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Throughout the cybersecurity community, the narrative around readiness is often framed as an execution challenge. 

Policies are written. Baselines are hardened. Audits are passed. Readiness is achieved—at least for the moment. 

While all the work is being done and the goals are being met, the overall mission of continuous compliance and 

readiness is failing.  

The security postures that appeared strong during your assessment start to decay in day-to-day operations. 

Baselines begin to drift, exceptions start to accumulate, confidence in compliance data erodes and, so slowly you 
don’t even notice the shift, what was once secure has become vulnerable.1

This isn’t happening because your efforts have become lax. It’s a baseline integrity failure, fueled by an operational 
policy disconnect.2

While it’s wise to invest time and effort in policy definition and control enforcement, those efforts are often executed 
on an unstable operational foundation. Without a baseline that accurately reflects both policy intent and operational 
reality, hardening cannot hold.

Getting to the Foundation of What a Baseline Truly Is

A baseline is a set of security controls, configurations and behavioral standards applied to IT assets to ensure and act 
as reference point for security.3 In many ways, baselines act like origami, the Japanese art of paper folding. On the 
surface, everything seems straightforward. Just follow the directions. Complete the checklist. Review the scan results. 
Deploy a static configuration. 
But in practice, things are more complex. Each “fold” you make depends on the absolute precision and integrity 

of the fold before. A precise series of folds will produce a crane. Folds with inconsistencies, especially early on, will 

result in something other than a crane. 

Similarly, if the baseline an organization creates is built on top of contested policies, or is implemented in silos or by 

disparate teams using disparate tools, your baseline won’t be stable. And if your baseline is unstable, everything that 

comes thereafter will be unreliable: 

	If the baseline is imprecise, enforcement becomes inconsistent
	If enforcement is inconsistent, validation becomes meaningless
	If validation is meaningless, compliance becomes a moving target
	If compliance is a moving target, continuous compliance becomes impossible
	If continuous compliance is impossible, vulnerability becomes the norm

Reframing the Idea of the Static Baseline

Rather than reducing the baseline to an artifact—something created, documented, and referenced—it is important 

to shift the thinking to something more organic. Baselines are:

	A dynamic, living representation of approved policy, with consistent policy creating the crucial first “fold” or   

 single source of truth for baseline development4

	Continuously aligned to operational systems, with centralized policy and tools to keep silos from    

 fragmenting outcomes

	A bridge between what is required and what is actually implemented

	A reference point for policy enforcement and validation 
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Exploring the Baseline Integrity Gap and its Consequences 

Where baselines often fall short is that they don’t keep up with the fluid, dynamic nature of the operational 
process. For example, security policy defines your intent, and is often tailored to the nuances of your system and 
environment. That environment is in constant flux as new tools, devices and users are added, not to mention 
periodic STIG or CIS Benchmarks updates. 
Even in a world where no silos exist and everyone is on the same page with policy, scanning tools and remediation 

approaches, baseline updates still lag behind and the backlog grows daily. This creates a persistent gap between 

what should be enforced and what actually gets enforced. 

As a result, the baseline that should reflect your approved single source of truth becomes your greatest source  
of friction:

	False positives increase as standardized tools flag the acceptable deviations of your customized policies
	Exceptions accumulate, often without clear lifecycle management

	Manual reconciliation becomes routine, consuming time and resources

	Configuration drift becomes inevitable
	Teams begin to work around the baseline, instead of relying on it

The Impact on Audits and Continuous Compliance

Audits only validate a moment in time, not sustained alignment. As systems evolve, configurations change and 
new requirements emerge, the baseline often remains static, putting it out of sync with it real-world status. As a 

consequence, your monitoring compares your current state to outdated standards, alerts reflect this misalignment 
and not actual risk, and teams lose trust in their compliance data. 

After a while, your operational policy plan breaks down. There is a gradual divergence between policy, 

implementation and validation. “Compliant” no longer means “secure”.5 
The scenario is the same with continuous monitoring and reporting. Continuous monitoring depends on the 
fundamental assumption that the standard being measured against is correct. 

Without baseline integrity, monitoring begins to compare against an outdated standard, alerts increase in volume 

and decrease in relevance, metrics lose reliability as indicators of actual risk and your reporting loses credibility with 

leadership and auditors. 

