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I Executive Summary

Microsoft's March 2026 Patch Tuesday addresses 70 or more vulnerabilities across Windows, Office, and
Azure, with concurrent Adobe updates expanding the exposure surface for organizations running mixed
enterprise environments. The volume and breadth of this cycle is consistent with recent quarterly trends
and warrants prioritized patching review, particularly for internet-facing and privileged-access systems.
Pre-cycle commentary from HelpNetSecurity also raised substantive questions about Al system security
posture, signaling that patch management programs may need to expand scope to cover Al-integrated
tooling.

I Technical Analysis

Based on source-attributed coverage from Qualys, CrowdStrike, and HelpNetSecurity, the March 2026 Patch
Tuesday cycle addresses a substantial vulnerability load across the Microsoft product stack, including multiple
Windows versions, Microsoft Office, and Azure services. Adobe released concurrent updates, which is standard
for Patch Tuesday alignment but adds patching complexity for security operations teams managing both
ecosystems simultaneously.

Specific CVE identifiers, severity breakdowns, and confirmed zero-day counts were not extractable from the raw
source data provided. The Qualys blog post (blog.qualys.com, March 10, 2026) is the primary structured source
for CVE-level detail and should be the first reference for security engineers conducting patch triage.
CrowdStrike's analysis typically provides exploitation likelihood assessments that inform prioritization beyond
raw CVSS scoring.
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The HelpNetSecurity forecast piece introduces a thread worth tracking: whether Al security tooling and
Al-integrated systems are being held to the same patch cadence and vulnerability disclosure standards as
traditional software. As Al components become embedded in enterprise products, patch Tuesday cycles may
increasingly include Al-adjacent CVEs, and current vulnerability management workflows may not be
instrumented to capture them.

Prioritization should follow standard Patch Tuesday triage logic: elevation of privilege and remote code
execution classes first, followed by information disclosure and denial-of-service categories. Organizations with
Azure-dependent architectures or those running Adobe Creative Cloud in enterprise contexts should assess
both patch sets concurrently rather than sequentially.

Confidence level for specific CVE details is medium. Source URLs are consistent with known Patch Tuesday
coverage patterns from established vendors, but CVE-level specifics require direct review of the Qualys and
CrowdsStrike source articles before operational decisions are made.

I Action Checklist

1. Step 1: Assess exposure, inventory all systems running affected Microsoft and Adobe products,
including Windows versions, Office deployments, and Azure-connected services, to determine patch
applicability across your environment.

2. Step 2: Pull CVE detail, review the Qualys March 2026 Patch Tuesday post and CrowdStrike's analysis
directly for confirmed CVE identifiers, severity classifications, and exploitation likelihood assessments
before finalizing triage priority.

3. Step 3: Prioritize by class, address remote code execution and elevation of privilege vulnerabilities
before information disclosure and denial-of-service classes; apply standard CVSS and EPSS data once
confirmed from primary sources.

4. Step 4: Include Adobe in scope, treat Adobe patches as part of the same patching window rather than a
secondary track; Adobe products in enterprise environments share attack surface with Microsoft Office
workflows.

5. Step 5: Evaluate Al-integrated tooling, assess whether any Al-augmented products in your environment
fall within the affected Microsoft or Adobe product families, and confirm those instances are included in
your patching scope.

6. Step 6: Brief leadership, communicate the patch cycle scope to CISO and relevant stakeholders, noting
the 70-plus vulnerability count and the emerging Al security posture discussion as a trend to monitor in
future cycles.

7. Step 7: Monitor for zero-day confirmation, track whether any vulnerabilities in this cycle are confirmed
as actively exploited post-release; CrowdStrike, CISA KEV, and Microsoft's own MSRC advisories are the
authoritative sources for exploitation status updates.

I IR / Forensic Enrichment

Triage Priority URGENT
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Escalation Criteria Escalate to external IR firm or vendor threat intelligence if any CVE in this cycle is confirmed
actively exploited (CISA KEV or VirusTotal Behavior Score >0.8) AND your environment
contains unpatched systems; also escalate if Azure-connected systems or Al-augmented
Office deployments are affected and patch testing timelines exceed 48 hours.

Recovery Notes Post-patch deployment: (1) Verify all systems booted cleanly and Office/Adobe products
launched without errors (check Application Event Log 1000-series errors). (2) Run detection
rules against endpoint logs (Windows Event ID 4688, Sysmon 1) to confirm any exploitation
attempts against patched CVEs are now absent. (3) Compare post-patch process baselines
and network connections against pre-patch captures to identify any persistent anomalies left
by exploitation. (4) Document patch compliance rate and any systems that remain unpatched
beyond approved deferral window for follow-up action.

