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WHY IS0 27001, AND WHY NOW

ISO/IEC 27001 is the international standard for information security management. It
defines what an Information Security Management System (ISMS) is, how it should be
designed, operated, and measured. Organisations that successfully implement and
maintain an ISMS and pass an independent audit by an accredited certification body
receive ISO 27001 certification, valid for three years subject to surveillance audits.

For UK SMEs in 2026, ISO 27001 is moving from "impressive credential" to "commercial
requirement". Public-sector contracts increasingly mandate it. Enterprise customers
increasingly require it from their suppliers as part of standard procurement due diligence.
Cyber insurance carriers price it favourably. And, perhaps most importantly, the
businesses winning competitive tenders against rivals of similar capability often cite ISO
27001 as the differentiator that closed the deal.

@ ISO 27001 is not the cheapest accreditation. It is the one that makes the
difference when a procurement team is choosing between two otherwise similar
suppliers, and increasingly, the one without which the procurement team won't
even shortlist you.

o Recurring observation from clients pursuing certification

This guide explains what ISO 27001 actually involves, what the realistic timeline and cost
look like, what businesses often underestimate, and the 12—-18-month path most SMEs
take to achieve certification. It is written for the people making the decision IT directors,
business owners, operations leaders not for compliance specialists.

Use this guide as
® A briefing for the leadership team or board considering ISO 27001.

9 A diagnostic on whether your business is ready to start the journey.
® A cost and timeline reality-check before commitment.

9 A reference for what a serious ISMS implementation looks like.

Considering 1SO 27001?
PNty We offer a free Strategic ISO 27001 Discovery Conversation, a 60-minute call

with one of our senior consultants to understand your current posture, your
commercial drivers, and a realistic path for your business. No obligation, no
sales pitch, and you leave the call with a clear-eyed view of whether ISO 27001
is the right move and what it would take.

o Book a Strategic Discovery call at systemforce.co.uk
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WHAT IS0 27001 ACTUALLY IS

Most descriptions of ISO 27001 either oversimplify it ("it's a cybersecurity certificate") or
drown the reader in compliance language. The reality sits between the two. ISO 27001 is
a framework for managing information security risk in a structured, documented,
continuously improved way.

Two parts, both required
ISO 27001 has two distinct components. Both must be in place to certify.

BBE The Management System (Clauses 4-10)

O The first half is about how your business manages information security as a
discipline, leadership commitment, risk assessment methodology, scope
definition, objectives, internal audit, management review, and continual
improvement. This is the part most SMEs underestimate. It is not about
technology; it is about how decisions get made, evidenced and reviewed.

Annex A controls (the technical and operational measures)

The second half is the catalogue of controls you select from to address the risks
identified in your assessment. Annex A in the 2022 version of ISO 27001
contains 93 controls organised into four themes. You don't have to implement all
93 you implement the ones relevant to your risks, and document why others are
not applicable. The output is the Statement of Applicability.

e oo o

Information security policies, roles & responsibilities, supplier

A5 . L ) .
S 21 relationships, incident management, business continuity, threat
Organisational . )
intelligence.
Screening, terms of employment, awareness & training,
A.6 People 8 9 ploy 9

disciplinary process, and post-employment responsibilities.

Physical security perimeters, secure areas, equipment

A.7 Physical 14 ; )
maintenance, secure disposal, clear desk and screen.

Access control, authentication, cryptography, secure
34 development, malware protection, backup, logging,
vulnerability management, and network security.

A8
Technological
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@ Common misconception: ISO 27001 is sometimes described as "100+

controls to implement”. That's misleading. The standard requires you to assess
risk, then select controls proportionate to that risk. A small SME with simple
operations may end up implementing 40-50 controls in any meaningful way; a
complex enterprise might implement all 93. Both can be ISO 27001 certified.
The standard concerns whether your control selection is justified, not whether
it's exhaustive.

I WHO ACTUALLY NEEDS IS0 27001

ISO 27001 is a serious investment of time, money and management attention. It is the
right answer for some SMEs and the wrong answer for others.

Honest self-assessment of which group you're in is the first useful step before
committing.

Strong commercial fit

© © © © 006

Bidding for public-sector contracts where ISO 27001 is mandated or scored.

Selling to enterprise customers (financial services, healthcare, large retail) where
due diligence questionnaires routinely require it.

Operating in regulated sectors financial services, healthcare, legal, where
information security maturity is a competitive necessity.

Holding sensitive third-party data at scale, where customers want assurance beyond
Cyber Essentials.

Selling internationally, where UK-only frameworks (Cyber Essentials) carry less
recognition.

Pursuing acquisition, investment or expansion where due diligence will scrutinise
security posture.
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No specific commercial driver "it would be nice to have" rarely justifies the
investment.

Cyber Essentials not yet achieved start there first; ISO 27001 builds on the same
foundations.

Limited leadership commitment ISO 27001 fails without genuine senior sponsorship.
No named owner with the time and authority to lead the programme.

Significant operational fires elsewhere are consuming management attention.