Without baseline integrity, every move you make thereafter becomes inaccurate. Instead of creating a crane, you 
end up with something that won’t fly with leadership or auditors. 

Giving Your Baseline the Integrity to Hold

The foundation of a strong baseline is approved policy. From there, your operational processes and tooling will play 

a big role as to how well your baseline holds over time. 

A stable and secure baseline reflects at least five characteristic earmarks. It should be:
	Accurate, reflecting real system requirements and devoid of drift
	Current, continuously updated as policy and environments evolve 
	Customized, accounting for mission-specific and system-specific operational realities 
	Enforceable, applied consistently across systems and not existing just in documentation 

	Continuously validated in real time, not just during periodic assessments
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When these conditions are met, you can maintain a sustained security posture, rather than a recurring recovery 

effort. Hardening is no longer something teams redo before an audit—it becomes the default operating state. And 
the baseline becomes a durable foundation, capable of supporting both security and compliance at scale.

Understanding Why Traditional Approaches Fall Short

If you’ve ever seen the classic I Love Lucy skit where Lucy and Ethel are wrapping chocolates on assembly line, it’s 
a little like managing baselines. At first you’re able to keep to keep pace. But then you start falling behind. Then 
further behind. Then, soon, you’re overwhelmed. 

It’s not the competence of the manual effort.6 It’s not that the automation doesn’t work. It’s that the combination of 
the two is no longer sufficient to get the job done efficiently and effectively. 
Processes have not changed to keep up with today’s dynamic environments, nor with the threats against them. And 

if the processes don’t change, neither will the outcomes. 

Here are four things that stand in the way of continuous compliance and baseline integrity:
	Manual Processes: Manual efforts slow down the compliance process and are error prone. They also carry  
 a degree of personal interpretation in individual silos as to how policy is implemented and enforced.    

 Over time, like with the chocolate example, scale makes manual alignment alone impossible. 
	Disconnected Tools: To minimize manual efforts, teams use a series of automation tools to ease the burden  

 of scanning, validation and reporting. These tools are often not made to work together or within your 

specific requirements and can create additional work and frustration along the way. For example, scanning 
tools are usually not customizeable, so customized policy will be flagged as inaccurate. Over time, false   
 positives and negatives cause alert fatigue and legitimate concerns may be overlooked. 

	Static Baselines: It may seem logical to establish a “known good” baseline and never let it go. But systems 
are living, breathing things. As technology and environments evolve, the baseline must evolve with it. 

Maintaining a static baseline in a dynamic environment leads to drift—your source of truth no longer 

represents reality. You can no longer distinguish between benign system changes and legitimate threats. 

False alerts erode your trust in monitoring systems. Effective baselines will evolve alongside threats, 
technology changes, STIG and  CIS Benchmarks updates, usage changes and policy tweaks. 

	One-Time Hardening Efforts: Given that baselines are constantly in flux, the second a one-time hardening 
effort is complete, your baseline will begin to drift and will remain out of compliance until the next hardening 
effort. So all that work you do to pass your compliance audit is for a brief moment in time. And you didn’t do 
all that work to secure your system for a brief moment in time. Continuous compliance can’t exist with one-
time hardening efforts, and effective cybersecurity can’t exist without continuous compliance. 

There may have been a time that manual efforts were sufficient for addressing the threats government systems face. 
But bad actors have evolved beyond manual efforts. Their arsenals involve sophisticated tools to create more havoc 
with significantly less effort. And organizations—including some of the most brilliant minds in strategic warfare—are 
still bringing manual methods to an automation and AI fight.  
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Enabling Baseline Integrity with Unified Automation 
Addressing the gap between point-in-time hardening and continuous compliance requires more than just 

incremental improvement. It requires more than just additional automation. It requires a shift in how you approach 
cybersecurity.7

Unified automation helps create that shift. Unified automation refers to a single, purpose-built solution that 
automates the scanning, policy implementation, remediation, ongoing maintenance and reporting required to fulfill 
or comply with cybersecurity standards. It’s not a solution built of independent solutions cobbled together, but one 
created specifically for full lifecycle STIG and CIS Benchmarks compliance. 
It automates continuous compliance and audit-readiness, eliminating errors, rework and inconsistencies. But beyond 
that, its structure ensures your readiness isn’t achieved in silos, but applied across the entire enterprise by unifying 

content as well as implementation. Once implemented, the solution’s structure itself operationalizes much of the 
compliance process, ensuring:

