CRITICALSTART. (%)
Building a Retail Cyber Resilience Playbook for Holiday 2025

Introduction

The holiday season has always been make-or-break for retailers. In 2025, that truth still holds — but
what’s changed is the threat landscape. Cybercriminals now time their most aggressive attacks to
coincide with November and December, knowing that even a brief disruption can cost millions in lost
revenue and lasting damage to customer trust.

From BNPL fraud to fake customer service bots, from ransomware campaigns to phishing attacks
targeting seasonal staff, the risks we’'ve explored in this series reveal one reality: retailers must shift from
reactive defenses to proactive resilience.

This article outlines a practical playbook to help organizations prepare, detect, and respond effectively —
ensuring the holidays are profitable instead of perilous.

Recap: The 2025 Retail Threat Landscape
Over the last four articles, we’ve highlighted key threats shaping the holiday season:

o BNPL Fraud: Exploiting weak identity checks and stolen credentials to rack up purchases, leaving
retailers with the losses.

e Fake Customer Service Bots: Spoofed Al chatbots that impersonate brands and trick customers
into handing over credentials or payments.

e Zero Trust & MFA Gaps: Ransomware and credential theft thrive in flat networks with weak
authentication.

¢ Phishing Campaigns Targeting Employees: Seasonal hires and distracted staff fall prey to tailored
lures, opening doors for attackers.

Each of these threats exploits a different weakness — customer trust, employee behavior, network
architecture, or third-party relationships. Together, they form a multi-front challenge that requires layered
defenses.

Core Elements of a Holiday Cyber Resilience Playbook

1. Fraud Prevention & Customer Trust
e Strengthen identity verification for BNPL and other alternative payments.
e Collaborate with BNPL providers on fraud intelligence and anomaly detection.
e Launch pre-holiday customer awareness campaigns about safe support channels and fraud red
flags.

2. Zero Trust Access & MFA
e Enforce least-privilege access for seasonal hires and contractors.
e Segment POS and payment systems from the broader network.
e Upgrade MFA to phishing-resistant methods (e.g., hardware keys, adaptive access).

3. Employee Awareness & Phishing Defense
¢ Integrate cybersecurity training into seasonal onboarding.
e Run phishing simulations focused on holiday-themed lures.
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e Provide clear escalation channels for reporting suspicious activity.

4. Threat Monitoring & Incident Response
e Proactively monitor for spoofed domains, fake bots, and brand impersonation.
o Build rapid takedown processes with legal and threat-intel partners.
o Update incident response plans with holiday-specific contingencies, including communication
strategies for customers and vendors.

5. Vendor & Third-Party Risk Management
e Review access controls for logistics, shipping, and payment partners.
e Require MFA and logging for all vendor connections.
o Establish emergency protocols if a partner system is compromised.

The Holiday Effect: Why Preparation Can’t Wait

The holiday rush magnifies every risk: more employees, more transactions, more customer inquiries,
more distractions. A ransomware attack that might be survivable in June can devastate a retailer in
December. Similarly, a phishing email that compromises a seasonal worker can cascade into customer
data theft or fraudulent gift card redemption at the worst possible moment.

Retailers that prepare before the holiday surge are the ones who avoid scrambling mid-season when it's
already too late.

Looking Ahead to 2026

By the 2026 holiday season, we can expect attackers to integrate even more automation and generative
Al into their playbooks — producing smarter phishing lures, more convincing fake bots, and faster fraud
cycles. Retailers that start building layered resilience now will be best positioned to stay ahead.

Cyber resilience isn’t just a defensive strategy. Done right, it becomes a competitive differentiator:
customers trust brands that protect them. In a crowded retail landscape, that trust is the most valuable
currency of all.

Conclusion

The holiday season is a time of joy, generosity, and connection. For retailers, it's also the busiest, most
vulnerable stretch of the year. By implementing a clear playbook — spanning fraud prevention, Zero
Trust, MFA, phishing defense, and vendor risk management — organizations can transform cybersecurity
from a holiday headache into a year-round strength.

The greatest gift a retailer can give in 20257 A secure, trustworthy shopping experience that lets
customers focus on what matters most.



