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Take Your Tabletop Exercise to the Next Level 
Tabletop exercises are one of the few ways 
organizations can safely experience the pressure, 
uncertainty, and cross-functional complexity of a 
real cyber incident. When designed well, they build 
critical muscle memory across technical teams, 
executives, and business stakeholders. Too often, 
however, these exercises are reduced to one-off 
conference calls centered on hypothetical injects 
rather than realistic, plausible conditions. While this 
may check the boxes, it consumes valuable time 
and resources but does little to improve real-world 
incident readiness.  

Five Reasons Why Many Tabletop Exercises 
Are Ineffective 
Even mature organizations are susceptible to the 
same systemic issues when conducting tabletop 
exercises. The five most common reasons why 
tabletop exercises fail to effectively prepare 
organizations, or deliver a return on investment in 
time and resources, are:

1. �Exercises are conducted around conference tables 
or on Zoom rather than in real-world environments 
where regular communication channels are not 
available, hindering access to response plans, 
playbooks, and procedures.

2.� Playbooks are commonly reviewed in presentation 
format rather than executed through interactive 
workshops that stress-test real tools and 
incorporate live injects, such as unexpected 
information (e.g., a key executive or decision-
maker being unavailable). 

3. �Typical scenarios are generic and predictable, 

unlike real incidents, which are highly dynamic and 
unpredictable.    

4. �Incident response is commonly treated as a static, 
IT- and security-led plan, with minimal cross-
functional engagement from other internal and 
external teams.

5. �After actions are often not operationalized,  
with identified gaps lacking clear ownership, 
defined remediation timelines, and validation  
of lessons learned.

Steps for an Effective Tabletop Exercise
Effective tabletop exercises begin before the 
scenario starts. Without setting clear intent, scope, 
and ownership, tabletop exercises risk becoming 
discussion-only sessions with limited operational 
value. Key considerations to plan a successful 
tabletop exercise include:

1. �Define the Objective: Decide on success and the 
outcomes before you start.

2. �Assemble the Right Team: Include business 
stakeholders, including legal, compliance, finance, 
communications, and executive leadership.

3. �Set the Environment: Exercise in a secure, out-
of-band system, such as CYGNVS, to reflect real 
response actions and conditions.

4. �Run the Injects: Introduce scenario updates 
that challenge communication and cross-team 
coordination and decision-making. 

5. �Capture and Debrief: Record key actions and 
decisions; hold a review session within five days.

6. �Refine and Repeat: Turn lessons into actions and 
schedule regular follow-ups.
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Best Practices to Incorporate in Your Next 
Tabletop Exercise
When planning your next tabletop exercise, the 
following recommendations outline how to prepare 
teams and design exercises that improve incident 
response effectiveness and organizational outcomes.

Define the Objectives (Not Just the Scenario)
Establish clear objectives and outcomes for the 
exercise, with specific KPIs that go beyond minimum 
compliance requirements. Effective tabletop 
objectives are outcome-driven, while ineffective 
tabletop objectives are activity-driven.

Align the Scenario to Real Risk
Tabletop scenarios should be based on actual 
(current) threats, business risks, and known 
operational gaps. Reference recent industry 
incidents, including adversary tactics and intelligence 

when building injects. Scenarios should reflect how 
an incident would realistically escalate, increase 
impact, apply external regulatory pressures, stress 
communications, and decision-making processes. 

Identify the Right Participants 
Exercise participants should represent the entire 
incident response ecosystem, plus business continuity 
teams, and business stakeholders. Depending on the 
scenario and scope of the exercise, beyond security 
and IT, participants should include:
•  Executive leadership
•  Business unit leadership
•  Communications and PR
•  Legal and compliance
•  Operations
•  Finance

Include your third-party service providers and 
partners in the exercise. As a rule of thumb, include 
any third party who may be called upon to assist in 
the response, recovery, or remediation, such as:

•  �Outside legal counsel for breach and regulatory 
response

•  �Cyber insurance carrier 
•  �Incident Response firm
•  �Crisis communications or PR firm
•  �Managed service providers  



Define What Success Looks Like
A tabletop exercise is successful if it changes how 
the organization would respond to a real incident, 
not just how confident people feel after completing 
a scenario. Before beginning a tabletop exercise, it is 
essential to establish success criteria and determine 
how outcomes will be evaluated. Among the many 
success metrics to consider are:

•  �Mean times to respond and engage 
•  �Decisions and actions timeline
•  �Engagement and understanding of roles, 

responsibilities, and escalation paths 

•  �Revelations of decision assumptions and authority 
to act

•  �Quality of communication and coordination
•  �Efficacy of communication channels
•  �Correlation of gaps to remediation actions

Simulate Real Incident Response Conditions 
A successful tabletop exercise is predicated on 
simulating real-world conditions. Realistic simulations 
ensure that teams are effectively trained to fight in 
real-world situations. If participants never feel stress, 
uncertainty, or urgency, the exercise is merely a 

