What Most Security Teams Misunderstand
About Insider Threats? Myths, Facts, and
Misconceptions

Key Takeaways

e Insider threats are not always malicious; many incidents occur due to human error,
negligence, or lack of awareness.

e They are more common than perceived, often going undetected because insiders already
have legitimate access.

e Any employee can pose a risk, not just IT staff, as sensitive data exists across multiple
departments.

e Technology alone isn’'t enough; effective prevention requires a mix of monitoring,
policies, and employee training.

e A layered security approach with behavior analytics and least privilege access is
essential to detect and prevent insider threats early.

The cybersecurity discussion is generally related to outside attackers, malware, or ransomware
assaults. The insecurity issues of today are mostly internally based within an organization, and
the employees, contractors, or partners have access to vital systems and data which may pose
threats.

To know what an insider threat is and the distinction between myths and facts is extremely
important to good cybersecurity. Most corporations believe that insider threats are hard to
encounter, or they are brought about by malicious employees, which is not necessarily the case.

This blog describes insider threats in cybersecurity, misconceptions, red flags, and easy means
through which organizations can identify and prevent insider threats.

What is an Insider Threat?

An insider threat is a risk that comes from someone inside the organization, someone who
already has access to important information. It is very hard to detect when someone, like an
employee, does something wrong because they are allowed to use the organization’s data,
systems, or networks.

In fact, sometimes organizations realize that there is a threat after they lose important data. It
can also happen that someone shares the data with someone else, like in the case of an
employee leaving the organization with the data, sending private data by mistake, or someone
hacking the organization’s data using someone else’s account. Therefore, organizations need to
be aware of insider threats as part of their strategy for keeping the organization safe.

Common Myths vs Facts About Insider Threats

Many organizations still do not understand the concept of insider risks. There are several myths
associated with this concept. These myths make it difficult for companies to address this issue.

Myth 1 - Insider Threats are Always Malicious
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The first myth associated with the concept of insider threats is that they are always
malicious.

Fact

Incidents also happened due to accidents. Employees might unknowingly leak company-
sensitive information to wrong persons through wrong attachments in emails or clicking on
phishing emails. This leads to a security incident, which might have happened unintentionally.
Hence, it is important to invest in insider threat awareness training to make employees
understand how their actions impact security.

Critical Incident Response: Key Steps for the First 72 Hours
e What data has been potentially exposed?
e Incursion detection and Persistence detection

e How should | respond?

Download the Whitepaper
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Myth 2 - Insider Threats Are Rare
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Another misconception is that insider incidents rarely happen compared to external
cyberattacks.

Fact

Studies indicate that insider-based security incidents happen more often than some
organizations are aware of. Insiders have access to systems and, therefore, they can circumvent



some of the conventional security measures. This renders insider threats in cyber security very
dangerous. Organizations are likely to realize such incidences too late when sensitive data has
been leaked or systems have been breached.

Myth 3 - Only IT Staff Can Be Insider Threats

Some organizations assume that only system administrators or IT professionals pose
insider risks.

Fact

An insider threat may occur when any employee has access to the company’s systems.
Employee records can be made available to human resources teams; financial records can be
made available to finance teams, and proprietary source code can be made available to
developers. The cause of insider threats can come in a wide variety of different positions within
an organization due to the existence of sensitive information in various departments.

Myth 4 - Insider Threat is All About Data Theft.

The next myth is that insider threats do not imply anything more serious than
stealing confidential data.

Fact

There are numerous types of dangerous activities that an insider threat can pursue. They can
cause sabotage of systems, loss of valuable files, intellectual property leakage, or even
interference with business activities.

In some cases, the workers can use their system of access to destroy the applications or alter
some important settings. Since insiders already have legitimate access, such activity can remain
unknown over a long period of time. This is the reason why organizations require surveillance
software that monitors abnormal behavior and activity of the system.

Myth 5 - Insider Threats can be prevented by the use of strong
passwords.

There are organizations that feel that insider risks on systems are prevented by good
password policies.

