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IT Security Governance: A Practical Approach

Introduction

IT Security Governance (governance) is defined as the framework and processes implemented to
support the mission of the organization. Governance provides the framework for managing the
organization and protecting the information technology assets. In addition to defining necessary
processes, it identifies who can make decisions, who has the authority to act for the organization,
who is accountable, and how people should behave and perform to safeguard sensitive data,
mitigate risks, and comply with regulatory requirements. 

While there are many helpful resources for framing IT Governance policies, underlying all of them is
one driving piece of legislation – the Federal Information Security Modernization Act (FISMA). For
civilian federal agencies, FISMA directs compliance with the direction provided by the National
Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST). The NIST Risk Management Framework (RMF) is the de
facto standard for federal government work. Although the Department of Defense was initially
exempted, they have now adopted the NIST framework and aligned their cybersecurity standards
with the NIST standards. The Government Audit Office (GAO) conducts audits in accordance with
the Federal Information System Controls Audit Manual (FISCAM), which references RMF
compliance. 

In summary, governance for any federal agency must look to the RMF as a significant driver. Based
on our experience, Platinum has found that the RMF is an excellent roadmap to implementing
robust cybersecurity governance. While classic thought is that implementing governance, policy,
and process should take a top-down approach, a more pragmatic approach is to take the RMF as
the starting point. This is particularly useful since the FISCAM audits begin by looking to verify that
appropriate governance policies are in place to support RMF implementation. Taking this pragmatic
standpoint allows for an effective and streamlined implementation of cybersecurity governance.

The RMF evaluation process consists of 20 control families, over 1,000 controls, and over 5,000
"determine if" statements. A significant portion of these "determine if" statements focus on the
existence and application of written policy and processes. Through our extensive experience with
the rigorous assessment and audit requirements set forth by RMF and FISCAM, Platinum has found
that the practical approach is to address RMF policy and process requirements to drive a
structured, effective, and enforceable approach to governance. This approach also aids in meeting
the evolving federal policies, including the new criteria for implementing the zero-trust architecture,
as outlined by RMF, GAO, and other relevant authorities.
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Based on our analysis of the 20 control families, we note that they can be grouped into six clusters
of related controls, as shown in the following table. We take these groups as the guiding indicators
for how to structure policy. We then use the control families to structure our policy framework. We
then define the related processes based on the specific controls and the "determine if" statements
associated with each control family. This method gives us a sound basis for establishing an
executable governance plan. This approach ensures our clients are well-prepared to successfully
pass control audits, including those mandated by RMF and FISCAM.
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For each set of controls, we establish Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) that comply with the
RMF controls and are practical and usable to perform the functions needed to maintain the
enterprise successfully. Like any documented process to manage the enterprise, we define quality
assurance and quality control activities to ensure the operations are performed as established (QA)
and the process outcomes are as expected (QC). QA is typically conducted as process audits or
desk audits. QC is generally evaluated against a set of defined performance metrics. 

Realistically, governance should be an enterprise activity for security and all aspects of IT
operations. We suggest that governance should be approached as an integrated, enterprise-wide
process, not just a security issue. Our experts work closely with senior government management,
strategic planners, enterprise architects, IT security specialists, Capital Planning and Control
Officers, other finance and budget planners, and IT project managers to develop a comprehensive
approach to governance, as shown in the graphic shown at the top of Page 3. 



We develop governance plans using a four-step process.

Step 1: The first step is to identify and baseline all information related to elements of the IT
management agenda and client criteria, including mission goals, capital planning, business cases,
enterprise architecture, high-risk issues, and any other IT management-related issues our client
currently tracks.

Step 2: We then create a Maturity Improvement Plan (MIP) that tracks progress using performance-
related criteria to report monthly. This MIP is integrated with any client-created agreements with
other Government entities. During this second step, we look for opportunities to implement best
practices and apply quick improvement tips. 
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Step 3: During Step 3, Platinum's staff manage the overall MIP and any areas projected for
improvement and progress on any of the areas mentioned in the overall Enterprise Architecture
model to ensure IT management's success and proper management implementation of
cybersecurity standards and controls. Platinum knows this support requires much collaboration and
communication with government stakeholders and other vendors supporting projects and programs
across the enterprise. 

Step 4: In the final step, we stabilize the governance process while ensuring the delivery of
continuous process improvements. We identify any new laws, guidance, requirements, OMB-issued
criteria, NIST updates, and Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) alerts and
assess the impact of these changes on our client's IT Management and Governance processes.
Platinum is successfully providing this Integrated Governance Model to ensure successful IT
management and cybersecurity for multiple Government clients, supporting successful metrics-
based performance and NIST RMF, GAO, and FISCAM audits. 


