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Building an Incident Response Plan for Healthcare

In today's digital healthcare landscape, cybersecurity incidents are an ever-present threat. From
ransomware attacks to data breaches, healthcare organizations face a myriad of risks that can
compromise patient care, expose sensitive information, and cause significant financial and
reputational damage. To effectively respond to and mitigate these threats, it's critical for
healthcare providers to develop a comprehensive incident response plan.

In this playbook we'll explore the key elements of building an incident response plan tailored for
the healthcare sector, drawing from best practices and guidelines such as those outlined by the
National Institute of Standards and Technology �NIST�.

The healthcare industry is increasingly becoming a prime target for cyber-attacks, making the
implementation of an effective Incident Response Plan �IRP� a critical necessity. With the wealth of
sensitive personal health information �PHI� at stake, a robust and well-thought-out IRP is not just a
regulatory requirement but a fundamental component of healthcare operations.

The Importance of Incident Response Planning in Healthcare

Healthcare organizations are prime targets for cybercriminals due to the wealth of sensitive data
they maintain and their critical role in providing essential services. According to recent data from
the HIPAA Journal, there were numerous data breaches affecting millions of healthcare records in
recent years. With the frequency and sophistication of attacks on the rise, having a well-defined
incident response plan is no longer optional - it's a necessity.

An incident response plan provides a systematic, coordinated approach for detecting, analyzing,
and responding to cybersecurity incidents. It enables healthcare providers to act swiftly and
decisively to contain threats, mitigate damage, and restore normal operations as quickly as
possible. Without a solid plan in place, organizations risk fumbling their response, potentially
exacerbating the impact of an incident.

An Incident Response Plan is a structured approach to handle and manage the aftermath of a
security breach or cyber attack. The goal is to limit damage, reduce recovery time, and mitigate
risks to sensitive information. For the healthcare sector, the stakes are particularly high. Not only
are there legal and regulatory requirements to safeguard PHI under regulations like the Health
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act �HIPAA�, but the potential impacts of a data breach
can also include disruptions to patient care, financial losses, and significant reputational damage  .

An IRP helps organizations respond swiftly and effectively to security incidents, minimizing
damage, ensuring compliance with laws like HIPAA, and maintaining public trust.
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How Cado Can Help

"We’ve used Cado to centralize our investigations across both cloud and
on-prem, meaning we no longer rely on a patch-work of different tools" Head
of Operations, Large Healthcare Institution

Ready to hear more about how Cado can help you be prepared for beaches?
Try the Cado platform free trial.

Key Components of an Effective Incident Response Plan

Developing a comprehensive IRP involves several critical steps and components, which can be
broadly categorized as preparation, detection and analysis, containment, eradication and recovery,
and post-incident activities.

1. Preparation

Preparation is the cornerstone of an effective IRP. It involves the identification and assessment of
risks, as well as the establishment of policies, tools, and resources necessary for incident
response.

Identify Assets and Risks Begin by identifying all critical assets, including hardware, software,
networks, and data, and assess the risks associated with them. Understanding the potential
threats and vulnerabilities is crucial for effective incident response planning  .

Create an Incident Response Policy

An Incident Response Policy serves as the foundation of your IRP. It should define what constitutes
a security incident, outline roles and responsibilities, and set forth procedures for reporting and
documenting incidents  . Before diving into the specifics of the plan, it's important to establish an
overarching incident response policy. This policy should:
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● Define what constitutes a security incident Outline roles and responsibilities for incident
response

● Establish documentation and reporting requirements Provide a framework for classifying and
prioritizing incidents

The policy sets the foundation for the more detailed incident response procedures.

Start by drafting comprehensive policies and procedures that outline how to respond to various
types of incidents. These documents should be clear, detailed, and accessible to all staff. Ensure
that they cover all aspects of the incident response lifecycle, from detection to post-incident
review.

Assemble an Incident Response Team

Form a dedicated incident response team with clearly defined roles and responsibilities. This team
should include individuals with the necessary skills and expertise to handle different types of
incidents  . Ensure 24/7 coverage and on-call procedures for the team.