•  �Enforce time-box decisions to reflect  
real-world pressure

•  �Provide imperfect or delayed information 

•  �Force trade-offs between containment,  
uptime, cost, and risk

•  �Capture gaps and assumptions, not “right 
answers”

•  �Create a timeline that reflects real-world 
scenarios and is aligned with the objective, 
such as start ASAP, complete by a specific 
date, or conduct according to a regular 
schedule 

•  �Assume current controls only, barring 
hypothetical tools or future fixes

•  �Disallow rewinding decisions once they are made

•  �Limit side conversations  

•  �Use real roles and authority, not idealized 
behavior

•  �Establish a no-fault environment that encourages 
participants to identify and share gaps 

•  �Hold complex side topics for future consideration  

•  �Treat the scenario as real for the duration of  
the exercise

Tabletop exercise constraintsTabletop exercise ground rules

Establish Ground Rules and Constraints
In a tabletop exercise, having ground rules and constraints creates controlled decision pressure that allows 
teams to practice how they will think, communicate, and act during a real incident. Parameters to consider 
when developing tabletop exercises include:
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rehearsal of theory rather than preparation for reality. 
Tips for making a tabletop exercise realistic include:

•  �Build in constraints that make the scenario messy, 
such as:

    - �Incomplete or conflicting information
    - �Time pressure (e.g., “You have 15 minutes to 

decide.”)
    - �Resource constraints (e.g., key staff unavailable 

and systems degraded)

•  �Force decision-making by including injects that 
require teams to make choices rather than  
simply follow a playbook, such as:

    - �Pay ransom now or continue containment?
    - �Shut down a revenue-generating system or risk 

spread?
    - �Notify regulators before a full root cause is 

known?

•  �Simulate system and tool failures, such as:
    - �VPN is unavailable 
    - �Email is compromised or untrusted
    - �Ticketing system is down

•  �Declare primary communications channels are 
untrusted, requiring alternatives, such as:

    - �Alternatives to corporate email
    - �Secure messaging instead of Slack or Teams
    - �Personal mobile phones instead of corporate 

VoIP lines

•  �Introduce challenging communication scenarios, 
such as:

    - �Late-night escalation calls
    - �Executive interruptions mid-analysis
    - �Media or regulator inquiries before facts are clear

•  �Create situations that test third-party readiness, 
such as:

    - �Requiring extensive communication with various 
teams at a third party

    - �Connecting third-party teams on alternative 
communication channels

    - �Addressing differences in security and regulatory 
requirements

•  �Surprise participants–for example, at one 
organization, a CISO assembled a team for  
a malicious insider tabletop exercise, told him he 
was the bad actor, and walked out of the room.

Collect Performance Data During  
the Exercise 
During an exercise, capture participants’ actions and 
decisions, along with rationale. Performance  
data should also be collected and organized into 
logical categories.  

Detection escalation
•  �Time to recognize the situation as an incident
•  �Time to escalate beyond the initial responder
•  �Whether escalation thresholds were clear or 

debated

Decision-making under pressure
•  �Time to first material decision and delays due to 

uncertainty
•  �Whether decisions had a clear owner
•  �Quality of decision rationale (risk-based, not 

opinion-based)

Role clarity and ownership
•  �Whether participants acted within their defined 

roles
•  �Instances of role confusion, overlap, or gaps where 

no one claimed ownership
•  �Need for ad hoc role assignment during the 

exercise 



Communication effectiveness
•  �Whether approved channels (e.g., out of band) 

were used correctly
•  �Accuracy and efficacy of internal and external 

communications
•  �Time to executive notification

Coordination across teams
•  �Alignment (or misalignment) between technical 

actions and business priorities
•  �Delays caused by cross-team dependencies and 

ineffective handoffs
•  �Conflicting guidance issued by different groups

Information management
•  �How participants handled incomplete, conflicting 

data, or new information
•  �Whether assumptions were stated or went 

unchallenged
•  �Tracking of knowns vs. unknowns

Third-party engagement
•  �Time to engage third parties (e.g., IR firm, legal 

counsel, and vendors)
•  �Quality of information shared externally
•  �Dependency risks revealed by vendor response 

delays

Business impact awareness
•  �Whether the business impact was explicitly 

discussed
•  �Ability to translate technical findings into business 

risk
•  �Trade-offs considered (e.g., downtime, cost, 

insurance, legal exposure, and reputation)

Policy and playbook adherence
•  �How teams used existing plans or playbooks, or 

employed workarounds
•  �Points where plans were ignored, outdated, or 

impractical
•  �Friction caused by policy vs. operational reality

Plan for Post-Exercise Action
To capture the value of a tabletop exercise, findings 
must be documented, prioritized, and converted 
into clear action plans. This process should begin 
with a debrief within 72 hours of the exercise. The 
following steps outline how to operationalize results 
and ensure lessons learned lead to meaningful 
improvement. 

