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Case Study: Discreet Internal Breach —
How Pholus Contained a Digital Leak
Without Triggering a Labor Backlash

Executive Summary

Pholus uncovered evidence that a low-level employee had been blind-copying an external
third party on sensitive client communications. The activity had gone unnoticed by leadership
and could have resulted in serious reputational or legal consequences had it continued.
Pholus initiated a discreet, organization-wide IT lockdown to prevent further leakage,
conducted a rapid internal audit, and worked closely with HR and legal advisors to manage
the dismissal process. The employee was removed without triggering labor complaints, staff
unrest, or external exposure. The breach was contained, and new safeguards were quietly
implemented to prevent recurrence.

Key Results & Indicators

Employee exited without legal challenge
Leak source contained within 48 hours

No union involvement or press contact
Business operations normalized immediately

Trust restored across departments
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The Situation

A growing company in a sensitive, high-stakes industry began noticing signs of irregularity.
Client relationships were becoming strained, and competitors appeared to be gaining
knowledge that had not been publicly disclosed. While there was no hard evidence of
wrongdoing, internal leadership became concerned that confidential information was leaking

from within.

The company, based in a labor-friendly jurisdiction in the Americas, had a small
team—tight-knit, but not under active digital surveillance. With no internal compliance unit
and a high level of operational trust, it wasn’t set up to handle potential insider threats. Still,

suspicions were growing.

At this point, the client brought in Pholus on a confidential retainer to quietly assess the

situation and determine whether their instincts were justified.
Pholus’ Investigation: Quiet, Targeted, Thorough

We began our engagement with a limited-scope investigation, aiming to preserve operational
normalcy while assessing digital risk exposure. Our first move was to conduct a
non-disruptive review of recent email communications and employee account behaviors. We
coordinated with the client's in-house IT team and ensured no red flags were raised with the

staff at large.

The breakthrough came when we identified that one employee—seemingly junior and
trusted—had been BCCing an outside, anonymous email address on internal and client-facing

communications. These weren’t general updates; they involved:

e Negotiation terms
e C(Client onboarding information
e Project status details

e Operational vulnerabilities
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There was no business justification for this behavior, and no record of the third-party email in
the company’s partner or vendor directories. We flagged this as a serious incident, with

unknown exposure and unknown intent.
Immediate Response: Lockdown and Legal-Ready Termination

Once the threat was confirmed, we advised the client to initiate a company-wide IT lockdown

to secure data, reset account credentials, and assess the full scope of possible leakage.

This step was handled with utmost care. In the labor-friendly environment where the client
operated, even justified termination of employees could lead to protracted legal battles if not

properly executed. Pholus:

e Provided incident documentation in a format suitable for internal HR files and external
review

e Coordinated with the client’s legal counsel to ensure full compliance with local labor
laws

e Helped draft a termination notice that avoided inflammatory or accusatory language,

focusing on security policy violations rather than assumptions about motive

The employee was terminated quietly. No protests were filed, and no government complaints

were made.
What We Still Don’t Know — and Why It Matters

Despite the success of the containment, one unanswered question remains: Who was the
recipient of the BCC emails? The anonymous address was created using privacy-protecting
email services, and there was no indication of its origin. The client made the decision, with
Pholus’ support, not to pursue a high-profile investigation that could alarm clients or staff.

The risk of visibility outweighed the diminishing possibility of identifying the third party.

Instead, we focused on hardening the organization from future exposure.
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Lasting Change: Policy, Culture, and Operational Uplift

Pholus used the incident as a springboard to guide long-overdue improvements in the client's

digital hygiene and internal governance:

1. Revised Employee Data Access Policies: Access to client communications was tiered
based on operational necessity. Employees no longer had open access to all
correspondence.

2. Endpoint Monitoring Introduced: Lightweight, privacy-compliant monitoring tools
were introduced to detect future exfiltration attempts in real time.

3. Security Exit Protocols Implemented: Departing employees now go through a
formal IT offboarding process, including device review and communication pattern
audits.

4. Internal Messaging Reframed: Rather than scapegoating the terminated employee,
Pholus helped the leadership team frame the event as a wake-up call to adopt best
practices.

5. Morale Improved Post-Termination: Though the employee in question was low-level,
their departure triggered a subtle but noticeable positive shift in internal operations.
Response times improved. Coordination stabilized. Clients who had gone quiet began
reengaging. The leak had been quietly damaging performance—and its removal made

a real difference.

Outcome

The internal data leak was identified, contained, and resolved within 48 hours of
detection—without triggering broader suspicion, media attention, or formal labor action. The
implicated employee was discreetly terminated with proper documentation and procedural
compliance, allowing the client to avoid potential labor complaints in a jurisdiction known for
worker protections.

No further leaks occurred, and the organization’s operations stabilized almost immediately.
Trust within the team gradually improved as internal controls were updated. The client also
implemented new data access protocols and digital footprint monitoring tools with Pholus'
guidance. Staff turnover remained unchanged, and no reputational damage or stakeholder
fallout resulted from the breach.
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Final Thoughts

Internal breaches don’t always require public investigations or high-stakes firings—but they
do demand speed, clarity, and discretion. Pholus helped the client isolate the issue, protect
institutional credibility, and move forward without triggering the panic or polarization that so
often follows digital misconduct. For leadership teams concerned about quiet threats hiding
in plain sight, Pholus brings the structure to respond quickly—without making the problem
louder than it needs to be.

About Pholus

Pholus is a discreet advisory firm that supports founders, boards, and stakeholders in fragile
or complex environments. We specialize in quiet interventions, exit planning, and operational
clarity when reputations, relationships, or resources are at risk.

Need to navigate something delicate or high-stakes? We work behind the scenes to help
you stabilize, reset, or exit — without triggering avoidable fallout.

Visit us: https://www.pholus.co/ Email: contact@pholus.co Signal: pholus.01

Disclaimer: This case study is based on real advisory work conducted by Pholus. Identifying details have been altered or omitted to protect
the confidentiality of clients and stakeholders. This document is provided for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal,
financial, or professional advice. Use of this document does not establish a consulting relationship with Pholus, nor should it be interpreted
as a guarantee of results. Pholus accepts no liability for decisions made or actions taken based on the content herein. For tailored guidance,
please contact us directly.
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