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Ethical Hacking Starter Toolkit

A Practical Guide for Security Teams, Beginners, and IT Managers
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1. Introduction

1.1 What Ethical Hacking Is (in Simple Terms)

Ethical hacking is the practice of testing computer systems, networks, and applications
for vulnerabilities using the same techniques as malicious hackers, but with permission
and for constructive purposes.In essence, ethical hackers act as “digital

locksmiths”, identifying weaknesses before criminals can exploit them.
e Think of ethical hacking as a “security audit” for your digital assets.

e Unlike cybercriminals, ethical hackers always obtain explicit authorisation before

testing.

o For example, an ethical hacker might test a company’s website for flaws that could

let attackers steal customer data.

1.2 Who This Toolkit Is For

e Security Teams: Professionals responsible for safeguarding organisational IT

infrastructure.
e Beginners: Individuals new to cybersecurity who wish to learn practical basics.
o IT Managers: Decision-makers overseeing IT operations and risk management.

This toolkit is suitable for anyone seeking to improve their understanding of digital

security through hands-on testing methods.
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1.3 How to Use This Toolkit Alongside Real-World Security

Practices

The toolkit complements real-world security practices by providing practical steps and

tools for vulnerability assessment, but it should never replace robust organisational

policies and procedures. Always ensure:
e Proper authorisation is obtained before conducting any tests.
e All findings are reported responsibly and fixed promptly.

e Testing is part of a comprehensive security strategy, including regular updates,

employee training, and incident response planning.

For example, after running a vulnerability scan on a network, results should be shared
with system administrators and recommendations provided for patching any

vulnerabilities found.
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2. Ethical Hacking Basics (Quick Primer)

2.1 What Ethical Hacking Involves

Ethical hacking covers a range of activities, such as:
e Scanning for vulnerabilities in websites, databases, and servers
o Testing the strength of passwords and authentication methods
e Assessing network security through simulated attacks
e Reviewing code for flaws that could be exploited

A typical ethical hacking process may include information gathering, vulnerability

scanning, exploiting weaknesses (in a controlled manner), and documenting findings.

2.2 When Ethical Hacking Should Be Used

Ethical hacking is most effective when:
e Launching a new product or service - e.g., before a website goes live
e After major system changes or upgrades
e Aspartof regular security assessments (e.g., quarterly or annually)

e When compliance with standards (such as GDPR or ISO 27001) requires security

validation

For instance, a company deploying a new cloud storage solution might use ethical hacking

to ensure sensitive files cannot be accessed by unauthorised users.
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2.3 Common Use Cases

e Web Applications: Testing for SQL injection, cross-site scripting, and

authentication flaws.
o Networks: Identifying unsecured devices, weak encryption, or open ports.

e Cloud Environments: Checking for misconfigured permissions, insecure APIs,

and data leakage risks.

Example: An ethical hacker may attempt to bypass login screens in an online banking

platform to test if customer accounts are properly secured.

2.4 Key Principles and Boundaries

Permission: Never conduct tests without written approval from system owners.

o Transparency: Keep stakeholders informed of planned activities and findings.

¢ Non-Disruption: Avoid causing harm or service interruption during testing.

o Confidentiality: Respect privacy and protect sensitive information discovered.

o Responsible Disclosure: Report vulnerabilities directly to the organisation, not

the public.

For example, if an ethical hacker finds a flaw that exposes private customer information,

they must notify the company discreetly and never share details externally.
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3. Authorisation & Testing Scope Checklist

3.1 Pre-Engagement Checklist

Gain written authorisation from the system owner before commencing any

testing.
e C(Clearly define the purpose and objectives of the engagement.

o Identify and list all assets to be tested (in-scope) and those to be excluded (out-of-

scope).

e Agree on timeframes, test windows, and any limitations (e.g., no testing during

peak hours).
e Establish communication channels and escalation contacts for incident response.

e Review all relevant legal and compliance requirements (such as GDPR, local data

protection laws, and industry standards).

e Ensure all team members understand the agreed rules of engagement.