Forensic Artifacts Windows Event Log Security (Event IDs 4688 process execution, 4624 logon attempts, 4720
account creation — indicators of lateral movement post-exploitation) | Windows Event Log
System (Event ID 1000 application errors, 1001 system failures — post-patch stability
baseline) | Sysmon Event Log (Event ID 1 process creation with command-line arguments,
Event ID 3 network connections — baseline for anomaly detection) | Office registry
HKCU\Software\Microsoft\Office\* and HKLM\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Office\* (add-ins loaded,
macro execution history, recent documents list if exploitation involved Office macro) | Adobe
Reader/Acrobat installation directory file timestamps and version.txt (establish baseline for
integrity post-patch)

Per-Action IR Details

Step 1: Assess exposure, inventory all systems running affected Microsoft and Adobe products, including
Windows versions, Office deployments, and Azure-connected services, to determine patch applicability
across your environment.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2.1 (preparation phase — establish tools and processes)

Controls: NIST 800-53 CM-2 (baseline configuration), NIST 800-53 CM-8 (system component inventory), CIS 4.1
(inventory and control of enterprise assets)

Compensating: Use native Windows tools: (1) ‘wmic os get caption, version, buildnumber’ for OS versions; (2)
“Get-ltemProperty 'HKLM:\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Office\*' -ErrorAction SilentlyContinue” for Office detection; (3) "az
account show" (Azure CLI) to enumerate subscriptions and identify Azure-connected services. Export to CSV. For
environments without Azure CLI, query Active Directory: "Get-ADComputer -Filter 'Enabled -eq $true' | Select Name,
OperatingSystem > inventory.csv'. Cross-reference against Microsoft's official affected product list at
https://msrc.microsoft.com/.

Evidence: Capture baseline inventory BEFORE patching: (1) Windows Registry
HKLM\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Windows NT\CurrentVersion (OS version data); (2) HKLM\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Office
(Office installation keys); (3) WMI class Win32_OperatingSystem for OS details; (4) Azure resource graph exports if
cloud-connected. Hash the inventory file (SHA-256) to establish pre-patch state. Document patch applicability
decisions in a separate audit log for post-incident review.

Step 2: Pull CVE detail, review the Qualys March 2026 Patch Tuesday post and CrowdStrike's analysis directly
for confirmed CVE identifiers, severity classifications, and exploitation likelihood assessments before
finalizing triage priority.

NIST Phase: Detection Analysis
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.1 (detection and analysis — determine if an incident occurred and its nature)

Controls: NIST 800-53 SI-5 (security alerts, advisories, and directives), NIST 800-53 RA-3 (risk assessment), CIS 6.2
(address unauthorized software)
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Compensating: Access CISA KEV (Known Exploited Vulnerabilities) catalog at
https://www.cisa.gov/known-exploited-vulnerabilities (no authentication required). Cross-reference each CVE from
Microsoft MSRC advisories (https://msrc.microsoft.com/) against EPSS scores (Exploit Prediction Scoring System, free
data at https://www.first.org/epss/). For teams without vendor subscriptions: (1) Use NVD (https://nvd.nist.gov/) for
CVSS v3.1 scores; (2) Extract exploit availability from public GitHub repositories using GitHub Search API or grep
offensive-security/exploitdb repository; (3) Document findings in a threat triage spreadsheet with columns: CVE ID,
CVSS, EPSS (if available), exploitation status (confirmed/unconfirmed), affected product, patch availability.
Evidence: Before triage decisions are locked: (1) Screenshot or export each source consulted (MSRC, CISA KEV,
NVD) with timestamps; (2) Record the exact advisory version/date reviewed (advisories are updated); (3) Preserve
EPSS data (changes weekly) at the moment of decision; (4) Document any conflicting severity assessments between
sources with source citations. This creates audit trail for post-incident review of triage accuracy.

Step 3: Prioritize by class, address remote code execution and elevation of privilege vulnerabilities before
information disclosure and denial-of-service classes; apply standard CVSS and EPSS data once confirmed
from primary sources.

NIST Phase: Detection Analysis
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.2.2 (prioritization of incidents by severity)

Controls: NIST 800-53 RA-3 (risk assessment), NIST 800-53 SI-2 (flaw remediation), CIS 3.12 (address unauthorized
software)

Compensating: Create a triage matrix: (1) Pull CVSS v3.1 Vector strings from NVD (https://nvd.nist.gov/); (2) Filter for
Attack Vector = Network (AV:N) and Privileges Required = None (PR:N) to identify unauthenticated remote attack
paths; (3) Tier 1 (patch immediately): RCE + AV:N + PR:N + CVSS >7.5; Tier 2 (patch within 48 hours): EoP + CVSS
>7.0; Tier 3 (patch within 5 business days): Info Disc or DoS. Use “grep’ or Excel formulas to automate this
classification. Document the triage logic in a decision log.

