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From Assumption to Assurance:
Measuring and Mitigating Third-Party Risk 
with HITRUST
Modern enterprises operate within highly interconnected digital ecosystems. Cloud providers host critical 
workloads. SaaS platforms power daily operations. Managed service providers administer infrastructure. 
Payment processors, analytics firms, healthcare vendors, and AI providers all play essential roles in 
delivering value to customers.

This ecosystem fuels innovation and growth.

But it also expands risk.

Third-party risk is no longer a peripheral concern managed through annual questionnaires and checkbox 
reviews. It is a systemic exposure embedded in how organizations operate. And despite billions spent on 
security and compliance, vendor-related breaches continue to escalate.

The core problem is not a lack of intent. It is a lack of measurable assurance.

This eBook explains why vendor-related risk remains one of the most unresolved cybersecurity challenges, 
why conventional TPRM practices fail to produce reliable risk signals, and how HITRUST delivers 
validated, measurable, and defensible third-party assurance. The central message is simple: risk cannot 
be mitigated if it is not measured accurately.
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Time, technology, and evolving business models have changed vendor dependencies. Organizations today 
depend on third parties to deliver mission-critical services and handle sensitive data. Healthcare providers 
rely on cloud-hosted patient platforms. Financial institutions depend on fintech integrations. Retailers 
depend on payment processors and logistics providers. Technology companies integrate with hundreds of 
APIs and infrastructure providers.

This means looking at your company’s risk alone is not enough. The attack surface has expanded. Digital 
transformation has not reduced risk. It has redistributed it across extended ecosystems.

The consequences are immense.

These numbers reflect more than isolated security lapses. They reveal systemic exposure.

Chapter 1: The Third-Party Breach Problem No One Has Solved

•	 Nearly 30% of known data breaches involve a third party, according to Verizon’s 2025 Data 
Breach Investigations Report (DBIR). This has doubled from the previous year.

•	 99% of Global 2000 organizations are connected to at least one vendor that has 
experienced a recent breach, according to SecurityScorecard and Cyentia’s 2024 research.

•	 The average cost of a third-party breach reached $4.91 million in 2025, according to IBM’s 
Cost of a Data Breach Report.

https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.verizon.com/business/resources/reports/dbir/
https://www.verizon.com/business/resources/reports/dbir/
https://securityscorecard.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/FINAL-SSC-Global-2000-0325.pdf
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach
https://www.ibm.com/reports/data-breach


From Assumption to Assurance: Measuring and Mitigating Third-Party Risk with HITRUST - 2026 3

A third-party breach is no longer just a cybersecurity event. It is a business continuity event.

Boards and executive teams increasingly recognize that the vendor ecosystem is a shared attack surface. 
Yet despite growing awareness, measurable control over this exposure remains elusive.

The fundamental question persists: How do you determine whether a third party is truly trustworthy, or 
simply appears compliant?

Recent high-profile incidents illustrate the scale of impact. When a vendor is compromised, 
consequences extend far beyond data loss.

•	 Downstream integrations fail. 

•	 Customer-facing services are disrupted. 

•	 Supply chains stall. 

•	 Regulatory reporting obligations are triggered. 

•	 Revenue generation is hampered. 

•	 Multiple organizations are simultaneously affected by a single point of failure. 

•	 Customer trust is lost. 
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Most organizations still rely on familiar mechanisms to evaluate third-party security.

•	 Security questionnaires
•	 Self-attested documentation
•	 Vendor-scoped SOC 2 reports
•	 Periodic document reviews
•	 Security ratings tools
 
While these tools offer documentation, they do not deliver validated assurance.

THE LIMITATIONS OF TRADITIONAL APPROACHES

1. They do not validate control effectiveness.

Questionnaires ask vendors to describe controls. They do not independently test whether those controls operate 
effectively under real-world conditions.

2. They do not measure control maturity.

A vendor may technically have a policy in place, but is it implemented consistently? Is it monitored? 
Is it continuously improved? Traditional reviews rarely answer these questions.

3. They do not provide consistent or comparable results.

One vendor’s “Yes” on a questionnaire may represent a vastly different level of implementation than another’s. SOC 
2 reports vary in scope, testing depth, quality, and interpretation. They create more work and require more time than 
TPRM teams have. Security ratings rely on external signals that may not reflect internal control rigor.

Chapter 2: Why Vendor Risk Continues to Slip Through the Cracks
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The result is dangerous ambiguity. 

Vendors can appear “compliant” while remaining operationally fragile. They may meet minimum 
documentation requirements yet lack the maturity to withstand modern threats such as ransomware, supply 
chain attacks, or advanced persistent threats.

Third-party breaches are rarely a failure of intent. Most vendors are not negligent. They invest in security. 
They maintain policies. 