3.2 Written Authorisation Template

Below is a template outlining the essential elements of a written authorisation letter for

ethical hacking engagements:

o Parties Involved: Full names and contact details of both the system owner and

the testing team.

o Purpose of Engagement: A brief description of what the testing aims to achieve.
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e Scope of Testing: Detailed list of in-scope assets (e.g., specific servers,
applications, or IP ranges), and explicit out-of-scope items.
o Timeframe: Start and end dates, including any approved testing windows.

e Rules of Engagement: Testing limits (e.g, no denial-of-service attacks),

communication procedures, and incident escalation process.

o Confidentiality: Agreement on handling sensitive data and reporting

vulnerabilities discreetly.

e Legal and Compliance: Confirmation that the testing complies with all applicable

laws and regulations.

Signatures: Dated signatures from authorised representatives of both parties.

3.3 Defining Scope: In-Scope vs Out-of-Scope Assets

Carefully distinguishing in-scope and out-of-scope assets is crucial to avoid unintended

disruptions and legal issues:

e In-Scope: Assets, systems, or applications explicitly authorised for testing (e.g.,

company-owned web servers, specific cloud environments).

e Out-of-Scope: Third-party systems, production databases containing live

customer data, or legacy infrastructure not covered by the agreement.

Always document the scope and confirm mutual understanding with stakeholders

before proceeding.
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3.4 Rules of Engagement

e Testing must only occur within agreed time windows to minimise risk to

operations.

e Prohibited activities (such as social engineering, phishing, or denial-of-service)

should be clearly stated.
e Immediate reporting of critical vulnerabilities or incidents is required.

e All findings and data collected must be handled securely and only shared with

authorised personnel.

3.5 Legal and Compliance Considerations

e Ensure the engagement aligns with data protection laws (e.g.,, GDPR) and industry

standards (e.g., ISO 27001).
e Obtain explicit written consent to avoid legal exposure.

e Maintain records of authorisation, communications, and findings for audit

purposes.

3.6 Printable Checklist: Authorisation & Scope

Task Completed?

Written authorisation obtained from system|[ ]

owner
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Purpose and objectives clearly defined [ ]

In-scope and out-of-scope assets identified [ |

Testing timeframes and windows agreed [ ]

Rules of engagement documented and] ]

understood

Legal and compliance requirements| ]

reviewed

Communication channels and escalation| ]

contacts established
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4. Vulnerability Testing Workflow
This workflow offers a step-by-step approach for conducting ethical vulnerability testing
efficiently and safely:

1. Reconnaissance & Information Gathering

Collect publicly available information about the target, such as domain names, IP
addresses, and technology stacks. Use only approved tools and methods to avoid

unintentional exposure.
2. Identifying Common Vulnerabilities

Scan in-scope systems for known security flaws, misconfigurations, and weak credentials.

Prioritise checks for vulnerabilities relevant to the business context.
3. Safe Validation of Findings

Carefully validate potential vulnerabilities to confirm risk without causing harm. Avoid
destructive testing techniques and always use test accounts or non-production data

where possible.
4. Methods to Avoid Disruption and Data Loss

Schedule tests outside of business-critical hours, monitor system health during testing,
and halt activities immediately if instability or data loss is suspected. Communicate

findings promptly and work with system owners to remediate issues.

Vulnerability Testing Workflow Diagram
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Step 1:Reconnaissance & Information Gathering — Step 2:Identify Vulnerabilities

— Step 3: Safe Validation — Step 4: Avoid Disruption & Data Loss — Step 5: Report &

Remediate
1. — 2. ldentify Vulnerabilities —» 3. Safe-» 4. Avoid— 5. Report
Reconnaissance Validation  Disruption &

remediate

By following this structured workflow, you can ensure that vulnerability testing is

thorough, responsible, and minimises operational risk.
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5. Reporting Templates

Clear, structured reporting is essential for ensuring that identified vulnerabilities are
communicated effectively to all stakeholders, including technical teams, management,
and auditors. The following vulnerability report template provides a consistent

framework for documenting findings and recommended actions.

