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#Who Is Responsible for Applying CUI Marking and Dissemination Instructions?

The definitive guide to identifying the roles, responsibilities, and best practices for managing Controlled

Unclassified Information (CUI) across government and industry sectors.

Introduction

The handling of Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI) demands strict adherence to marking and
dissemination protocols to safeguard sensitive data while ensuring lawful sharing. Understanding who is
responsible for applying CUI marking and dissemination instructions is essential for compliance, risk
mitigation, and operational efficiency. This article delineates the primary stakeholders, outlines procedural

steps, and addresses frequently asked questions to equip professionals with actionable knowledge.

Key Stakeholders in CUI Management

1. CUI Custodians

CUI custodians are the individuals or offices that own or steward specific categories of controlled

information. Their core duties include:

¢ Identifying CUI within their portfolio.
e Applying the appropriate marking labels in accordance with the CUI Registry.

e Ensuring that markings reflect the correct classification level (e.g., Controlled, Sensitive, For Official

Use Only).

2. Program Managers

Program managers oversee projects that generate or handle CUI. Their responsibilities encompass:

e Defining data flow pathways and dissemination boundaries.
e Coordinating with custodians to validate marking accuracy before release.

¢ Monitoring compliance throughout the project lifecycle.

3. Security Officers



Security officers provide oversight on classification policy implementation. They:

e Review marking schemes for consistency with federal guidelines.

e Approve dissemination plans that involve external partners. - Conduct periodic audits to verify

adherence to CUI directives.
4. Contractors and External Partners
When CUI is shared with non-government entities, contractors must:
¢ Accept the marked documents and honor the stipulated dissemination restrictions.

¢ Implement internal controls that prevent unauthorized disclosure.

¢ Report any marking errors or breaches to the responsible custodian.

Step-by-Step Process for Applying CUI Markings

1. Determine CUI Status

o Consult the CUI Registry to confirm whether the information falls under a controlled category.
o Use italic terms such as Controlled, Sensitive, or For Official Use Only to denote the appropriate
designation.

2. Select the Correct Marking

o Apply the standard CUI label at the document header, footer, or watermark.

o Include the CUI markings (e.g., CUI // Controlled // Official Use Only) alongside any

agency-specific notices. 3. Validate Markings

o Conduct a peer review or automated check to ensure the label aligns with the information’s

sensitivity.

o Document the validation outcome in a tracking log.
3. Disseminate According to Policy

o Follow the dissemination matrix that specifies permissible recipients and transmission methods.

o Use encrypted channels or secure portals when sharing electronically.
4. Maintain Records

o Archive the marked document and associated approvals for the required retention period.

o Update the tracking system whenever the marking status changes. ## Documentation and

Record-Keeping



e Marking Guides — Detailed SOPs that outline step-by-step procedures for applying CUI labels.

e Dissemination Plans — Schemes that map out who may receive the information and under what

conditions.

¢ Audit Trails — Logs that capture each action taken from initial marking through final disposal.
Best practice: Store all documentation in a centralized, access-controlled repository to facilitate retrieval
during inspections.
Training and Competency Development

e Initial Training — New employees must complete a CUI awareness module covering marking rules and

dissemination limits.

¢ Refresher Courses — Annual workshops reinforce updates to the CUI Registry and policy revisions. -

Competency Assessments — Practical exercises that test the ability to correctly label and share CUI.

Effective training reduces human error and ensures that every stakeholder understands who is responsible

for applying CUI marking and dissemination instructions.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Mistake Consequence Prevention

Use checklists and peer

Mislabeling — Applying an incorrect Unauthorized release of
. o verification before finalizing the
marking level. sensitive data.
label.

Omitting Required Notices — Non-compliance with Maintain a master list of required
Forgetting agency-specific addenda. federal regulations. notices per CUI category.
Improper Dissemination — Sharing

Data breach and legal Enforce encrypted transmission
marked documents via unsecured )

penalties. protocols and access controls.

channels.

Implement automated retention
Neglecting Record Retention —
Loss of audit evidence. policies aligned with agency
Deleting marked files prematurely. o
directives.

Frequently Asked Questions



Q1: Who has the ultimate authority to approve CUI markings?
A: The designated CUI custodian, in coordination with the program manager and security officer, holds the

final approval authority.

Q2: Can a contractor apply CUI markings independently?
A: Contractors may apply markings only after receiving explicit authorization from the custodian and must

adhere to the contractor’s marked-information policy.

Q3: What happens if a marking error is discovered after dissemination?

A: The responsible party must issue a correction notice, retrieve the affected documents, and document the
incident for corrective action. Q4: Are there digital tools to automate CUI marking?

A: Yes, several government-approved software solutions integrate with document management systems to

apply and enforce CUI labels automatically.

Conclusion

Identifying who is responsible for applying CUI marking and dissemination instructions is a
foundational step toward robust information security. CUI custodians, program managers, security officers,
and contractors each play a distinct yet interconnected role in ensuring that controlled information is
labeled accurately and shared responsibly. By following the structured processes, maintaining diligent
documentation, and investing in continuous training, organizations can achieve compliance, protect

sensitive data, and uphold the integrity of the CUI framework.

Remember: accurate marking is not merely a procedural checkbox—it is a critical safeguard that empowers

stakeholders to manage information with confidence and accountability.

5. Integrating CUI Marking into Daily Workflows

Embedding CUI labeling into routine activities reduces the likelihood of human error and creates a culture

of compliance. Below are practical steps for each stakeholder group:

Stakeholder Workflow Integration Tactics

* Maintain a living “Marking Matrix” that maps each CUI category to its

required header/footer text, banner, and handling instructions.

* Schedule quarterly reviews of the matrix to incorporate any changes to
CUI Custodian . ‘

agency policy or NIST guidance.