©L. The honest test: if you can't articulate within 60 seconds what ISO 27001 will

HQ! let your business do (or stop blocking) commercially, the timing is wrong. ISO

27001 done well is transformative. ISO 27001 done as a compliance exercise
without a commercial purpose is expensive theatre.

6x
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BN THE REALISTIC 12-18 MONTH TIMELINE

Vendors and consultants sometimes promise ISO 27001 certification within 3 to 6
months. For most UK SMEs, that timeline is unrealistic or it results in an ISMS that exists
only on paper and is not operationally embedded, which fails surveillance audits and
creates more problems than it solves. The realistic path is 12 to 18 months from kick-off
to certification, broken into five phases.

Phase Duration | What happens

) Honest assessment against ISO 27001 requirements.
1. Gap analysis 1-2 months o
Output: gap report + remediation plan.
2. ISMS design -3 months Scope, r.|sk methodology, Statement of Applicability, top-
level policies, RACI.
Deploying controls, writing procedures, training staff, and

3. Implementation = 4-6 months . .
generating evidence.

Documentation review by the certification body findings

4. Stage 1 audit L month to address before Stage 2.

5. Stage 2 audit 1-2 months = Operational audit. Successful outcome - certification.

Why 12-18 months, not 3-6

The constraint is operational evidence. The certification body needs to see that controls
are in place AND working over a meaningful period typically a minimum of three months
of operational evidence.

Add gap analysis, ISMS design and the audit cycle, and 12 months becomes the realistic
minimum. Businesses that try to compress this end up with an ISMS that documents
what they intend to do, not what they've actually done and Stage 2 audits quickly surface
that distinction.

IZ"% What we observe: the SMEs that achieve certification fastest are those that
accept the timeline up front and resource the work properly. The ones that try
to compress it routinely take longer overall because rushed early phases
produce rework that delays the later ones. Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.

Secure IT Simplified
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BN WHAT IT ACTUALLY COSTS

The total cost of ISO 27001 certification varies materially by business size, sector, scope
and starting maturity. The ranges below are typical for UK SMEs of 25-250 staff pursuing
first-time certification. Read them as planning ranges, not quotes.

Cost category Typical range Notes

Gap analysis (external) £3,000-£8,000 Onef-c.)ff, before cgmmltment. Strongest single

decision-support investment.
_Consultmghmplementat £15,000-£60,000 Varies by scope, in-house capability, and
ion support consultant model.

0.25-0.5 FTE x Often, the highest hidden cost needs honest

Internal staff time
12 months acknowledgement.

Tooling (ISMS platform, = £3,000-£12,000  Vanta, Drata, ISMS.online, etc. Materially
optional) p.a. accelerates evidence collection.

Stage 1 + Stage 2
certification audit

By an accredited certification body. Cost

£6,000-£18,000 scales with scope and headcount.

Surveillance audits £3,000-£8,000 Annual maintenance audits between
(years 2 & 3) p.a. recertifications.

Recertification (year 3)  £6,000-£18,000  Three-year cycle. Re-audit of full scope.

Realistic total

For a typical UK SME of 50-100 staff, the all-in first-year cost, gap analysis, consulting,
internal time (priced at loaded hourly rates), tooling, certification, typically falls between
£40,000 and £100,000. The wide range reflects the extent to which work can be done in-
house versus outsourced, and the maturity of the existing security posture. Year 2 and
Year 3 maintenance costs typically run between £10,000 and £25,000 per year.

The ROI question: ISO 27001 is rarely the cheapest path to operational
® 7 security. It is often the cheapest path to commercial outcomes particularly
tendered contracts, enterprise customer wins, and insurance benefits that
depend on certification. The decision is usually not "is the security worth it?"
but "are the commercial outcomes worth it?" Do that arithmetic honestly before
committing.

Secure IT Simplified
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I COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

ISO 27001 implementations fail or stall in remarkably consistent ways. Recognising the
patterns up front saves time, money and the ISMS itself.

® ® ® ® ® ® ® ® ® ®

Starting without leadership commitment "the IT director's project” rarely survives the
first quarter.

Scoping too broadly covering the whole business when the commercial driver only
requires a specific service line.

Scoping too narrowly excluding so much that the certificate fails to satisfy the
customers driving it.

Outsourcing the ISMS entirely results in documentation that the business can't
operate or provide evidence during an audit.

Choosing the cheapest certification body auditor experience varies materially, and a
bad audit experience is expensive.

Treating Annex A as a tick-list the standard requires risk-driven selection, not a
survey.

Skipping internal audit required by the standard, and a leading indicator of audit
success.

Underestimating evidence collection most businesses produce evidence reactively
rather than systematically.

Going for certification without a clear commercial purpose burns out the team and
the budget.

Letting the ISMS go stale after Year 1 surveillance audits will find it, and
recertification will be painful.