5.1 Vulnerability Report Template

o Executive Summary: A concise overview of the vulnerability, its potential impact,
and the urgency of remediation. This section should be accessible to non-technical

stakeholders and provide sufficient context for decision-making.

o Risk Rating and Impact Description: Assign a risk level (e.g., Critical, High,
Medium, Low) based on likelihood and potential business impact. Describe how
the vulnerability could affect confidentiality, integrity, or availability of systems,

referencing relevant business processes or data.

e Proof of Concept: Provide clear evidence of the vulnerability, including steps to
reproduce, screenshots, logs, or code snippets. Ensure that no sensitive data is

exposed in this section.

e Recommended Remediation: Outline specific, actionable steps to address the
vulnerability. Where appropriate, include references to best practice guidance or

vendor documentation.
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5.2 Sample Fillable Vulnerability Report

Section

Report Title

Date of Report

Tested System/Asset

Executive Summary

Risk Rating

Impact Description

Proof of Concept

Recommended Remediation

Responsible Parties

Retesting Date

Final Status

Details

[Enter descriptive title]

[DD/MM/YYYY]

[Specify system, application, or asset]

[Summarise the vulnerability and its

potential impact]

[Critical / High / Medium / Low]

[Describe the likely consequences if

exploited]

[Detail reproduction steps, evidence, and

supporting material]

[List corrective actions and references]

[Name(s) and role(s) of those responsible

for remediation]

[Planned or actual retesting date]

[Open / Remediated / Accepted Risk]
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6. Ethical Hacking Best Practices

Ethical hacking must be conducted in accordance with legal, ethical, and organisational

standards. Adherence to best practices ensures that testing activities protect systems,

data, and stakeholder interests.

6.1 Responsible Disclosure Guidelines

Report vulnerabilities promptly and only to authorised contacts, following

established organisational or industry disclosure processes.

Do not publicly disclose vulnerabilities until the responsible parties have had a

reasonable opportunity to remediate the issue.

Maintain professional and respectful communication with all stakeholders,

ensuring that findings are constructive and non-adversarial.

6.2 Data Handling and Confidentiality

Access only information and systems explicitly authorised for testing. Do
not attempt to access or manipulate production data unless required and

approved.

Securely store all sensitive data, evidence, and test results. Use encryption and

limit access to authorised personnel only.

Dispose of test data and artefacts securely when no longer needed, in accordance

with organisational policies.

www.gsdcouncil.org 14



http://www.gsdcouncil.org/

@'GSDC

Global Skill Develop

6.3 Documentation Standards

e Maintain comprehensive, accurate, and contemporaneous records of all testing

activities, findings, and communications.

o Ensurethatdocumentation is clear, objective, and free from unnecessary technical

jargon.

e Use version control for all reports and evidence to track changes

and maintain audit trails.
6.3 Retesting and Verification After Fixes

e Schedule retesting promptly after remediation measures are implemented to

confirm that vulnerabilities have been effectively addressed.
o Verify that fixes do not introduce new security issues or regressions.

e Update documentation and reports to reflect the outcome of retesting, including

evidence of successful remediation or outstanding risks.

