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IT Support vs Cybersecurity: 
What’s the Difference?
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The Role of IT Support
What Does IT Support Cover?

IT support, also called IT services or IT helpdesk, is responsible for maintaining and 
troubleshooting an organisation’s technology infrastructure. The main focus is on ensuring 
that hardware, software, and networks run efficiently and reliably.

Key responsibilities of IT support include:

Device and network management: Keeping computers, servers, and networks 
in good working order.

Software installation and updates: Managing applications, patches, and 
system upgrades.

Data backups and recovery: Implementing backup strategies to restore lost data.

Cloud and infrastructure management: Configuring cloud-based services and on-
premises IT resources.

User support and troubleshooting: Helping employees with technical issues.

Introduction
To many small and medium-sized 
businesses, IT support and cybersecurity 
may seem interchangeable. After all, both 
involve technology, networks, and digital 
infrastructure. However, the two serve very 
different purposes. While IT support keeps 
a company’s systems running smoothly, 
cybersecurity protects those systems from 
threats.

Without a clear grasp of this distinction, 
a business may assume its IT provider 
is securing its systems when, in reality, 
cybersecurity requires a specialised 
approach. This article explains the key 
differences between IT and cybersecurity, 
explores why businesses need both, 
and provides insights into how SMEs can 
safeguard their operations effectively.
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The Role of Cybersecurity

What Is Cybersecurity?

Cybersecurity means protecting an organisation’s digital assets from cyber threats like 
hacking, phishing, and malware. While IT support makes sure that systems function, 
cybersecurity keeps them safe from bad actors.

Core areas of cybersecurity include:

Threat detection and prevention: Identifying and stopping 
cyber threats before they cause harm.

Data protection and encryption: Securing sensitive business 
and customer data.

Access control and identity management: Ensuring only 
authorised individuals access critical systems.

Incident response and recovery: Managing cyber incidents to 
minimise damage and ensure business continuity.

Compliance and governance: Keeping the business aligned with regulations 
such as the Australian Privacy Act and the Essential Eight framework.



4 www.emergeit.com.au

Cybersecurity vs. IT Support: 
The Key Differences

IT Support Cybersecurity

Primary Focus System functionality and 
performance

Protecting data, networks, and users from 
cyber threats

Proactive or Reactive? Mostly reactive (fixing 
problems as they arise)

Proactive (preventing threats before they 
occur)

Threat Handling
Deals with system 
crashes, software errors, 
and hardware failures

Prevents, detects, and responds to 
cyberattacks

Compliance & Risk Not focused on security 
compliance

Ensures adherence to security standards and 
best practices

Expertise Needed
General IT 
troubleshooting and 
management

Advanced knowledge of cybersecurity 
threats, risk management, and protection 
strategies

IT support may implement basic security measures, such as setting up firewalls and antivirus 
software, but this alone is not enough to combat modern cyber threats. A competent IT 
provider today will either have cybersecurity expertise and tooling or collaborate with an 
organisation that does. 

Why SMEs Need Both
Case Study: A Small Business Cyber 
Incident

An Australian retail business with an 
outsourced IT provider assumed its security 
was covered within their support contract. 
However, when an employee accidentally 
clicked a link in a phishing email, ransomware 
encrypted all company files. The business 
was unable to operate for several days while 
the IT provider restored the latest backups, 
leading to tens of thousands of dollars in lost 
sales. This case highlights the gap between 
IT support and cybersecurity. While IT support 
helped recover data, the lack of proactive 
security measures led to an avoidable 
business disruption.
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What Happens Without 
Dedicated Cybersecurity?
Beyond business disruptions—which can 
last for days, weeks, or even months—
organisations that lack proper proactive 
cybersecurity open themselves up to a 
range of serious risks:

Financial Loss

Cyberattacks can have significant financial 
consequences, including:

•	 Costly Downtime: When systems are 
compromised, businesses may be 
unable to operate until the issue is 
resolved, leading to lost revenue and 
productivity.

•	 Ransom Demands: Ransomware 
attacks can lock critical business data, 
with attackers demanding payments 
to restore access. Even if the ransom is 
paid, there is no guarantee the data will 
be fully recovered.

•	 Legal and Regulatory Fines: If a data 
breach exposes sensitive customer or 
financial information, businesses may 
face lawsuits and penalties under 
Australian privacy laws, such as the 
Notifiable Data Breaches (NDB) scheme 
under the Privacy Act.

•	 Fraud and Theft: Cybercriminals 
may steal funds directly through 
compromised financial systems, 
fraudulent transactions, or unauthorised 
access.

Reputation Damage

A cybersecurity breach can severely 
impact customer trust and brand 
reputation:

•	 Loss of Customer Confidence: Clients 
and partners may be hesitant to 
engage with a company that has 
suffered a security breach, fearing that 
their data might also be at risk.

•	 Public Scrutiny: News of a cyber 
incident can spread quickly, particularly 
in industries that handle sensitive 
information such as finance, healthcare, 
or legal services. Negative media 
coverage can discourage potential 
customers.

•	 Long-Term Business Impact: Businesses 
that fail to protect customer data may 
struggle to regain their reputation, 
leading to decreased sales, loss of 
competitive advantage, and potential 
business closures.

