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THE CATALYST

On February 1, 2026, Nancy Guthrie, the 84-year-old mother of NBC’s Savannah Guthrie, was reported 
missing from her home in the Catalina Foothills outside Tucson, Arizona. An armed, masked individual 
was captured on doorbell camera footage at the residence before the camera was disabled. Evidence at 
the scene, including bloodstains confirmed to be hers, indicated she was taken against her will. As of 

April 2026, her whereabouts remain unknown, no arrests have been made, and the Guthrie family has 
offered a reward of up to one million dollars for information leading to her recovery.1 The FBI, Pima 
County Sheriff’s Department, and multiple federal agencies continue to investigate.

This case has raised pointed questions from executive teams about the risk that family members face, 
and specifically whether new guidance or processes are warranted in light of these events. The answer 
is yes, but the reasoning is not new. When direct targeting of a principal is impractical, threat actors pivot 
to the people around them. The principal is only as protected as the most exposed member of their 
ecosystem.

THE MOSAIC

Findability precedes targetability.

The people around the principal are discoverable in ways that most organizations never think to assess.

Family details surface on corporate biographies and foundation pages. A family member’s Google

reviews of restaurants, gyms, and dry cleaners cluster within a few miles of home, building a

geolocational comfort zone that maps a pattern of life. A local race result publishes a relative’s full legal

name and age group. A child photographed in a school uniform identifies the institution by name. A

reaction on a professional networking site confirms a family relationship that a threat actor can run

against any search engine indexing data aggregator profiles. Individually, none of these is sensitive. The

mosaic theory, formalized in United States v. Marchetti (1972) and reinforced by the Supreme Court in

CIA v. Sims (1985), articulates the principle: individually harmless data points, when aggregated, can

reveal what was meant to stay hidden.2 Privacy scholar Daniel Solove compared the phenomenon to a

Seurat painting: viewed up close, each dot is meaningless, but from a distance the dots resolve into a

complete image that no single point could suggest on its own.3 The people around the principal are the

dots, and the targeting profile is the painting.

What once made the mosaic difficult to assemble was friction. Personal information was scattered across

courthouses, archives, and public filings, protected by what the Supreme Court has called “practical

obscurity.”4 Data aggregator sites have since collapsed that friction, indexing names, addresses, phone

numbers, and associated relatives in searchable databases, many of them free.5 A single broker,
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Acxiom, maintains over 10,000 data attributes on approximately 260 million Americans.6 The exposure

extends across every digital surface: social media platforms, review sites, race registrations, professional

networks, public records, and the search engines that index all of them. Each surface generates dots

independently, and each one cross-references the others, producing a cumulative exposure that no

single platform controls and no single removal request eliminates.

Reconnaissance has always been a component of targeted action. The intelligence community

formalizes it as the collection phase; threat assessment research documents its role in the progression

from grievance to planning to violence.7 What has changed is not the methodology but the volume of

what is now available to collect. Every person connected to an executive carries a digital footprint that is

searchable, cross-referenceable, and in most cases completely unmanaged. Every one of them is a dot

in the mosaic.

THE KEYHOLDER

Access is the vulnerability.

What the mosaic reveals is not just information about the people around the principal but the indirect

path to the principal through them. Who can be located, who moves predictably, and whose targeting

would create the most leverage? Executives who invest in reducing their own digital exposure raise the

cost of direct targeting. That investment rarely extends to the people around them.

Threat actors exploit that gap through ecosystem targeting: the deliberate targeting of people connected

to a principal, including spouses, partners, parents, children, personal assistants, executive assistants,

and close friends, whose proximity to the principal makes them operationally valuable. What makes them

targetable is that their proximity is discoverable. These are the people with keys to the kingdom, and the

vulnerability they represent is older than the phrase itself.

In medieval Europe, when a lord departed his fortress, he entrusted the keys to a castellan, a keeper of

the castle who held physical custody of every lock inside the walls: the treasury, the armory, the lord’s

private chambers, the gates themselves. The castellan was not the lord. His significance was entirely

derived from what he could unlock, and the estate manager, the executive assistant, and the family

member hold that same position: valued for access.

In 1973, the ’Ndrangheta kidnapped the sixteen-year-old grandson of J. Paul Getty, then the richest man

in the world, because the boy was reachable and his targeting would create leverage over the principal.
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When the principal cannot be reached directly, the people closest to them become the

point of entry.

THE PRECEDENT

The path to the principal ran through the ecosystem.