Designate a dedicated incident response team and define its structure. For smaller organizations,
this may be a central team. Larger healthcare systems may opt for a distributed model with
multiple teams or a coordinating team that provides guidance. Key roles to consider include:

● Incident response managers
● Security analysts
● Threat researchers
● IT and network specialists
● Legal counsel
● Communications/PR representatives

Conduct Training and Testing

Regular training and testing are essential to ensure that the response team is prepared to handle
real incidents. Conduct tabletop exercises and simulated attacks to test and refine the response
procedures  .

2. Detection and Analysis

The ability to detect and analyze threats swiftly is crucial. This phase involves:

● Monitoring Systems: Implement robust monitoring tools and techniques to detect anomalies
that may indicate a security incident. These systems should be capable of real-time alerts to
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enable rapid response.

● Incident Classification: Develop a framework for classifying incidents based on their severity
and potential impact. This classification helps prioritize response efforts and allocate
resources effectively.

● Incident Documentation: Maintain thorough records of all incidents, including time of
occurrence, nature of the incident, and steps taken in response. This documentation is vital
for post-incident analysis and compliance reporting.

3. Containment, Eradication, and Recovery

Once an incident is detected, the next steps involve containment, eradication, and recovery to
prevent further damage and restore normal operations:

● Containment Strategies: Choose containment strategies based on the nature and severity of
the incident. Immediate containment is crucial to prevent further damage. This can involve
isolating affected systems, blocking malicious traffic, or disabling compromised accounts  .

● Short-Term Containment: Implement immediate actions to isolate affected systems and
prevent the incident from spreading. This might include disconnecting systems from the
network or blocking specific IP addresses.

● Long-Term Containment: Develop a strategy for more sustainable containment, which may
involve temporary fixes or workarounds that allow systems to operate securely while the issue
is fully resolved.

● Eradication: After containment, work on eliminating the root cause of the incident. This may
involve removing malware, patching vulnerabilities, and addressing security weaknesses.
Ensure that all affected systems are thoroughly cleaned and secured to prevent reinfection  .

● Recovery: Recovery involves restoring and validating system functionality. This includes
recovering data from backups, reinstalling compromised systems, and ensuring that all
systems are fully operational and secure before they are brought back online  .

4. Post-Incident Activities

Post-Incident Activities are essential for learning from the incident and improving future responses:

● Incident Review: Conduct a thorough review of the incident, including what happened, how it
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was handled, and what could be improved. This debriefing should involve all relevant
stakeholders to gather diverse perspectives.

● Update Policies and Procedures: Based on the lessons learned, update your IRP and related
policies to address any identified gaps or weaknesses. Continuous improvement is key to
staying ahead of evolving threats.

● Reporting and Communication: Prepare detailed reports for internal review and external
compliance requirements. Communicate the incident and the response to all relevant parties,
including patients if their data was compromised.

Key Takeaways and Resources

Incident Response Plans help healthcare organizations adopt best practices and standardized
approaches to manage cybersecurity incidents effectively. Continuous improvement through
post-incident analysis and learning is crucial to enhancing the security of healthcare systems and
patient data.

A variety of NIST publications and CISA guidance are available to assist healthcare organizations in
developing and enhancing their incident response plans, ensuring they are well-equipped to
handle the unique challenges of the healthcare sector:

● Cybersecurity Incident Response Plans: From the United States Department of Health and
Human Services �HHS�.

● Health Industry Cybersecurity Practices: Managing Threats and Protecting Patients: Also
from HHS.

● Example Incident Response Plan: From the UK National Health Service.
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https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cybersecurity-incident-response-plans.pdf
https://405d.hhs.gov/Documents/HICP-Main-508.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/B0992i-incident-response-plan-national-v4.pdf


How Cado Fits In

The Cado platform enables you to prepare for, respond to, and remediate incidents:

The Cado platform does through enabling a repeatable investigation process during incidents:

Ready to hear more about how Cado can help you be prepared for
beaches? Try the Cado platform free trial.
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