
Best Practice For Protecting Controlled
Unclassified Information

Best practices for protecting controlled unclassified information (CUI) are
crucial in today’s data-driven environment, where sensitive information can
be vulnerable to unauthorized access, misuse, or disclosure. As organizations
increasingly rely on digital systems for storing and processing information,
implementing robust strategies to safeguard CUI becomes imperative. This
article delves into the best practices for protecting CUI, emphasizing the
importance of compliance, risk management, employee training, and
technological solutions.

Understanding Controlled Unclassified
Information (CUI)

Controlled Unclassified Information refers to information that, while not
classified, still requires protection for various reasons, including privacy,
security, or proprietary considerations. Examples of CUI include:

- Personally identifiable information (PII)
- Financial information
- Sensitive but unclassified data from the Department of Defense (DoD)
- Export-controlled information
- Critical infrastructure information

Understanding the nature of CUI is the first step in establishing a solid
framework for its protection.



Establishing a CUI Protection Framework

A comprehensive framework for protecting CUI should consist of several key
components:

1. Policy Development

Organizations must develop clear policies outlining how CUI is to be handled,
stored, and transmitted. Policies should include:

- Definitions of CUI and its categories
- Responsibilities of employees in safeguarding CUI
- Procedures for accessing, sharing, and disposing of CUI
- Consequences for non-compliance

2. Risk Assessment

Conducting regular risk assessments helps organizations identify
vulnerabilities associated with CUI. The risk assessment process should
include:

- Identifying potential threats (e.g., cyberattacks, insider threats)
- Evaluating existing security measures
- Determining the potential impact of a data breach
- Prioritizing risks based on likelihood and impact

Implementing Technical Controls

Technical controls are essential for protecting CUI from unauthorized access
and breaches. Some best practices include:

1. Data Encryption

Data encryption is a critical step in ensuring that CUI remains secure,
especially when stored or transmitted. Organizations should:

- Use strong encryption algorithms for data at rest and in transit
- Regularly update encryption protocols to protect against vulnerabilities
- Ensure that encryption keys are stored securely and managed properly



2. Access Controls

Implementing strict access controls helps ensure that only authorized
personnel can access CUI. Best practices include:

- Role-based access control (RBAC) to limit access based on job functions
- Multi-factor authentication (MFA) to add an extra layer of security
- Regularly reviewing and updating user access permissions

3. Network Security

Protecting the network infrastructure is vital for safeguarding CUI.
Organizations should:

- Use firewalls and intrusion detection/prevention systems
- Regularly update software and systems to patch vulnerabilities
- Implement Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) for remote access to secure data

Employee Training and Awareness

Human error is often a leading cause of data breaches. Therefore, training
employees on CUI protection is essential. Organizations should:

1. Conduct Regular Training Sessions

Training sessions should cover:

- The importance of protecting CUI
- Recognizing phishing attempts and social engineering tactics
- Proper data handling and storage practices
- Procedures for reporting security incidents

2. Foster a Security-Conscious Culture

Encouraging a culture of security awareness can make a significant difference
in protecting CUI. Strategies include:

- Promoting open communication about security concerns
- Recognizing and rewarding employees who demonstrate good security practices
- Sharing lessons learned from security incidents to prevent recurrence



Incident Response Planning

Having a robust incident response plan is critical for mitigating the impact
of a CUI breach. Organizations should:

1. Develop an Incident Response Team

An incident response team should be designated to handle any breaches
involving CUI. This team should include:

- IT security professionals
- Legal representatives
- Public relations personnel

2. Create an Incident Response Plan

The incident response plan should outline:

- Procedures for identifying and assessing incidents
- Steps for containing and eradicating the breach
- Communication strategies for informing stakeholders and affected
individuals
- Post-incident review processes to improve future responses

Compliance and Regulatory Considerations

Organizations must adhere to relevant compliance standards and regulations
governing the protection of CUI. Key regulations include:

- Federal Information Security Management Act (FISMA)
- National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) Special Publication
800-171
- Defense Federal Acquisition Regulation Supplement (DFARS)

Compliance with these regulations involves:

- Regular audits to ensure adherence to security standards
- Documentation of security controls and policies
- Continuous monitoring and improvement of security measures



Physical Security Measures

In addition to digital protections, physical security measures play a vital
role in safeguarding CUI. Organizations should:

1. Secure Physical Locations

Physical security measures should include:

- Access control systems (e.g., key cards, biometric scanners)
- Surveillance cameras monitoring sensitive areas
- Security personnel at entrances and exits

2. Safe Disposal of CUI

When CUI is no longer needed, organizations must ensure its secure disposal.
Best practices include:

- Shredding paper documents containing CUI
- Using data-wiping software for electronic devices
- Following regulatory guidelines for disposing of sensitive information

Continuous Monitoring and Improvement

Protecting CUI is an ongoing process. Organizations should establish a
framework for continuous monitoring and improvement, which includes:

- Regularly reviewing and updating security policies
- Conducting periodic risk assessments and audits
- Staying informed about emerging threats and vulnerabilities
- Engaging with cybersecurity experts and industry organizations for best
practices

Conclusion

In an increasingly interconnected world, protecting controlled unclassified
information is not just a legal obligation but a critical business
imperative. By implementing these best practices—developing strong policies,
conducting regular training, leveraging technology, and ensuring
compliance—organizations can significantly reduce the risk of CUI breaches.
Ultimately, fostering a culture of security awareness and proactive measures
will lay the groundwork for a safer and more secure information environment.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI)?
Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI) refers to information that requires
safeguarding or dissemination controls but is not classified under executive
order or statute.

Why is it important to protect CUI?
Protecting CUI is crucial to prevent unauthorized access, maintain
confidentiality, and ensure compliance with federal regulations and policies.

What are some best practices for identifying CUI?
Best practices for identifying CUI include training personnel on CUI
categories, using proper markings, and implementing a robust inventory and
classification system.

How can organizations ensure proper handling of CUI?
Organizations can ensure proper handling of CUI by developing clear policies,
providing employee training, and implementing access controls for sensitive
information.

What role does employee training play in protecting
CUI?
Employee training is vital in raising awareness about CUI, ensuring proper
handling procedures, and fostering a culture of security within the
organization.

What technical measures can be implemented to
safeguard CUI?
Technical measures include encryption, access controls, secure file sharing
solutions, and regular security audits to monitor compliance and
vulnerabilities.

How should CUI be stored and transmitted securely?
CUI should be stored in secure environments, such as encrypted databases, and
transmitted using secure protocols like TLS/SSL to prevent interception.

What is the significance of using CUI markings?
Using CUI markings is significant as it clearly communicates to personnel
that the information requires special handling and safeguarding measures.



How can organizations assess their compliance with
CUI protection standards?
Organizations can assess compliance by conducting regular audits, reviewing
policies and procedures, and ensuring adherence to applicable regulations
like NIST SP 800-171.

What should be done in the event of a CUI data
breach?
In the event of a CUI data breach, organizations should follow their incident
response plan, notify affected parties, conduct a thorough investigation, and
implement measures to prevent future breaches.
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