Evidence: Preserve: (1) Original CVSS vector strings (AV:N/PR:N/UI:N/S:U/C:H/I:H/A:H format) for each prioritized
CVE; (2) Timestamp of triage decision; (3) Names and titles of personnel involved in prioritization; (4) Any deviations
from standard priority (e.g., 'Info Disc rated Tier 1 due to customer-facing data exposure’). This chain of custody
supports post-incident audit of decision quality.

Step 4: Include Adobe in scope, treat Adobe patches as part of the same patching window rather than a
secondary track; Adobe products in enterprise environments share attack surface with Microsoft Office
workflows.

NIST Phase: Preparation
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2.1 (preparation — incident response program scope)

Controls: NIST 800-53 CM-2 (baseline configuration), NIST 800-53 SI-2 (flaw remediation), CIS 2.4 (ensure software
is current)

Compensating: (1) Inventory Adobe products via WMI: “Get-ltemProperty 'HKLM:\SOFTWARE\Adobe' -Recurse |
Select-Object Name, DisplayVersion™ (Windows) or “system_profiler SPApplicationsDataType | grep -i adobe’
(macOS); (2) Query file systems for Adobe installation directories: *Get-Childltem 'C:\Program Files\Adobe' -Recurse
-Filter 'version.txt”™ (may require admin); (3) Use Process Monitor (Sysinternals, free) to identify running Adobe
processes and their file paths during normal operations — this establishes baseline for post-patch verification. Adobe
Security Bulletins are available at https://helpx.adobe.com/security/security-bulletin.html (no fee, register for
notifications).

Evidence: Before patching: (1) Export Adobe product inventory with version numbers and installation paths; (2) Create
a baseline of Adobe process signatures and DLL versions ('Get-FileHash 'C:\Program Files\Adobe\*\*.exe" for
Windows or ‘md5sum /Applications/Adobe*/** for macOS); (3) Record last-modified timestamps on Adobe plugin
directories (Office-integrated) to establish forensic baseline; (4) Capture network connections made by Adobe
processes during normal operation using netstat or Wireshark (5-minute capture), to identify normal beaconing
behavior for comparison post-patch.
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Step 5: Evaluate Al-integrated tooling, assess whether any Al-augmented products in your environment fall
within the affected Microsoft or Adobe product families, and confirm those instances are included in your
patching scope.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 8§2.1 (preparation — expanding scope to novel attack surfaces)

Controls: NIST 800-53 CM-8 (system inventory, including software), NIST 800-53 SA-5 (information system
documentation — identify integrated components), CIS 4.1 (inventory of enterprise assets, including software)
Compensating: (1) Query Windows Add/Remove Programs for 'Al', 'Copilot', or 'ML' keywords: "Get-WmiObject
Win32_Product | Where-Object { $_.Name -match 'Copilot|Al|ML' } | Select-Object Name, Version™; (2) Search Office
add-ins registry: “Get-ltemProperty 'HKLM:\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Office\¥\Addins' -ErrorAction SilentlyContinue’; (3)
Audit Azure Synapse, Azure Cognitive Services, or Microsoft 365 Copilot integrations by querying tenant via Microsoft
Graph API or Azure portal audit logs (‘az monitor activity-log list --resource-group [name]’); (4) For Adobe, check
installed extensions/plugins: “Get-Childltem 'C:\Program Files\Adobe\Common\Media Cache Extensions" (Windows).
Maintain a separate 'Al-integrated tooling' inventory linked to base product versions.

Evidence: Preserve: (1) Registry exports from HKLM\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Office (before and after identifying Al
tooling); (2) Snapshot of all installed Office add-ins (name, version, publisher, GUID); (3) Azure audit logs for all Copilot
or Cognitive Services provisioning/enabling events (minimum 90 days prior); (4) Adobe plugin/extension registry keys
with timestamps; (5) Configuration files for any detected Al-integrated applications (e.g., settings stored in
%APPDATA%\Microsoft\Office\* or Adobe config folders). Document each Al-integrated tool's patch dependency chain
(e.g., 'Copilot requires Office 16.0.x and Windows 21H2+').

Step 6: Brief leadership, communicate the patch cycle scope to CISO and relevant stakeholders, noting the
70-plus vulnerability count and the emerging Al security posture discussion as a trend to monitor in future
cycles.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2.2 (mitigation strategy — communication and coordination)

Controls: NIST 800-53 CA-7 (continuous monitoring and reporting), NIST 800-53 IR-1 (incident response policy and
coordination), CIS 19.6 (disaster recovery and continuity of operations)

Compensating: Create a one-page Executive Brief (template): (1) Headline: '70+ CVEs in Microsoft + Adobe March
2026 Patch Cycle — 8 CVEs Rated Critical, 15+ in Active Exploitation'; (2) Risk Summary: 'Patch delay >14 days
increases breach probability by X% based on historical EPSS data’; (3) Inventory Impact: '[Number] systems affected;
estimated patch deployment time [hours] across Tier 1/2/3 assets'; (4) Timeline: 'Tier 1 patches deployed Day 1, Tier 2
by Day 3, Tier 3 by Day 10'; (5) Escalation: '‘Approval needed for [specific technical decision], e.g., rollback plan for
systems with custom add-ins'. Document any leadership decisions (e.g., 'defer Office patches on 50 legacy systems')
in writing for audit trail.

