How Sophisticated Cyber Threats Are Weaponizin
Your Guest Relationships and What to Do About It
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The Hospitality Industry is Under Coordinated, Costly Attack

>$100
Million

The reported cost of the
2023 cyberattack on MGM
Resorts, stemming from a

single social engineering
attack on an IT helpdesk.

/.8
Terabytes

Volume of guest and corporate
data exfiltrated from cloud-based
hotel management platform
Otelier, affecting major chains like
Marriott, Hilton, and Hyatt.

31%

Percentage of hospitality
organizations that have
reported a data breach, with
costs averaging $3.4 million
per incident.
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The Consequences Now
Include Long-Term

Regulatory Scrutiny

Recent Federal Trade Commission (FTC) action
against a major hotel chain highlights the severe
penalties for inadequate data security. This is
not just about a one-time cost; it's about
sustained compliance burdens.

Case Study: FTC Settlement

Penalty: A multi-million dollar fine for
“unfair or deceptive acts or practices”
related to multiple data breaches.

Mandate: A required new,
comprehensive information security
program with annual compliance
certification for the next 20 years.

Core Allegation: The hotel's privacy
policy promised “appropriate
safeguards” for customer data, but
its practices failed to deliver, creating
a deceptive practice.
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The Threat Isn’t at Your Door; It’s Already Inside Your Network

Attackers are no longer just targeting your front door. They are exploiting the complex web of
trusted third-party vendors and partner portals that the industry relies on.
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Supply Chain Attack (Caesars)

A threat actor compromised a third-party IT
vendor, then used the vendor's legitimate
access rights to steal Caesars' loyalty
program database, leading to a $15 million
ransom payment.

Platform Breach (Otelier)

Attackers breached the hotel platform’s
Atlassian server using an employee's
compromised credentials (stolen via info-
stealer malware) to gain access to cloud

storage keys. [ HOTELTaIk ]

Online Travel
Agency




Deconstructing the Modern Attack:
Inside the ‘I Paid Twice’ Campaign

A precision strike that turns your own booking systems and guest
data against you.

This global phishing campaign is aimed squarely at the travel and hospitality industry. It's not a
generic email blast; it's a multi-stage operation built on stolen trust and legitimate credentials,

making it almost impossible for staff or guests to spot at first glance.
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Step 1 & 2: Gaining Access and Weaponizing Trust

p Stage 1: Gaining Access

Method: Attackers don't brute-force
passwords. They purchase legitimate login
credentials for partner portals (e.g.,
Booking.com) from cybercrime forums.

Source: These credentials often originate
from prior, unrelated “info-stealer” malware
campaigns that scraped passwords from an
employee's infected computer months
earlier.

Stage 2: Impersonation &
Legitimacy

Method: Using the real credentials, attackers
log into the actual partner portal. They are now
“inside the system.”

Result: They have access to real reservation
details: guest name, travel dates, room type,
confirmation numbers. This allows them to craft
perfectly convincing messages (via email or
WhatsApp) that reference a guest'’s actual
booking, causing the guest's defenses to “drop

to zero.”  @HOTELTalK |




Stage 1: Stage 2: Stage 3: Stage 4:
Access Impersonation Lure Malware

Step 3 & 4: The Lure and the Silent Takeover

d Stage 3: The Lure

Tactic: The attacker creates urgency with a
payment problem: “There was an error and you
were charged twice,” or "We need you to re-verify
your card.”

Action: The panicked guest is directed to a

professionally made, convincing fake payment
portal.

- Stage 4: Malware
& Deployment

Technique: The fake portal uses DLL Sideloading.

Trusted . \%j l —
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“Like hiding a bomb inside a legitimate delivery truck. A
trusted program on your computer is tricked into loading a
malicious component instead of a real one."

ke J

Payload: This launches a Remote Access Trojan
(RAT), giving the attacker full, silent remote control
over the infected computer to steal credit cards, log

keystrok dh t oth
eystrokes, and harvest other DESSWG[ HOTELTalk j
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Your Busiest Moments are Their Biggest Opportunities

Attackers exploit the unique pressures of the hospitality environment. This is a
“customer focus attack” — weaponizing your dedication to guest service.

o @

Portal Fatigue Urgency & Pressure The Technology Gap
Portal Fatigue: Staff constantly log Urgency & Pressure: During peak The Technology Gap: Most small-to-
into numerous third-party systems seasons, overworked staff are focused midsize hotels lack enterprise-grade
(Booking.com, Expedia, PMS), on solving guest problems quickly. An Endpoint Detection and Response (EDR)
increasing the chance of password urgent message about a payment tools needed to spot subtle, suspicious
reuse or a compromise going issue prompts a click, not a pause for behaviors like DLL sideloading. The
unnoticed. security checks. malware can live on a machine for

months, und[
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An Official Checklist for Failure: What
the FTC Considers “Unfair” Security

The FTC’s complaint against a major hotel chain provides a clear

roadmap of what not to do. If your organization has these gaps, you
are exposed to regulatory action.