S

&

TN

hod The pattern: almost every difficult ISO 27001 journey traces to under-

4

investment somewhere leadership attention, internal time, consulting depth,
evidence discipline. The standard is well-designed and achievable. The
implementation, like all serious change programmes, depends on proper
resourcing.
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I ARE YOU READY TO START? A PRE-FLIGHT CHECK

Before committing to ISO 27001, the questions below help leadership teams calibrate
whether the business is genuinely ready. "No" answers don't disqualify you they identify
what needs to be true before starting, and roughly when. The cost of starting unprepared
is materially higher than the cost of waiting another quarter.

Commercial readiness

@ There is a clear commercial reason named contracts, named customers, named
markets for pursuing certification.

@ The leadership team understands the cost and timeline and has formally committed
budget and management time.

@ There is a named senior sponsor (managing director, COO, or equivalent)
accountable for the outcome.

@ The scope of certification has been provisionally defined services in, services out.

Operational readiness

@ Cyber Essentials has been achieved (or will be in parallel with the early phases of
the ISO 27001 journey).

@ MFA is universally enforced; EDR is deployed; backups are tested. The Annex A
baseline is largely in place.

@ There is a named ISMS lead with capacity (typically 0.25-0.5 FTE for the first 12
months).

@ Internal audit capability exists internal resource, external partner, or a clear plan to
procure it.

Cultural readiness

@ Leadership genuinely supports the discipline of documented decisions, evidence
trails, and continual improvement.

@ There is an appetite for the cultural shift involved security as an ongoing discipline,
not an annual exercise.

@ The team is willing to write things down, review them periodically, and treat the
ISMS as a living system.

gg The pragmatic test: if your team would describe the relationship with security

2 policies today as "we have them somewhere" rather than "we live by them",
the ISMS will struggle. The standard rewards discipline. The work that must
precede the discipline is often more valuable than the certificate itself.

M System Force L.T.
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HOW SYSTEM FORCE IT CAN HELP

We support UK SMEs through ISO 27001 readiness and certification not as auditors
(who must be independent), but as the security and operations partner that delivers the
underlying capability and the evidence that audits require. Our involvement typically
spans gap analysis through to surveillance audit support, with the depth and discipline
that determines whether the ISMS is operational or theoretical.

System Force IT delivers:

o]

ISO 27001 gap analysis honest assessment against the standard, with a costed
remediation plan.

ISMS design and implementation support scope, methodology, policies, Statement of
Applicability.

Annex A control implementation particularly the technical and operational controls
(A.5, A.7, A.8), where most SMEs need depth.

Evidence and documentation discipline how to collect, organise and present what
audits require.

Internal audit programmes running them ourselves, or building the capability
internally.

Pre-Stage-2 readiness reviews surfacing audit issues while there is still time to
address them.

Surveillance audit support keeping the ISMS alive through Year 2 and Year 3.

@ Book a Strategic ISO 27001 Discovery call.

A 60-minute conversation with one of our senior consultants. We'll understand
your commercial drivers, assess your initial maturity at a high level, and outline
a realistic path to certification for your business. No obligation, no sales pitch,
and you leave the call with a clear-eyed view of whether ISO 27001 is the right
next step.

o Book your Strategic Discovery call at systemforce.co.uk

@] Or call us directly: 01452 701355 We're based in Gloucestershire and

support UK SMEs through certification journeys that earn the certificate and
the operational benefits it represents.

System Force L.T.
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ISO/IEC 27001:2022: iso.org/isoiec-27001-information-security.html

UKAS accredited certification bodies: ukas.com
BSI ISO 27001 guidance: bsigroup.com

IASME governance schemes: iasme.co.uk

®© 0 0 0 0O

NCSC Cyber Assessment Framework (related): ncsc.gov.uk

9 The System Force Cyber Security Framework (white paper) strategic framing of the
controls underlying ISO 27001.

® Cyber Essentials Readiness Checklist start here if not yet certified.
® Microsoft 365 Security Quick Wins operational baseline for Annex A.8 controls.

® Backup & Disaster Recovery Checklist Annex A.5 and A.8 alignment.

This document is provided for general guidance only. Costs, timelines and requirements
cited are typical UK SME observations as of mid-2026; actual outcomes vary materially
by business size, sector, scope and starting maturity. ISO 27001 certification can only be
issued by accredited certification bodies; this guide does not represent or substitute for
the standard or for formal certification advice.

»
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System Force IT Limited
ISO 27001 Readiness Guide for UK SMEs 2026

System Force |.T.
Secure IT Simplified

Want a free ISO 27001 readiness review with System Force IT?

We run free, no-obligation reviews for UK SMEs.
Written report in 7 working days.
No sales pitch, no follow-up unless you ask for one.

Book at systemforce.co.uk
Or call us directly: 01452 701355

System Force IT | supporting UK businesses since 2006.

UKAS ISO/IEC 27001: 2022 Certified | Microsoft Solutions Partner |
Certified 3CX Partner | Cyber Essentials Practitioners |
RIPE NCC Member

Book your free ISO 27001 Readiness
Guide for UK SMEs.

(v) 01452701355

www.systemforce.co.uk

sales@systemforce.co.uk
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