Fact

Although it is a significant measure, strong authentication is not a complete deterrent of insider
threats. Even valid login credentials may be abused by employees accidentally or deliberately.

To prevent insider threats, it is important that several tiers of security are implemented including
access policies, data monitoring, behavior analytics, and training on employee awareness. These
extra precautions assist organizations in tracking suspicious people even when the useris a
legitimate user.

Myth 6 - Insider threats can be prevented by technology alone.

Most companies use security tools alone in dealing with insider risks.
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Fact

One component of the solution is technology. Good security culture, policies and awareness of
employees are also needed in insider threat prevention.

Learning the way sensitive data should be managed and what behavior can pose a security
threat should be explained to the employees. Companies that integrate security applications and

good training, governance, and monitoring software are far more efficient in alleviating insider
threats.

How Do Insider Threat Programs Defend Against Insider
Threats?

Big organizations have taken formal programs that are meant to deal with internal risks. The
programs are a combination of policies, training, and technology to safeguard sensitive systems.

Then what are the ways insider threat programs prevent insider threats?

e To begin with, they aim at detecting suspicious actions by analyzing behavior and

monitoring.

e Second, they enforce strict security policies that determine what should be done with the
systems.

e Lastly, they have employee training to enhance their knowledge about internal security
threats.

A combination of these strategies will enable organizations to identify insider threats earlier and
react to them in a more efficient way.

Insider Threat Prevention Strategies

Strong insider threat prevention requires a balanced approach that includes both technology and
human awareness.

Organizations typically limit access to sensitive data based on job roles, ensuring employees
only access information necessary for their work. This principle, known as least privilege,
reduces the chance of unauthorized data exposure.

Regular employee training is another important step in insider threat mitigation. When
employees understand the risks associated with careless behavior, they are less likely to
accidentally create security vulnerabilities.

Organizations also implement monitoring systems that track unusual activity and detect
suspicious behaviors. These systems form part of modern insider threat solutions designed to
reduce internal security risks.

How Does an Insider Threat Harm National Security?

The impact of insider threats is not limited to private organizations. Internal risks are also
susceptible to government agencies and defense institutions.

Knowing how does an insider threat damage national security aids in explaining why most
governments are willing to spend a lot of money funding insider threat programs. Indicatively,
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persons with access to classified information would leak sensitive intelligence, sabotage of
military operations or vulnerabilities of critical infrastructure. It can impact international relations
and national safety. Due to such dangers, strict policies are put in place by national security
agencies in regard to monitoring and controlling access.

Real Insider Threat Examples

Waymo, originally part of Google, focuses on developing autonomous vehicles, but in 20186, its
lead engineer Anthony Levandowski left to start his own self-driving company, Otto. Shortly after
its launch, Uber acquired Otto, effectively gaining access to trade secrets that Levandowski had
stolen from Google, including marketing materials, test drive videos, confidential PDFs, source
code snippets, and detailed diagrams of simulations, LiDAR, and radar technologies.
Investigations later revealed that Levandowski had premeditated his actions, expressing
dissatisfaction at Google as early as 2015, recruiting colleagues for his new venture, and, about
a month before resigning, downloading around 14,000 confidential files from a secure server
onto an external drive before deleting traces of the activity. Waymo, which had invested $1.1
billion between 2009 and 2015 in developing its technology, ultimately proved the theft,
resulting in a settlement where Uber paid $245 million in shares and agreed not to use the
stolen trade secrets in its hardware or software.

Conclusion

One of the most difficult risks in the current cybersecurity is insider threats. The internal attacks
can hardly be detected by the traditional security tools as employees and other trusted partners
usually have access to sensitive systems directly.

To protect an organization’s data, it is important to understand what constitutes insider threats,
identify signs of insider threats, and distinguish between myths and facts. Companies should
follow the holistic approach consisting of insider threat detection, employee education, and
sophisticated insider threat prevention tools. All these steps can lower the risk of malicious and
accidental insiders to a considerable extent when taken together. With the threats in
cybersecurity continuing to evolve, the companies that focus on the insider threats and how to
mitigate them will be more equipped to secure their systems, data, and reputation.
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