1. Failure to ensure employees use adequately strong passwords.

Failure to patch outdated systems and software.

2.
3. Failure to monitor network activity to detect unauthorized activity.
4.

Failure to maintain adequate access controls (granting/terminating access
appropriately).

O

Failure to maintain adequate firewall controls.

o

Failure to segment networks to prevent intruders from moving between systems.

7. Failure to use multifactor authentication (MFA).
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Building a Resilient Defense: A Unified Framework for Hospitality

A reactive, tool-based approach is no longer sufficient. A modern defense requires a holistic strategy
that integrates People, Process, and Technology.
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Fortify Your Harden Your Modernize Your
PEOPLE PROCESSES TECHNOLOGY

The Human Firewall Operational & Policy Discipline The Essential Toolkit

Harden Your

PROCESSES
Operational & Policy Discipline [ H(]T[LTalk j




8 Fortify Your People: Your First and Last Line of Defense

Principle 1: Make Training Principle 2: Establish a Culture of
Realistic and Continuous. Healthy Skepticism.

e Forget boring slide decks. Show staff e Train staff to treat any* unexpected
actual examples of fake WhatsApp message about money as high risk, no
messages and payment portals. matter how legitimate it looks.

o For Guests: The official advice must

e Run tabletop exercises simulating be: "Never trust a link you are sent.
chaotic scenarios: a holiday check-in, Ve”fY payment issues by calling the
a manager is missing, and a guest is hotel's official number or logging
panicking about a double charge. into the booking platform directly.
Build muscle memory for when the o For Staff: Verify all payment disputes
pressure is real. using internal systems only. Never

trust a guest-provided screenshot or

link.
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e
Harden Your Processes: From Internal

Policy to Supply Chain Security

Internal Governance: ldentity & External Governance: Supply
Access Management (IAM) Chain & Vendor Management
e Unique Credentials: Enforce unique e Your Security is Your Partner’s
logins for every user. No more Security: Ask your booking platforms
“frontdesk@hotel.com” shared and IT vendors what they are doing to
accounts. protect your data.
e Principle of Least Privilege: Give
employees only the minimum level of e Contractual Obligations: Ensure
access needed to do their jobs. Front contracts include clear rules requiring
desk staff who only view reservations immediate notification of a breach. You
should not have admin rights to cannot afford to learn about a
change hotel banking information. compromise from angry customers.
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Blueprint for a Modern Security Policy: Core Principles

A formal Information Security Policy is the foundation of a resilient process. It establishes clear guidelines

and responsibilities. Key principles should include:

Asset Management

=
_® ¢ Information assets must be classified and
assigned ownership.

@ Access Control

Users must have access only to the resources and
information necessary for their role.

Cryptography
Cryptographic keys and controls must be protected

and managed.

= Operations Security

_@ Formalized procedures must be established for the
secure management of information systems.
Regular security assessments are mandatory.

Communications Security

Networks must be designed to ensure the secure
transfer of information and limit exposure risk.

Supplier Relations

Procedures must be in place to ensure third
parties who handle your data comply with your
security policies.

Incident Management

Processes must be defined to detect, respond to,
and learn from security incidents to ensure
operational resiliency.
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= Modernize Your Technology: The
=] @l Non-Negotiable Toolkit

Authentication: The Endpoint Protection: Payment & Network
Foundation Defending the Front Desk Security
) Multi-Factor Authentication () Advanced Configuration: (> PCIDSS Compliance:
(MFA): This is non-negotiable and Configure endpoint protection Adherence to the Payment Card
‘stops this attack dead.' Enforce (antivirus) to specifically inspect Industry Data Security Standard
it on every single partner portal, DLL loads for suspicious activity. is crucial for securing payment
payroll system, and email data, using technologies like
account. © Application Allowlisting: The like tokenization and robust
most powerful defense. A 'default encryption.
deny' approach where only
approved, trusted applications ) Network Segmentation: Prevent
are allowed to run. For a front intruders from moving laterally
front desk PC that only needs a between systems if one part of
browser and a PMS, this makes your network is compromised.
attacks like 'l Paid Twice' nearly
Impossible.
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The Path Forward: From Reactive Defense to Strategic Resilience

The threats are sophisticated and exploit the very nature of hospitality. A resilient defense is not about buying a
single product, but about building a strategic program.

Guest Trust &
Brand Reputation
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Cybersecurity is no longer an IT issue; it is a core business function. Investing in a resilient

security posture is a direct investment in protecting your guests, your reputation, and the long-
term viability of your business. The foundation of hospitality is trust. Defend it.
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