WHY PASSING
COMPLIANCE AUDITS
DOESN'T MEAN YOU'RE
SECURE

A PENTESTER'S PERSPECTIVE
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For organizations in regulated industries, passing a compliance audit is often treated as a
milestone. Reports come back clean, required controls are documented, and leadership gains
reassurance that security risks are “under control.” In financial services, healthcare,
manufacturing and legal environments, especially, compliance is often viewed as a proxy for
security.

From a penetration tester’s perspective, however, this confidence is frequently misplaced.

Compliance frameworks define minimum expectations, but they do not measure true exposure
to operational risk. Many organizations that meet regulatory requirements remain vulnerable to
compromise through attack paths that audits never examine. This is why understanding the
difference between being compliant and being secure is essential for organizations that want to
reduce real-world risk.
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What Compliance Audits Are Designed
to Do and What They Are Not

Compliance frameworks such as HIPAA, SOX, GLBA, and PCI DSS exist to standardize security
expectations across industries. They focus on ensuring organizations have appropriate policies,

documented procedures, and technical controls in place to protect sensitive data.

Audits typically assess:
e \Whether required controls exist
e \Whether policies are documented and reviewed
¢ \Whether access controls are formally defined
e \Whether security responsibilities are assigned

What audits do not typically assess is how those controls behave when actively challenged.

Compliance audits are not adversarial exercises. They do not simulate how an attacker might chain
weaknesses across systems, abuse legitimate credentials, or move laterally once inside the network. As
a result, itis entirely possible and surprisingly common for organizations to pass audits while remaining
highly vulnerable to exploitation.
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The Gap Between “Compliant™ and
“Compromised”

Penetration testing routinely reveals security gaps in environments that are fully compliant on paper.
These gaps rarely stem from missing controls; instead, they arise from how controls are implemented,
maintained, or bypassed in practice.

Common examples include:
e Multifactor authentication is enabled, but legacy authentication protocols are still allowed
e Strong password policies are enforced, while service accounts remain unmonitored and unrotated
e Network segmentation is documented, but ineffective due to permissive firewall rules
e Centralized logging is enabled, but alerts are never reviewed in real time

None of these issues would necessarily trigger a compliance failure. Yet each represents a viable entry
point or escalation path for attackers. Compliance verifies intent and structure; attackers exploit
operational reality.
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Attack Paths Audits Rarely Examine

Modern attacks rarely rely on a single vulnerability. Instead, they succeed by chaining together small, individually acceptable
weaknesses into a viable attack path. These paths are rarely tested during compliance audits.

From a penetration tester’s perspective, commonly overlooked areas include:

Internal Trust
Relationships

Excessive Privileges

Credential Abuse

Remote Access
Sprawl

Backup and
Recovery Systems

Systems often trust
one another more
than intended,
enabling lateral
movement without
triggering alarms.

Permissions
accumulate over
time, granting users
and service accounts
access far beyond
what is necessary for
business purposes.

Attackers frequently
leverage legitimate
credentials rather
than exploiting
vulnerabilities,
allowing them to
blend in with normal
activity.

VPNs, jump hosts,
and remote
administration tools
remain enabled long
after their original

purpose has expired.

Backup
environments are
often less monitored,
yet provide attackers
with access to
sensitive data or
privileged systems.

These weaknesses rarely violate compliance requirements, but they are exactly what attackers look for once inside an

environment
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> Compliance Blind Spots by Industry

While the compliance-versus-security gap exists across all sectors, it manifests differently depending on industry.

Financial Services

Healthcare

Manufacturing

Legal

Financial institutions often
maintain mature governance
programs and strong
perimeter defenses.
Penetration testing, however,
frequently uncovers over-
permissioned internal users,
weak segmentation between
business systems, and limited
testing of internal attack
paths. A strong compliance
posture does not always
translate to strong resilience
once attackers gain internal
access.

HIPAA compliance
emphasizes protecting patient
data and documenting access

controls. In practice,
healthcare environments
often rely on shared
credentials, operate legacy
systems tied to clinical
workflows, and avoid internal
attack simulation due to
uptime concerns. These
realities create exploitable
gaps that audits rarely expose
but attackers routinely
leverage.

Manufacturing environments
balance security, safety, and
operational availability.
Penetration testing commonly
reveals flat networks
connecting corporate and
production systems, legacy
industrial technologies
lacking modern controls, and
shared credentials for
continuity. While regulatory
requirements may be
satisfied, these conditions
often allow attackers to move
into production environments
unnoticed.

Law firms and legal
departments prioritize
confidentiality and client
privilege, yet often depend on
broad VPN access, cloud-
based document sharing
platforms, and limited
monitoring of internal user
activity. While compliance
requirements may be met,
internal attack paths involving
credential abuse and lateral
movement frequently remain
untested and undetected.
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Where Penetration Testing Complements Compliance

Penetration testing is not a replacement for compliance, it is a validation layer that tests whether compliance controls hold up under
realistic attack conditions.

Effective penetration testing:
¢ Simulates how attackers actually operate
e Tests controls across systems, not in isolation
¢ |dentifies attack paths created by control interaction
¢ Prioritizes risk based on exploitability, not policy alignment

Services such as network penetration testing, Active Directory security reviews, and password security analysis provide insight into
whether documented controls are truly enforced and where they break down.

Where compliance answers “Do we have controls?”, penetration testing answers “Do those controls work when it matters?”

Moving from Audit-Ready to Attack-Ready U

Organizations that rely solely on compliance as a security measure often discover their true exposure only after an incident. Shifting
from an audit-ready mindset to an attack-ready posture requires asking different questions:

Could an attacker move laterally after initial access?

Would credential abuse be detected quickly?

Are permissions aligned with actual business needs?
Do monitoring controls provide actionable visibility?

These questions are rarely addressed during audits, but they are central to reducing breach risk.
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Conclusion; Compliance Is the
Floor, Not the Celling

Compliance audits play an important role in establishing consistency,
accountability, and baseline protections across regulated industries.
However, compliance on its own does not evaluate how an environment

behaves when those controls are tested in practice.

From a penetration tester's perspective, environments that rely on audit
results as evidence of resilience often present meaningful exposure.
Adversaries are unconcerned with documentation or policy approval; they
focus on whether controls can be circumvented and systems accessed.

Organizations that combine compliance with regular penetration testing
develop a more accurate view of their risk exposure and the practical
effectiveness of their controls. While regulatory alignment addresses
oversight requirements, it does not measure how systems respond to a
determined attacker.

Depth Security supports this evaluation through penetration testing
centered on realistic attack paths and observable system behavior under
adversarial conditions. The resulting insight enables informed decisions
about security posture. To discuss an engagement, contact us today.
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