On February 22, 2026, Mexican special forces supported by U.S. intelligence killed Nemesio Oseguera

Cervantes, known as “El Mencho,” the leader of the Jalisco New Generation Cartel and one of the most

wanted fugitives in the Western Hemisphere. The U.S. State Department had offered a $15 million

reward for information leading to his capture. For years, both governments had been unable to locate

him directly. The breakthrough came not through Oseguera himself but through his ecosystem. Mexican

military intelligence identified and began following a trusted associate connected to one of Oseguera’s

romantic partners. That associate escorted the partner to a secluded rural property in Tapalpa, Jalisco,

where Oseguera was staying. Once the partner’s movements confirmed Oseguera’s location, special

forces launched the operation that killed him.8 At a press conference the following day, Mexico’s

Defense Secretary confirmed that the surveillance of the romantic partner was the thread that led to the

target.9

The same pattern preceded the killing of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq. On June

7, 2006, U.S. forces killed Zarqawi in an airstrike on a safehouse north of Baghdad, ending a pursuit that

had lasted years and survived several close calls. The breakthrough came when U.S. and Iraqi

intelligence identified and began tracking Zarqawi’s spiritual adviser, Sheikh Abd-Al-Rahman. U.S.

military spokesman Major General William Caldwell confirmed at a press briefing that coalition forces

followed Sheikh Abd-Al-Rahman’s movements for weeks as he traveled to meetings with Zarqawi.10,11

On the day of the strike, forces tracked the spiritual adviser for approximately two hours as he moved to

the safehouse where Zarqawi was meeting with associates, and the airstrike was launched on that

location.11

Perhaps the most well-known example of ecosystem targeting in modern history is the decade-long

manhunt for Osama bin Laden. After evading capture following the battle of Tora Bora in December

2001, bin Laden disappeared from the intelligence community’s direct view for nearly ten years. The trail

that ultimately led to his compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, did not begin with bin Laden himself. It

began with a man named Hassan Ghul. Ghul was an al-Qaeda facilitator captured in 2004 who provided

a single critical piece of information under interrogation: the nom de guerre of bin Laden’s most trusted
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courier, Abu Ahmed al-Kuwaiti.12 A single name from a single person in the ecosystem unlocked the

entire chain. By 2007, intelligence officials had determined al-Kuwaiti’s real identity. In August 2010, CIA

operatives tracked al-Kuwaiti to a fortified compound in Abbottabad that analysts concluded was

custom-built to conceal someone of significance.13 On May 2, 2011, U.S. Navy SEALs conducted the

raid that killed bin Laden.

El Mencho was located through a romantic partner. Zarqawi was found through a spiritual adviser. Bin

Laden was discovered through a courier whose name was given up by a single facilitator. All three were

hardened, elusive, and difficult to reach directly, but the path to each of them ran through the ecosystem.

In every instance, the path to the principal ran through the person in their orbit who held the access. The

same asymmetry applies wherever the principal is protected and the ecosystem is not:

Why go through the principal’s defenses when the ecosystem offers a path around them?

THE PIVOT

One piece of information unlocks the next.

The operations described above involved national military and intelligence resources. The corporate

threat environment operates at a different scale, but the pivot from ecosystem to principal requires

nothing more than a search engine and a browser.

The pivot follows a predictable logic: a threat actor begins with a single high-fidelity data point and uses it

to unlock the next, repeating the process until they have assembled a complete targeting profile. A

common path begins with a corporate biography or foundation page that mentions a spouse, a city of

residence, or the number of children. A professional networking profile for the executive or spouse adds

geolocation data and employment history that narrow the search. From there, a search engine query

combining a name and a city returns data aggregator profiles indexed with residential addresses, phone

numbers, email addresses, and associated relatives grouped by household. Each of those data points

generates the next pivot: phone numbers and email addresses lead to connected social media accounts,

public activity on fitness and review platforms confirms daily routines and residential locations, and a

school website that mentions a child’s name in an athletic roster or event result connects back to the

hometown and family already identified in the aggregator profile. With each pivot, the picture sharpens

and the number of available data points multiplies.
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Reducing the executive’s digital exposure without reducing the ecosystem’s digital exposure leaves the

executive exposed through the people around them. Data aggregator removals and search engine

deindexing applied only to the principal still leave the pivot chain intact. A corporate biography still names

the city. A professional profile still confirms the geography. A search engine query for the spouse, the

partner, or the children still returns aggregator profiles indexed with the home address, the phone

numbers, and the same relatives that appeared on the executive’s profile before it was removed. The

principal may be harder to find directly, but the ecosystem provides the same path to the same

information. Reducing discoverability reduces findability, and reducing findability reduces targetability,

but only when that reduction extends to anyone in the principal’s orbit whose exposure could be

exploited.

When Aomar Ait Khedache and his accomplices robbed Kim Kardashian at gunpoint in Paris in 2016,

they told investigators they had tracked her movements and identified the location of her jewelry entirely

through her social media posts, using nothing more than a search bar and an Instagram account.14

Every dot in the mosaic, whether created by the principal or by someone in their ecosystem, is a data

point that a threat actor can use to assemble the targeting profile.

The principal’s protection ends where the ecosystem’s exposure begins.

THE ENTRY POINT

The ecosystem was the point of access.

The investigation into Nancy Guthrie’s disappearance remains active and many details have yet to

emerge, but the case is consistent with the pattern this brief describes. Nancy Guthrie was an

84-year-old woman living alone. Whatever security posture existed around her daughter’s public profile,

the mother represented a lower-friction point of access in her daughter’s life. The relational connection

between them was widely known and easily discoverable: a single search engine query for a public

figure’s name can identify the broader ecosystem, and data aggregator sites, many of them free, can

then be used to build out specifics on each individual: home addresses, phone numbers, relatives, and

household composition. The relationship itself becomes the pivot point, and the family member becomes

the entry point.

