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Executive Summary
The NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF) is a widely used way to organize a security program
around business risk. For SaaS companies, it can be especially useful because it provides a common
language for engineering, leadership, and customers. Instead of debating a long list of controls,
teams can discuss outcomes like access control, detection, response readiness, and recovery.

This guide explains how SaaS organizations can use NIST CSF 2.0 to build a practical security
program. It covers the six core functions, how to define a current and target profile, and how to turn
the framework into an implementation plan that fits a cloud-first operating model.

Background: what NIST CSF is and what it is not
NIST CSF is a framework, not a certification. It does not require an auditor and it does not produce a
report by itself. Its value is that it helps you decide what to do next based on risk and outcomes. For
SaaS companies, it often becomes the backbone that supports other requirements such as customer
security questionnaires, internal governance, and alignment to specific audits.

NIST CSF 2.0 introduced an expanded focus on governance. That matters for SaaS because many
security failures are not caused by missing technology. They are caused by unclear ownership, lack
of risk decisions, and inconsistent practices.

Why SaaS teams adopt NIST CSF
• Security program clarity: A structured way to define what "good" looks like without copying a

large enterprise playbook.

• Executive communication: A way to translate technical work into business outcomes and risk
decisions.

• Roadmap planning: A method to prioritize controls and investments based on gaps and risk.

• Customer alignment: A common language that many customers recognize, even when they
require other frameworks.

The NIST CSF 2.0 functions, translated for SaaS

Govern

Govern covers the policies, roles, and decision-making that guide cybersecurity risk management. In
SaaS, governance includes who owns security decisions, how risk is accepted, and how security is
built into product delivery. Without governance, controls become inconsistent as the company scales.

Identify

Identify focuses on understanding assets, business context, and risks. SaaS teams often need a
better view of what exists across cloud accounts, environments, and vendors. A practical Identify
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program includes asset inventory, data classification, and dependency mapping.

Protect

Protect includes safeguards that limit or contain the impact of incidents. In SaaS, Protect usually
includes identity and access management, secure software development, configuration management,
encryption, and training.

Detect

Detect focuses on identifying cybersecurity events. For SaaS, detection depends on centralized
logging, alerting, and visibility across cloud infrastructure and key applications. Detection that is not
tied to response workflows often creates noise instead of safety.

Respond

Respond covers actions taken after detection. SaaS teams need clear incident response processes,
roles, communications, and post-incident learning. Many customers ask about incident response
readiness during vendor due diligence.

Recover

Recover covers resilience and restoration. SaaS availability depends on backups, disaster recovery
plans, and the ability to restore service quickly. Recovery planning is also a trust signal for enterprise
customers.

How to turn NIST CSF into an actionable SaaS roadmap

Step 1: Build a current profile

A profile describes which outcomes you currently achieve and how consistently. Start with a
workshop that includes engineering, operations, and leadership. Keep it honest. The goal is not to
score well. The goal is to know where to focus.

Step 2: Define a target profile

The target profile reflects your risk tolerance and your customer expectations. A bootstrapped SaaS
selling to small businesses may choose a different target than a SaaS selling into regulated
industries. What outcomes must be true to protect customers and meet business goals?

Step 3: Prioritize gaps based on risk

Not every gap is equal. Prioritize based on likely impact and probability. For SaaS, high priority gaps
often include weak identity controls, missing monitoring, unclear incident response, and unmanaged
vendors.

Step 4: Convert gaps into projects with owners

Framework work becomes real when it is translated into projects. Assign an owner, define a
measurable outcome, and set a target date. Tie the work into existing engineering planning so it does
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not become a side project that never finishes.

Practical control examples for SaaS under each function

Govern: establish clear ownership and risk decisions
• Security ownership: Define a security owner for the product and a process for approving security

exceptions.

• Risk register: Maintain a simple list of top risks, owners, and mitigation plans, reviewed quarterly.

• Policies that match practice: Publish concise policies for access control, incident response, and
change management.

Identify: know your assets and data
• Asset inventory: Maintain inventory of cloud accounts, production services, endpoints, and

critical third parties.

• Data classification: Classify sensitive data and map where it is stored and processed.

• Dependency mapping: Document key vendors and integrations that affect availability and
security.

Protect: reduce the chance of compromise
• Multi-factor authentication: Require MFA for workforce accounts and privileged access,

including cloud consoles and source control.

• Least privilege and reviews: Use role-based access and review administrative permissions
regularly.

• Secure SDLC: Use code review, automated testing, and vulnerability scanning in CI/CD pipelines.

• Encryption: Encrypt data in transit and at rest, and document key management practices.

Detect: make the environment observable
• Centralized logging: Collect logs from cloud infrastructure, identity providers, and application

audit logs.

• Alerting with thresholds: Define alerts for high-risk events such as privileged access changes
and suspicious logins.

• Vulnerability monitoring: Scan routinely and track remediation, with clear ownership.

Respond: practice incident handling
• Incident response plan: Define roles, escalation, communications, and post-incident review

steps.
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• Tabletop exercises: Run scenario-based exercises so the team practices decision-making under
pressure.

• Customer communication: Prepare templates and processes for notifying customers when
needed.

Recover: plan for resilience
• Backups and restore tests: Back up critical systems and test restores on a schedule.

• Disaster recovery planning: Document recovery objectives and the steps to restore service in a
major outage.

• Resilience engineering: Design for redundancy and monitor for configuration drift that can
reduce resilience.