	Continuous synchronization of policy with system configurations 
	Customization is applied at scale without breaking alignment or creating frenzied alerts
	Consistently enforced configurations across environments and teams 
	Real-time compliance validation and reporting 

The Outcomes Achieved When Hardening Holds

Rather than treating baselines as static artifacts, unified automation treats them as living, breathing operational 
constructs. With unified automation, security is always on, baselines are a reliable source of truth and:

	Hardening persists beyond the audit
	Drift is identified and corrected immediately
	Security and compliance teams trust their data

	Compliance becomes continuous rather than reactive
	Reporting supports informed, real-time decision-making

	Organizations regain confidence that “compliant” also means “secure”

Maintaining Baselines You Can Trust with Proven Automation

As unified automation solutions scramble into development to meet the growing need, one has been quietly 
powering cybersecurity automation in the DoD for over a decade: SteelCloud’s ConfigOS.8 It is the only solution 
proven and optimized over countless iterations of hacking technologies, specialized endpoints, complex computing 

environments and never-ending compliance updates. 

ConfigOS is designed specifically to address baseline integrity issues associated with STIG and CIS Benchmarks 
compliance.9 It’s a unified automation solution allows you to author policy, scan, harden, validate, monitor, maintain 
and report all from the same, purpose-built solution optimized for automated RMF closed-loop compliance and 

continuous ATO. Because it is agent-based, endpoints can enforce policy on a defined schedule, even if they  
are offline. 
While today’s manual/hybrid approaches generally include scanning automation, the scanners are usually generic 

scanners that are reading customized policy, which inevitably flags issues. In addition, very few hybrid approaches 
automate remediation and ConfigOS does. 
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Here are some of the solution’s key capabilities—benefits to look for in any unified automation solution  
you consider:

	Policy-to-System Alignment: Translating STIG/CIS Benchmarks policy into enforceable configurations
	Customization at Scale: Bridging the gap between standardized policy and your real-world system and 

operational requirements

	Continuous Enforcement: Maintaining continuous compliance and audit readiness as systems and 

environments evolve over tiime

	Real-Time Validation and Reporting: Ensuring compliance data reflects actual system state and compliance 
metrics without additional effort

	Unified Visibility: Establishing a single source of truth across departments, teams and distributed 

environments

With these capabilities, the baseline is no longer an artifact. It becomes an active, trusted foundation for operations. 
Your risk of audit failure dips to near zero, even if the auditing team shows up out of the blue tomorrow. And your 

enterprise becomes infinitely less susceptible to attack. 

Raising the Standard for Hardening that Holds

Baselines are often treated as the starting point for security. In reality, they are the foundation for everything 
that follows. They are living, breathing expressions of policy and alignment and should be stewarded like a living 

creature, making adjustments as they change and mature. 

If your baseline is out of alignment, every “fold” thereafter takes you that much further away from your end goal of 
hardening that holds: 

	If your baseline doesn’t hold, neither does enforcement
	If enforcement doesn’t hold, neither does validation
	And if validation doesn’t hold, neither does trust

Raising the standard for baseline integrity and cybersecurity readiness begins with recognizing this one simple 

truth—You cannot achieve hardening that holds without baselines you can trust.

About SteelCloud

SteelCloud develops innovative software that delivers near-impenetrable endpoint security with minimal effort. Our 
patented ConfigOS platform is the industry leader in optimizing readiness by automating the implementation of NIST 
(National Institute of Standards and Technology) and STIG (Security Technical Implementation Guide) security controls and 
CIS (Center for Internet Security) Benchmarks. 
ConfigOS has been proven over more than a decade to streamline and accelerate the hardening process by automatically 
detecting vulnerabilities and remediating issues—eliminating the complexity traditionally associated with endpoint 

hardening. 

What once took weeks of manual effort is now completed in about an hour. ConfigOS and ConfigOS MPO make it 
effortless to maintain secure baselines in any environment, laying a critical foundation for Zero Trust architectures and 
other advanced cybersecurity strategies.

SteelCloud can be reached at 703.674.5500. Additional information is available at www.steelcloud.com or  
by email at info@steelcloud.com.
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