience. 

The Challenge: Findings often get shelved. CEOs must ensure penetration test results are reviewed, understood, and turned 
into actionable improvements, not just compliance artifacts.

Security Services and Roles 

Incident Response (Continued)



Purple Team  
A collaboration between red (attack) and blue (defend) teams to improve security posture 

Red Team  
Security professionals who simulate real-world attacks to test how well systems and people can detect and respond 

Security Information and Event Management (SIEM)  
A system that provides real-time visibility into potential threats, supports incident detection, and meets compliance 
requirements by centralizing logs and alerts 

Security Operations Center (SOC)  
A team or service that constantly monitors and responds to security threats

Vendor Management   
The process of assessing and monitoring the security practices of third-party vendors 

Why It Matters: Purple teaming helps organizations test detection and response in a controlled environment. It strengthens 
internal collaboration and turns simulations into shared learning opportunities.  

The Challenge: Without executive support, purple teaming can become fragmented or combative. CEOs must champion 
cross-team collaboration and ensure that lessons learned lead to meaningful improvement. 

Why It Matters: Red teams expose blind spots by mimicking sophisticated attackers. Their work reveals vulnerabilities in 
people, processes, and technology and improves incident readiness.  

The Challenge: Simulations are only helpful if they lead to action. CEOs must ensure red team findings translate into 
prioritized remediation, not just impressive reports.

Why It Matters: A SIEM helps correlate events across systems, giving security teams the data they need to detect, 
investigate, and respond quickly to incidents, often before damage is done. 

The Challenge: SIEMs generate massive volumes of data and alerts. CEOs must ensure their teams have the time, tools, 
and training to manage noise and extract value from SIEM investments. 

Why It Matters: A SOC is your first line of defense, detecting attacks, investigating alerts, and coordinating response efforts 
24/7. It’s essential for threat visibility and business continuity.  

The Challenge: An under-resourced SOC can’t keep up. CEOs have to ensure their internal or outsourced SOC has skilled 
staff, modern tools, and alignment with business goals to stay effective. 

Why It Matters: Vendors often have direct access to your systems and sensitive data. Strong vendor oversight reduces third-
party risk and supports regulatory compliance.  

The Challenge: Organizations inherit the risk of their vendors. CEOs must demand transparency into third-party security 
controls and hold partners accountable for protecting shared data and systems.

Blue Team 
The security team that protects your systems from attacks

Why It Matters: Blue teams actively defend your organization against real-time threats, simulate incident response, and 
monitor for malicious activity. They’re essential to maintain security posture and operational continuity.

The Challenge: Blue teams are often understaffed and overburdened. CEOs must provide adequate resources, training, 
and visibility to empower defenders to keep up with fast-evolving attack methods. 

Security Services and Roles (Continued)



Defense in Depth   
Using multiple layers of security to reduce the chance of a successful attack 

Identity and Access Management (IAM)  
Processes and tools that control who can access your systems and what they can do

Least Privilege    
Giving users only the access they need and nothing more 

Zero Trust   
A security model that never assumes trust, even inside your network 

Why It Matters: No single control can stop every threat. Defense in depth provides redundancy, improving resilience and 
reducing the likelihood of a complete failure.

The Challenge: Poorly integrated tools can cause confusion or gaps. CEOs must ensure layers are coordinated, effective, 
and aligned to the organization's actual risk profile.

Why It Matters: IAM limits unnecessary access, helping protect data and systems from insider threats, third-party 
misuse, and stolen credentials. It’s critical for compliance and risk reduction.  

The Challenge: IAM programs often sprawl. CEOs must support governance, periodic reviews, and clear accountability 
to prevent privilege creep and access-related breaches.

Why It Matters: Limiting access reduces the blast radius of insider mistakes, malware, and account takeovers. It’s a 
simple, powerful way to minimize risk. 

The Challenge: Overpermissioning is easy and common. CEOs must push for automated controls, regular audits, 
and enforcement policies to maintain strong least privilege practices.

Why It Matters: Zero trust minimizes insider threats and lateral movement by requiring continuous verification. It’s 
especially critical in cloud environments and hybrid workforces.  

The Challenge: Zero trust is a long-term journey. CEOs must lead the mindset shift, fund the right tools, and ensure 
security architecture evolves to support this strategy.

Security Strategies 

Vulnerability Assessment (VA)    
An evaluation that identifies weaknesses in systems, software, or processes 

Why It Matters: VA helps prioritize your security efforts by identifying known weaknesses before they’re exploited. It’s a 
foundational part of continuous risk management and regulatory preparedness.   

The Challenge: Assessments are only valuable if acted on. CEOs are expected to ensure findings drive timely remediation 
and that assessments occur regularly, not just before audits.

Security Services and Roles (Continued)



Application Programming Interface (API)    
A set of rules that allows software applications to communicate and work together 

Encryption   
Turning data into a secret code so only authorized users can read it

Patch Management     
The process of updating software to fix bugs and security vulnerabilities 

Why It Matters: APIs drive digital innovation, but they also introduce risks if left unmonitored. Securing APIs protects data, 
supports uptime, and ensures safe integration across platforms.

The Challenge: APIs often slip through security cracks. CEOs must ensure API governance is prioritized and that these 
interfaces are treated as critical infrastructure.

Why It Matters: Encryption protects sensitive data in transit and at rest, limiting the damage of breaches, theft, or accidental 
exposure. It’s a foundational control for privacy and trust.  

The Challenge: Encryption isn’t always applied consistently. CEOs must drive enterprisewide encryption standards and 
ensure proper key management and oversight.

Why It Matters: Patching is one of the fastest, most effective ways to close known security gaps and prevent common attacks. 
It’s a must-have in any risk reduction plan. 

The Challenge: Patching delays are common due to staffing, system dependencies, or operational risk concerns. CEOs must 
treat patching as a business priority, not just an IT task.

Don’t let cybersecurity jargon 

slow you down. With the right 

knowledge and resources, you can 

confidently steer your organization 

through complex cyber risks. 

Final 
Tip

Technology and Tools 



Need Strategic 
Cybersecurity Leadership? 
The SBS Virtual Chief Information Security Officer (vCISO) service 
provides experienced, executive-level guidance tailored to your 
business, board, and goals. Whether you're building a cybersecurity 
program, preparing for audits, or responding to threats, our vCISO 
team is here to help you lead with confidence. 

Want to explore how these terms impact your business strategy? 
Connect with our vCISO experts for tailored advice.

CyberSecurity

Learn More
sbscyber.com/services/virtual-ciso

http://sbscyber.com/services/virtual-ciso