Profiles and implementation tiers in practice
CSF profiles describe what outcomes you want to achieve. Implementation tiers describe how mature
and repeatable your risk management approach is. Tiers are not a grade. They are a way to describe
whether security work is ad hoc or operationalized.

Implementation tiers, explained for SaaS
• Tier 1: Partial: Security work happens, but it is reactive and inconsistent. Documentation is

minimal and depends on individuals.

• Tier 2: Risk Informed: Some risk decisions are made intentionally. Basic policies and controls
exist, but practices may vary by team.

• Tier 3: Repeatable: Processes are defined and followed across the organization. Evidence and
metrics exist. Security work is planned.

• Tier 4: Adaptive: The program continuously improves based on lessons learned and changing
threats. Automation and measurement are strong.

Many growing SaaS companies aim for Tier 2 moving toward Tier 3. That level is often enough to
satisfy enterprise expectations when paired with strong core controls. The key is to be honest about
where you are and to improve steadily.

Cloud-first considerations that CSF does not spell out
CSF is intentionally broad. SaaS teams have to translate outcomes into cloud and DevOps practices.
This translation is where many programs stall. Are you treating cloud configuration as code? Do you
have a consistent way to review identity changes across multiple systems?

• Shared responsibility: Cloud providers secure underlying infrastructure, but you are responsible
for configuration, identity, and application security.
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• Infrastructure as Code: Using IaC improves repeatability and creates built-in evidence for
change management and configuration baselines.

• Remote workforce: Identity controls, device management, and secure access patterns become
more important when teams are distributed.

• Third party integrations: SaaS products depend on vendors and connectors. Treat supply chain
risk as part of Identify and Govern.

A 90-day starter roadmap for SaaS teams
If you need a practical starting point, a 90-day roadmap can help. The goal is to improve the most
important outcomes quickly, then expand.

Days 1 to 30: establish the baseline
• Inventory: List cloud accounts, production services, critical data stores, and top vendors.

• Identity: Enable multi-factor authentication for workforce accounts and define privileged access
rules.

• Logging: Turn on baseline cloud and identity logs and ensure they are centralized.

• Incident plan: Write a simple incident response plan and define on-call expectations.

Days 31 to 60: reduce high probability risk
• Access reviews: Run the first administrative access review and document the results.

• Vulnerability management: Start routine scanning and remediation tracking.

• Secure delivery: Standardize code review and deployment approval workflows.

• Backups: Confirm backups for critical systems and perform at least one restore test.

Days 61 to 90: make it repeatable
• Policies and training: Publish concise policies and deliver security awareness training.

• Alert tuning: Tune detection alerts so they are actionable and tie them to response runbooks.

• Metrics: Define a small set of KPIs, such as time to patch critical vulnerabilities and time to close
alerts.

• Profile update: Revisit your CSF profile and plan the next quarter based on remaining gaps.

Common pitfalls when using NIST CSF
• Treating CSF like a checklist: CSF is outcome-based. If you only check boxes, you miss the risk

conversation that makes it valuable.
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• Skipping governance: Without clear decision rights and risk ownership, controls become
inconsistent as the team grows.

• Ignoring measurement: If you cannot measure whether controls are working, it is hard to improve
them or justify investment.

• Overloading engineering: Security work must fit product velocity. Prioritize a small set of
high-impact outcomes first.

Implementation Methodology

Phase 1: Assessment and planning

Start with a CSF workshop to build a current profile. Identify key systems, data flows, and vendors.
Define your target profile based on business goals and customer expectations. Document the top
risks and decide which gaps are highest priority.

Phase 2: Control implementation

Implement controls and processes that close the highest risk gaps. In SaaS, this often includes
strengthening identity controls, improving logging and monitoring, and formalizing incident response.
Integrate security work into DevOps and product delivery so controls are consistent.

Phase 3: Validation and continuous improvement

Measure progress against the target profile. Run tabletop exercises, test restores, and review access
on a cadence. Update the risk register and profiles as the product, customer base, and threat
landscape change.

Business Benefits for SaaS companies
• Clear security roadmap: Teams can prioritize work based on outcomes and risk rather than ad

hoc requests.

• Improved customer confidence: A structured framework provides a credible way to explain
security posture to buyers.

• Reduced incident impact: Better detection and response reduces time to contain and recover.

• Foundation for audits: A CSF-based program makes it easier to align to audit-oriented
frameworks when required.

Frequently Asked Questions

Do we need to implement every CSF outcome?

No. The framework is designed to be tailored. A target profile should reflect your risk tolerance and
business context. The goal is to improve the outcomes that matter most for your service and
customers.
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How is NIST CSF different from an audit framework?

Audit frameworks typically require evidence and third party testing against defined criteria. CSF is an
organizing framework that helps you manage risk. Many organizations use CSF to structure the
program, then map controls to audits when needed.

How can Jacobian Engineering help?

Jacobian Engineering helps SaaS teams translate frameworks into operational reality. That includes
security program development, policy writing, cloud control implementation, and managed security
operations such as logging, monitoring, and incident response support.

Conclusion
NIST CSF 2.0 gives SaaS companies a practical way to build a security program that scales. When
governance, visibility, and response readiness are treated as core outcomes, security becomes
easier to maintain as the product grows.

If you want help building your current and target profiles, prioritizing gaps, or implementing the
controls in your cloud environment, Jacobian Engineering can help you turn CSF into a program your
team can run consistently.


