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Penetration Testing: A Tool to Protect Small Healthcare Organisations

In today's digital world, healthcare organisations—particularly smaller entities like rural and community hospitals—are increasingly becoming
targets for cybercriminals. These organisations often lack the cybersecurity resources necessary to defend against modern cyber threats, making
them vulnerable to devastating ransomware attacks. To mitigate these risks, it's essential for healthcare providers to adopt proactive
cybersecurity measures. One such measure is professional penetration testing, which identifies vulnerabilities before malicious actors can exploit
them.

Understanding What a Pen Test Uncovers

A penetration test (or pen test) allows ethical hackers to simulate an attack on a healthcare network, identifying weaknesses that might otherwise
be overlooked. Even though many healthcare networks are built with multiple layers of protection, each of these layers can fail or become
outdated. Without periodic testing, gaps in security may go undetected, leaving organisations susceptible to attacks. Pen tests help healthcare IT
teams stay ahead of cybercriminals by pinpointing vulnerabilities, such as outdated software, missing patches, and network misconfigurations.
Given the fast pace of technological change, regular pen testing ensures that new vulnerabilities are addressed in a timely manner, reducing the
risk of cyber incidents.

Vulnerability Assessments vs. Penetration Testing

Healthcare organisations can use a variety of methods to assess their cybersecurity posture, with vulnerability scans and penetration testing
being two of the most common. A vulnerability scan is a more passive assessment, identifying known vulnerabilities and suggesting corrective
actions. However, penetration testing goes beyond detection by actively attempting to exploit weaknesses in a network. Organisations can
evaluate their defences from different angles by conducting internal and external tests. Internal tests mimic attacks from within the network, such
as those involving disgruntled employees or phishing clicks, while external tests simulate outside attacks. This comprehensive approach provides
a more realistic understanding of an organization's cybersecurity vulnerabilities.

The Benefits of Routine Penetration Testing

While many smaller healthcare organisations hesitate to invest in penetration testing due to budget constraints, the potential savings in avoiding
a cyber-attack far outweigh the costs. Ransomware attacks can be financially crippling, with costs that include not only the ransom itself but also
system recovery, legal fees, and lost revenue due to service disruption. For some smaller hospitals, the consequences of a breach could be
catastrophic enough to force closure. Regular penetration testing can prevent such worst-case scenarios by providing healthcare organisations
with actionable insights to improve their security posture. Additionally, for organisations struggling to recruit in-house IT security staff, partnering
with a trusted cybersecurity firm to perform routine tests can help close the skills gap.

Conclusion

In an era where cyberattacks on healthcare organisations are becoming increasingly frequent, penetration testing is no longer optional.
Especially for smaller healthcare organisations with limited IT budgets and staff, regular pen tests can help identify and address security
weaknesses before they lead to costly breaches. By proactively investing in penetration testing, healthcare providers can better protect their
networks, safeguard patient data, and ensure the continuity of care.
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