By following these reporting and ethical best practices, security professionals and
auditors can ensure that vulnerability assessments are both effective and trustworthy,

supporting the organisation’s resilience and compliance objectives.
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7. Common Mistakes to Avoid

o Testing without proper authorisation: Initiating security assessments without
explicit approval can lead to legal consequences and unnecessary risk exposure

for the organisation.

e Undefined scope leading to disruption: Failing to clearly define the scope of
testing may result in unintentional service outages, data loss, or interference with

business operations.

e Poor documentation: Inadequate recording of activities, findings, and
communications can hinder remediation efforts, reduce transparency, and

compromise auditability.

e Focusing on tools over methodology: Relying solely on automated tools rather
than applying a rigorous, risk-based approach can result in missed vulnerabilities

and superficial assessments.
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8. Ethical Hacking Readiness Self-Assessment

8.1 Quick Self-Check

e Do you have clear authorisation processes in place for all testing activities?

e Are security tests scheduled and conducted on a regular basis?

e Are all findings systematically tracked, prioritised, and remediated?

e Arethere defined ownership and accountability for security follow-up and

verification?

Assessment Area Yes

Clear authorisation process | |

Regular  security testing] ]

schedule

Findings tracked and| |

remediated

Ownership  for  security] ]

follow-up

No

Use this checklist to identify areas for improvement and strengthen your organisation’s

security assessment practices.
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9. Next Steps

9.1 How to Use the Toolkit in Real Environments

To maximise the effectiveness of your ethical hacking toolkit, begin by integrating its
components into your existing security workflows. Ensure that all stakeholders are
familiar with the toolkit’s features and understand how to apply them during different
stages of assessment. Establish clear procedures for initiating tests, collecting evidence,
and reporting findings, making certain these processes align with organisational policies

and regulatory requirements.

Regularly review and update the toolkit based on lessons learned
from previous engagements and changes in the threat landscape. Encourage
collaboration between technical teams and business units to ensure that testing activities

are relevant and actionable, fostering a culture of continuous improvement.

9.2 Building a Repeatable Ethical Hacking Process

Developing a structured, repeatable process is essential for consistent and reliable
security testing outcomes. Start by defining a standard methodology that includes
planning, scoping, execution, reporting, and remediation. Use templates and checklists to
streamline documentation and ensure nothing is overlooked. Incorporate version control

and audit trails so that all activities can be traced and reviewed.

Automate routine tasks where possible, such as scanning and evidence collection,

but maintain manual oversight for critical decision-making and risk evaluation. Schedule
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regular reviews of your process to identify opportunities for optimisation and to adapt to

new threats and technologies.

9.3 Keeping Security Testing Aligned with Organisational
Goals

Security testing should always support the broader objectives of the organisation. Begin
by mapping testing activities to strategic goals, such as compliance, risk reduction, and
operational resilience. Engage with leadership to ensure priorities are understood and

that resources are allocated appropriately.

Establish metrics for success, such as reduced vulnerabilities or improved response
times, and communicate these outcomes to relevant stakeholders. By aligning security
testing with organisational goals, you can demonstrate value, foster buy-in, and drive

meaningful improvements across the enterprise.
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Conclusion

Ethical hacking is most effective when it follows clear processes, strong guidelines, and
responsible practices. This starter toolkit is designed to help you approach security
testing in a structured and practical way - from defining scope and authorization to

reporting findings and strengthening defenses.

Use this toolkit as a foundation to build repeatable, ethical, and effective security testing
practices within your organization or team. As cyber threats continue to evolve, a
proactive and well-documented approach to ethical hacking can make a meaningful

difference in reducing risk and improving overall security posture.

www.gsdcouncil.org 20



http://www.gsdcouncil.org/

Global Skill Development Council

CERTIFIED ETHICAL

HACKING FOUNDATION XA v
(CEHF) @a5DhC

OFESSIONAL I

E
C=HF
|
GET GLOBAL RECOGNITION AND

STAND OUT AS A LEADER IN THE FIELD : CERTIFIED
OF ETHICAL HACKING FOUNDATION. Y
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EBOOK

Extensive and exclusive Ebook created by
world’s experts to help you with
understanding core concepts.

CREATED BY EXPERTS LEARNING MATERIALS

GSDC certifications are created and
authored by world’s leading experts in the
field.

Get access to learning materials such as videos,
ebooks, templates, and practice exams, which
will help you clear the certification exam.
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Unmatched professional growth and continuous learning
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