Compliance Violations

Failure to implement adequate 
cybersecurity measures can result in non-
compliance with Australian regulations, 
leading to:

•	 Regulatory Fines and Penalties: 
Businesses that fail to meet legal 
requirements, such as the Australian 
Privacy Act, or APRA CPS 234 (for 
financial institutions), may face financial 
penalties or legal action.

•	 Mandatory Breach Notifications: Under 
the Notifiable Data Breaches (NDB) 
scheme, organisations must report data 
breaches to the Office of the Australian 
Information Commissioner (OAIC) and 
affected individuals. Non-compliance 
can result in heavy fines.

•	 Loss of Business Partnerships: Many 
industries require cybersecurity 
compliance as a prerequisite for 
contracts or partnerships. A poor 
security posture could mean losing key 
business opportunities.

By investing in dedicated cybersecurity 
measures, organisations can mitigate these 
risks, ensuring resilience against cyber 
threats while protecting financial assets, 
reputation, and regulatory standing.
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A Security-Focused Approach
Cybersecurity is not just about having the right technology—it requires a strategic, proactive 
approach. For SMEs, this often means having a dedicated cybersecurity team. However, 
maintaining an in-house cybersecurity department can be costly and resource-intensive. 
Instead, many SMEs can benefit from partnering with a specialised cybersecurity provider 
that shares resources across multiple organisations, delivering enterprise-grade protection at 
a fraction of the cost.

To effectively safeguard their operations, every SME should have:

Employee Training

Most cyberattacks exploit human 
error, making staff the first line of 
defence. Without regular training, 
employees may inadvertently 
open phishing emails, use weak 
passwords, or mishandle sensitive 
data.
•	 A structured cybersecurity 

training program should include 
ongoing awareness campaigns, 
phishing simulations, and role-
specific education.

•	 Automated policy 
enforcement—such as multi-
factor authentication (MFA) 
and access control—reduces 
reliance on employee vigilance 
alone.

•	 Regular refresher training ensures 
that security best practices 
remain top of mind.

A Dedicated 
Cybersecurity Strategy

Many SMEs rely on their general 
IT provider to handle security, but 
this approach often falls short. 
While IT teams focus on system 
maintenance, productivity tools, and 
user support, cybersecurity requires 
a specialised skill set and continuous 
monitoring.

•	 A dedicated cybersecurity 
team focuses on detecting and 
mitigating cyber threats before 
they cause harm.

•	 Continuous threat monitoring, 
vulnerability assessments, and 
security improvements help 
prevent breaches before they 
occur.
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Incident Response Planning

It’s now well known that a cyber 
incident is not a matter of “if” but 
“when.” SMEs must be prepared 
to respond quickly to minimise 
downtime, protect sensitive data, 
and recover operations.

•	 A cybersecurity team should 
develop and test incident 
response plans, ensuring swift 
action when a breach occurs.

•	 Managed detection and 
response (MDR) and rapid 
remediation services can help 
contain threats before they 
cause widespread damage.

•	 Having a pre-established cyber 
incident response plan allows 
businesses to act decisively, 
reducing financial losses and 
reputational harm.

Layered Security Measures

Cyber threats constantly evolve, so 
a multi-layered security approach is 
critical. A single security measure—
such as antivirus software—is 
insufficient on its own. Instead, SMEs 
need a combination of:

•	 Network Defences – Firewalls, 
intrusion detection/prevention 
systems (IDS/IPS), and network 
segmentation to limit access.

•	 Endpoint Protection – Advanced 
antivirus, endpoint detection 
and response (EDR), and device 
encryption to secure individual 
computers and mobile devices.

•	 Cloud & Data Security – Secure 
cloud access, regular data 
backups, and encryption to 
prevent data breaches.

•	 Identity & Access Management 
(IAM) – Multi-factor 
authentication (MFA), single sign-
on (SSO), and role-based access 
controls (RBAC) ensure that only 
authorised users can access 
sensitive systems and data.

A cybersecurity team ensures these 
layers work together seamlessly and 
remain updated as new threats 
emerge.
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Bridging the Cybersecurity Gap

Conclusion

For SMEs that lack the resources to hire a full cybersecurity team, a cybersecurity-focused 
provider offers a scalable, cost-effective solution. By leveraging shared expertise and 
aggregated costs, SMEs gain access to enterprise-grade security without the overhead of a 
large IT security department.

Investing in proactive cybersecurity measures now is far less expensive than dealing with the 
aftermath of a data breach or ransomware attack. Whether through a dedicated in-house 
team or an external security provider, prioritising cybersecurity ensures business continuity, 
regulatory compliance, and long-term success.

While IT support and cybersecurity are related, they serve distinct functions. IT support 
facilitates smooth day-to-day operations, while cybersecurity proactively protects businesses 
from cyber threats. In the twenty-first century, relying on IT support alone doesn’t guarantee 
security. Every Australian SME should prioritise creating and implementing a dedicated 
cybersecurity strategy.

By implementing robust security measures, investing in cybersecurity expertise, and training 
employees, businesses can reduce their risk and maintain a secure digital environment. 
Understanding the difference between IT support and cybersecurity is the first step towards a 
more resilient and protected organisation.
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