Early reporting noted that investigators examined whether someone may have searched for Nancy

Guthrie’s address and Savannah Guthrie’s salary online prior to the abduction, though a Google
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spokesperson cautioned that a spike in search traffic for an uncommon topic is not evidence that a

specific search occurred.15 The investigative focus on digital reconnaissance reinforces the central point:

digital exposure is a critical enabler of physical targeting.

In 2020, Roy Den Hollander compiled a detailed dossier on federal judge Esther Salas and her family

using information freely available to the public, documenting the routes she took to work, the school her

son attended, and where the family went to church. Den Hollander arrived at the Salas home posing as a

FedEx delivery driver and opened fire, killing her twenty-year-old son Daniel and critically wounding her

husband Mark.16 The routes, the school, the church: viewed up close, each was a harmless piece of

public information. From a distance, they resolved into a complete targeting profile, assembled dot by

dot.

RESTORING FRICTION

The perimeter must include the keyholder.

Practical obscurity must be restored by design, and that design must extend beyond the principal to

include anyone whose proximity creates operational value to a threat actor. The ASIS International

Executive Protection Standard (EP-2025) codifies this principle, mandating family safety programs,

family social media assessments, open-source information protection, and operational security for family

member information.17 Yet executive protection programs have historically been scoped around the

principal, and extending meaningful protection to the ecosystem requires mandate, budget, and

operational scope that most programs have not yet built.

Spouses, partners, parents, adult children, and anyone with proximity to the principal must have their

digital exposure reduced through the same continuous program of monitoring, removal, and suppression

applied to the principal. If the executive’s digital exposure has been reduced but a family member’s name

still appears at the same residential address on a data aggregator site indexed by a search engine, the

protection is functionally negated, and the pivot chain remains intact.

The surfaces that generate targetable information extend well beyond data aggregator sites. Corporate

biographies, board profiles, and foundation pages frequently disclose family details that serve as a first

pivot point in a targeting chain. Social media accounts maintained by family members and close

associates are often the richest sources of targetable information: real-time locations, photos that

confirm residences, travel patterns, school affiliations, and comments that reveal relationships. Ait

Khedache told investigators that he assembled the entire Kardashian operation from exactly these

sources. Beyond these, the less obvious surfaces generate data points that are searchable,

cross-referenceable, and entirely outside the scope of most protection programs: public review sites,

race registrations, fitness platforms, and school athletic rosters. Reducing discoverability requires

addressing not just the obvious platforms but every surface that contributes a dot to the mosaic.
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For family members who live outside the principal’s residential security footprint, particularly elderly

parents, adult children living independently for the first time, or others who may not have independent

security resources, physical security must be assessed on its own terms. Their connection to the

principal creates targeting value, and their distance from the principal’s security infrastructure leaves

them without protection. The Getty kidnapping targeted a family member whose separation from that

infrastructure made him reachable. The Guthrie disappearance is consistent with the same pattern.

Digital exposure reduction, physical security assessments, residential hardening, and awareness

briefings are warranted for any family member whose targeting could create leverage against the

principal.

Traditional threat assessments focus on the principal: their visibility, their movements, their exposure.

The cases documented here demonstrate that the threat may materialize through someone other than

the principal. The U.S. Secret Service’s National Threat Assessment Center has documented this

pattern across decades of research into targeted violence: attackers engage in observable planning

behavior, including research into not just the target but the people and locations connected to the

target.18 Every threat assessment should map who in the principal’s orbit is discoverable, evaluate how

that discoverability could be exploited, and treat the digital exposure of anyone with access to the

principal as operationally sensitive. Reducing that exposure at the search engine and data aggregator

level directly degrades the threat actor’s ability to build a targeting profile, for the principal and for the

ecosystem surrounding them.

THE BOTTOM LINE

The Guthrie case reinforces what the Salas attack and every intelligence operation in this brief made

clear: when the people around the principal are digitally exposed, their exposure creates an indirect path

to the principal that bypasses every layer of protection built around them. This is ecosystem targeting.

What has changed is not the principle but the environment in which that principle operates. Personal

information about the people around a principal is available to anyone willing to look for it. The volume of

what is now collectible across search engines, data aggregator sites, social media, public review sites,

race registrations, and fitness platforms has made the mosaic easier to assemble than at any point in

modern history. Protection programs that remain scoped around the principal leave the principal

exposed through the ecosystem. Friction must be restored by design, not just for the principal but for

anyone in their orbit whose exposure creates a path to them.

Hassan Ghul held one piece of information: a name. That single data point unraveled a concealment

operation that had kept the most wanted man in the world hidden for nearly a decade. He was not the

target. He was not even the courier. He was the person who knew the courier’s name. Every executive’s

ecosystem has a Hassan Ghul: the estate manager who knows the alarm codes, the executive assistant
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who manages the calendar, the elderly parent discoverable on every data aggregator site and living

outside the principal’s security footprint. These are the people with keys to the kingdom.

What the castellan once held in iron now lives in the digital exposure of the principal’s

unprotected ecosystem.
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