•  �Conduct a live exercise hot wash to collect 
participant feedback 

•  �Conduct an after-action review to develop 
recommendations from observations and gaps  

•  �Prioritize findings (by risk, not effort) and create a 
remediation plan and timeline

•  �Assign ownership and deadlines for all action items

•  �Update plans, playbooks, and contacts

•  �Validate remediation actions prior to the next 
tabletop exercise 

•  �Report and provide updates to leadership 

Train Regularly
Tabletop exercises should be conducted regularly to 
build confidence in the incident response function 
with executives and business stakeholders. While 
the specific frequency of tabletop exercises will vary 
by organization, they should occur multiple times 
throughout the year, practicing various scenarios and 
ensuring all levels of the organization are included.  
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Identifying the Most Impactful Tabletop 
Scenarios
When planning tabletop exercises, identify and 
simulate the most likely, high-risk, or high-impact 
scenarios. The goal of the scenario is to challenge 
standard processes, force participants to think 
outside of the box, and improvise when expected 
resources and tools are not available. 

The most impactful scenarios CYGNVS customers 
exercise are: 

•  �Board-level and executive crisis scenarios: 
Material incidents that require strategic decision-
making under pressure, where executives must 
weigh business impact and regulatory obligations.

•  �Supplier and third-party data breach: A vendor 
or service provider data breach that affects 
operations requires coordination between 
organizations. 

•  �IT and forensics deep-dive simulations: 
Technical compromise events that test detection, 
containment, investigation, and remediation 
workflows. 

•  �Cross-division response benchmarks: Scenarios 
involving multiple business units (e.g., legal, 
marketing, HR, and communications) to assess 
coordination. 

•  �Data breach and unauthorized access events: 
Incidents involving sensitive or regulated data that 
trigger notification obligations and legal review. 

•  �Infrastructure outages and authentication 
failures: Active Directory or SSO/federation is 
unavailable or compromised, requiring out-of-
band operations and alternative communication 
channels. 

•  �Ransomware and extortion scenarios: High-
stakes incidents that test an organization’s ability 
to balance business impact, recovery options, and 
regulatory obligations. 

Turn Every Tabletop Exercise into  
Measurable Action 
Tabletop exercises only deliver ROI when they move 
beyond compliance and discussion and actually 
change how an organization will respond during a 
real incident. Too many programs fall short because 
they are run in unrealistic conditions, rely on static 
playbook reviews rather than real execution, use 
generic, predictable scenarios, exclude key business 
stakeholders and third parties, and fail to convert 
findings into owned remediation. 

A high-impact tabletop program should:

•  �Define outcome-based objectives

•  �Align scenarios to real business risk

•  �Force decision-making under pressure

•  �Captures performance data during the exercise

•  �Operationalizes lessons learned into clear actions 
with accountable owners and timelines 

Avoid simply “checking the box” and take these steps 
to drive real operational readiness:

•  �Select one high-risk scenario that reflects your real 
environment and current threats

•  �Involve the whole incident response ecosystem, 
including business stakeholders and key third 
parties

•  �Run the exercise under realistic constraints and 
degraded conditions, not ideal assumptions
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Over 3,000 customer organizations rely on CYGNVS as their Cyber Resilience Business Command Center reducing the cost and impact 
of incidents and outages. Even when systems are unavailable or compromised, IT/Security, Business Teams, and External Providers 
collaborate inside CYGNVS to prepare and import response plans, practice playbooks in tabletop exercises, successfully execute the 
response, and report to regulators and customers. Learn more at CYGNVS.com.

• �Define clear success metrics in advance, including response timelines, decision ownership, and
coordination quality

• �Capture decisions, actions, and gaps as they happen so lessons are based on evidence, not memory

• �Convert findings into a prioritized remediation plan within days, with named owners and deadlines

• �Schedule recurring exercises throughout the year and validate improvements before the next session

• �Use an out-of-band environment such as CYGNVS to simulate real incident conditions and enable
coordinated execution when primary systems are disrupted

Continuous Improvement with CYGNVS Incident Response 
Lifecycle 
At CYGNVS, every tabletop aligns with a four-phase lifecycle designed 
to make practice realistic and repeatable:

Prepare: Define goals, roles, and success Criteria

Practice: Simulate real-world scenarios and time-sensitive decisions

Respond: Coordinate across teams using your actual tools and 
communication paths

Report: Capture lessons learned, assign owners, and track 
improvements

Teams gain critical familiarity with roles, workflows, and the CYGNVS 
environment itself—training where they will fight. The CYGNVS Tabletop Player can be used across a wide 
range of scenarios to generate After Action Reports (AARs) that identify areas for improvement and provide 
executive summaries for leadership or regulators.

More than 3,000 companies rely on CYGNVS. These organizations have seen their tabletop exercises 
evolve from a mandatory administrative task to a strategic security advantage that delivers tangible  
business benefits.

http://CYGNVS.com