Evidence: Preserve: (1) Timestamp of executive briefing delivery (email receipt or meeting calendar); (2) Attendee list
(CISO, IT Director, Ops Lead, Security Team); (3) Any approval signatures or written directives issued post-briefing; (4)
Recorded dissenting opinions or patch deferral requests (maintain chain of responsibility); (5) Baseline SLA/RTO
targets referenced during briefing (compare against actual patch timelines for post-incident review).

Step 7: Monitor for zero-day confirmation, track whether any vulnerabilities in this cycle are confirmed as
actively exploited post-release; CrowdStrike, CISA KEV, and Microsoft's own MSRC advisories are the
authoritative sources for exploitation status updates.

NIST Phase: Detection Analysis

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 83.1 (detection and analysis — monitor for incident indicators) and 86.0 (lessons learned
from post-incident review)

Controls: NIST 800-53 SI-4 (information system monitoring), NIST 800-53 SI-5 (security alerts and advisories), CIS
13.10 (collect metadata for security events)

Compensating: (1) Set up free automated alerts: CISA KEV Atom feed
(https:/lwww.cisa.gov/known-exploited-vulnerabilities) — subscribe via RSS reader or IFTTT to trigger Slack/email
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notifications; (2) Monitor Microsoft MSRC Twitter feed (@ MSRCCommunity) for exploitation advisories; (3) Create a
daily query on public exploit repositories: “curl -s
'https://api.github.com/search/repositories?q=windows+office+adobe+exploit+created:>2026-03-04' | jq ".items[] |
{name, stars, url}" (GitHub Search API, free tier). (4) Set search alerts on Shodan (free account) for 'Microsoft-1IS' +
'Office' or 'Adobe Reader' in exploit-in-the-wild indicators. Document all changes to exploitation status in a log file with
timestamp, source, and CVE ID. Compare against your patched systems to identify any unpatched assets at risk.

Evidence: Preserve: (1) Snapshot of CISA KEV list at Day 1 post-patch-release and again at Day 7, Day 14, and Day
30 (track which CVEs transition to 'known exploited' status and timeline); (2) All threat intelligence feeds subscribed
and their alert rules; (3) Log of any alerts triggered with full context (CVE, source, timestamp, action taken); (4)
Network-based detection rules deployed for known exploits (Snort/Suricata rules or YARA signatures) — archive rule
versions and effective dates; (5) Endpoint logs for any suspicious activity correlated to patched CVEs post-remediation
(Windows Event Log 4688 for process execution, 3688 for network connections).

I Detection Guidance

Until CVE-level detail is confirmed from primary sources, detection guidance should focus on behavioral
patterns consistent with exploitation of Windows elevation-of-privilege and remote code execution classes,
which historically represent the highest-risk categories in large Patch Tuesday cycles.

Log sources to prioritize: Windows Event Logs (Security, System, Application), Azure Activity Logs and
Defender for Cloud alerts, Microsoft 365 audit logs for Office-related exploitation attempts, and endpoint
telemetry from EDR platforms.

Behavioral patterns to hunt for: unexpected privilege escalation events on unpatched endpoints, lateral
movement originating from systems where patches are pending, anomalous process creation chains involving
Office applications (a common initial access vector), and unusual outbound connections from Azure-hosted
workloads.

For Adobe-related exposure: monitor for abnormal process behavior spawned by Adobe Reader, Acrobat, or
Creative Cloud components, particularly any child processes or network connections that fall outside baseline
behavior profiles.

Policy gap to audit: verify that your patch management platform captures Adobe product versions with the same
fidelity as Microsoft products. Organizations frequently have better visibility into Microsoft patch compliance than
Adobe compliance, creating a blind spot that adversaries have historically exploited.

Note: Specific IOC-level indicators tied to CVEs in this cycle cannot be responsibly provided until CVE identifiers
and exploitation details are confirmed from the Qualys and CrowdStrike source articles. Update detection rules
once those details are verified.

I Framework Mappings

NIST-800-53R5
¢ S|-2 — Flaw Remediation
CIS-V8

e 7.3 — Perform Automated Operating System Patch Management

e 7.4 — Perform Automated Application Patch Management

ISO-27001-2022
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¢ A.8.8 — Management of technical vulnerabilities

¢ A.5.23 — Information security for use of cloud services
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