The failure lies in measurement.

Without a consistent, validated, and comparable standard of assurance, risk management becomes an 
exercise in assumption rather than evidence.

This creates three systemic problems.

False confidence: Organizations believe risk has been mitigated when it has merely been 
documented. 

Inconsistent risk decisions: Without standardized measurement, vendor evaluations become 
subjective. 

Delayed visibility: Weaknesses are often revealed only after an incident.
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Effective risk mitigation begins with accurate measurement.

HITRUST addresses the third-party risk challenge by providing a validated, standardized, and 
prescriptive assurance program designed to measure control effectiveness and maturity consistently 
across organizations.

A VALIDATED, INDEPENDENT ASSESSMENT MODEL

Unlike self-attested reviews, HITRUST assessments are

This structure eliminates subjectivity and increases comparability across vendors.

Chapter 3: How HITRUST Measures Third-Party Risk

• Proven to mitigate risk with a breach rate of mere 0.38%

• Validated by authorized, independent assessors

• Subject to centralized quality assurance oversight

• Evaluated against prescriptive, threat-adaptive control requirements

• Scored using a consistent and standardized methodology
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Every HITRUST assessment undergoes rigorous review to ensure controls are not merely documented, 
but implemented, tested, and operating effectively. Centralized quality assurance reinforces consistency, so 
results are not dependent on interpretation.

PRESCRIPTIVE, THREAT-ADAPTIVE CONTROLS

The HITRUST framework incorporates controls aligned to evolving threat landscapes, regulatory 
requirements, and industry standards. Requirements are continuously updated to reflect emerging risks, 
including ransomware, supply chain attacks, and AI-related threats.

This ensures that assessments are not static snapshots but reflect modern security realities.

A TIERED ASSURANCE APPROACH

Not all vendors carry the same risk. HITRUST enables organizations to apply the appropriate level of 
assurance for their vendors through tiered certifications.

This scalable model allows organizations to match assurance depth to vendor criticality without 
overburdening low-risk partners.

•	 e1 – Critical cybersecurity hygiene
•	 i1 – Leading security practices with demonstrated effectiveness
•	 r2 – Robust and comprehensive controls aligned to organizational complexity
•	 ai – Focused assurance for AI-related risk
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A RELIABLE RISK SIGNAL

Perhaps most importantly, HITRUST provides a consistent scoring methodology. This transforms vendor 
evaluation from subjective interpretation into a reliable risk signal.

When an organization reviews a HITRUST-certified environment, it is not reviewing a narrative; it is 
reviewing validated, tested, and quality-assured results.

In a marketplace crowded with attestations and marketing claims, this distinction matters.

Measurement is only valuable if it drives meaningful mitigation.

HITRUST-certified environments consistently demonstrate measurable resilience. As per the HITRUST 2026 
Trust Report, 99.62% of HITRUST-certified environments did not report a breach in 2025.

The difference is profound.

Chapter 4: From Measurement to Mitigation — Proof That Assurance Works

HITRUST materially reduces risk exposure by ensuring that controls are:

•	 Prescriptive 

•	 Threat adaptive 

•	 Implemented

•	 Independently tested 

•	 Quality-assured 

•	 Continuously maintained

https://hitrustalliance.net/trust-report
https://hitrustalliance.net/trust-report
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Validated measurement enables proactive mitigation.

In a threat environment defined by automation and speed, assurance must operate with 
comparable rigor. 

When controls are measured consistently and validated independently, mitigation becomes proactive rather 
than reactive. Organizations can make vendor decisions based on evidence instead of assumptions.

Assurance becomes defensible — not just to internal stakeholders, but to regulators, partners, customers, 
insurers, and boards.

• Weak controls are identified before exploitation.

• Remediation plans are structured and trackable.

• Executive risk decisions are informed by standardized scoring.

• Vendor onboarding and monitoring become defensible processes.
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Vendor-related breaches persist because modern ecosystems are complex, and because many 
organizations still rely on unvalidated trust.

Questionnaires and point-in-time reports cannot keep pace with evolving threats. Documentation alone does 
not prove operational resilience.

In an environment where third-party risk is unavoidable, assurance must be measurable.

Trust must be earned.

And in today’s risk landscape, the gold standard is not assumption. It is a validated, standardized, and 
independently verified assurance.

HITRUST provides the proof that trust demands. Learn more at hitrustalliance.net/third-party-risk-
management.

Conclusion: Assurance Must Be Provable

HITRUST changes the equation by

• Measuring third-party risk through validated assurance
• Mitigating exposure with prescriptive, threat-aligned controls
• Delivering consistent, comparable results across vendors
• Providing defensible evidence that controls are real, tested, and effective

https://hitrustalliance.net/third-party-risk-management
https://hitrustalliance.net/third-party-risk-management