* Leverage version-controlled SharePoint libraries where the matrix is the

single source of truth.



Stakeholder Workflow Integration Tactics

* Embed CUI marking checkpoints into the project charter and milestone

approval forms.

*Require that every deliverable be uploaded to a “CUI-Ready” folder before it
Program Manager can be marked complete.

* Use automated workflow rules (e.g., Power Automate, ServiceNow) to trigger

a “Marking Review” task for the custodian whenever a new document is

added.

* Configure Data Loss Prevention (DLP) policies that scan for unmarked files
containing CUI keywords and flag them for remediation.
Information Security <Deploy a “Mark-Before-Send” plug-in for Outlook and Teams that prevents
Officer (ISO) transmission of unmarked documents to external recipients.
* Run monthly compliance dashboards that surface any “unmarked CUI”

incidents and assign them to the responsible custodian for corrective action.

* Include a “Marking Checklist” as part of the contractor’s Statement of Work

(SOW) deliverable package.

* Require contractors to use the same approved labeling templates and to
Contractor submit a signed attestation that all CUI has been correctly marked before any

data exchange.

* Integrate the contractor’s document management system with the prime’s

DLP engine via API, ensuring real-time validation of markings.

Automation Spotlight: “Mark-It-Right” Workflow

1. Document Creation — User creates a draft in Microsoft Word or a CAD file.
2. Metadata Capture — The system prompts the user to select the CUI category from a drop-down list.

3. Automatic Labeling — Based on the selection, the appropriate header/footer, banner, and dissemination

instructions are inserted.

4. Pre-Send Validation — Before the file can be saved to a shared drive or emailed, a script checks for the

presence of the required markings and alerts the user if any are missing.

5. Audit Log Entry — The action, user ID, timestamp, and CUI category are recorded in a tamper-evident

log for later review.



By institutionalizing such a workflow, organizations shift the responsibility for accurate marking from

“remember-to-do-it” to “system-enforces-it,” dramatically lowering the risk of mislabeling.

6. Training & Awareness Programs

A robust marking regime is only as strong as the people who execute it. Effective training should be:

Component Description Frequency

Interactive courses tailored to custodians, Annually, with refresher
Role-Based _ _ )

managers, ISOs, and contractors, covering micro-learning every

E-Learning Modules
policy, tools, and case studies. 6 months

Simulated incidents where participants practice
Live Table-Top

identifying CUI, applying markings, and Bi-annually
Exercises
executing the correction process.
One-page cheat sheets (PDF and laminated desk
Quick-Reference Distributed on onboarding;
cards) that list the most common CUI categories
Guides updated as needed
and their required markings.
Tracks completion rates, quiz scores, and the Reviewed monthly by the
Metrics Dashboard
number of marking errors detected by DLP. ISO

Embedding these elements into the organization’s learning management system (LMS) ensures consistent

delivery and measurable outcomes.

7. Auditing and Continuous Improvement

Compliance is not a one-time event; it requires ongoing verification and refinement.

1. Scheduled Audits — Conduct formal audits at least once per fiscal year. Auditors should sample a
cross-section of documents from each stakeholder group, verify that markings match the CUI

classification, and confirm that dissemination instructions were followed.

2. Spot-Check Alerts — Configure the DLP engine to generate real-time alerts for any unmarked CUI

detected in high-risk repositories (e.g., external email, cloud storage).

3. Root-Cause Analysis — For each marking deviation, perform a five-why analysis to uncover systemic

issues (e.g., outdated templates, insufficient training).

4. Corrective Action Plans (CAPs) — Assign owners, deadlines, and verification steps for each identified

gap. CAPs become part of the organization’s risk management register.



5. Feedback Loop — Incorporate lessons learned into the “Mark-It-Right” workflow, update the Marking

Matrix, and revise training modules accordingly.

8. Handling Exceptions

Despite best efforts, there will be scenarios where standard marking procedures cannot be applied—for
example, legacy systems that do not support header/footer insertion or urgent releases that pre-empt the

normal review cycle.

Exception Type Approval Process Documentation Required

Obtain a waiver from the ISO after a technical

Technical Waiver form, risk assessment,
assessment confirms that alternative protective

Limitation and a mitigation plan.
measures (e.g., encryption) are in place.

Program Manager may authorize a “fast-track” Release justification,
Emergency . . . .
Rel release, but must notify the custodian and ISO post-release marking audit,

elease

within 24 hours. and an after-action report.

If a contractor generates CUI that never leaves
Contractor-Only their environment, the contractor’s internal Contractor’s marking SOP,
Data marking policy must be reviewed and approved  ISO approval memo.

by the prime’s ISO.

All exceptions must be logged in the central CUI compliance portal and reviewed during the annual audit to

ensure they remain justified and limited in scope.

9. International Collaboration Considerations

When U.S. federal entities collaborate with foreign partners, additional layers of marking may be required:

¢ Dual-Marking — Apply both U.S. CUI markings and the partner nation’s classification markings,

following the “most restrictive” principle.

o Export Control Alignment — Verify that the CUI does not also fall under the International Traffic in
Arms Regulations (ITAR) or Export Administration Regulations (EAR); if it does, separate

export-control markings must be added.

e Secure Collaboration Platforms — Use government-approved platforms (e.g., JWICS, SIPRNet) that

support custom marking schemas and enforce end-to-end encryption.

Coordinating these requirements early in the project charter prevents downstream conflicts and ensures

seamless information sharing.



10. Final Thoughts

The responsibility for applying CUI markings and dissemination instructions is a shared, multi-layered duty
that extends from the CUI custodian to every individual who creates, reviews, or transmits controlled

information. By:

¢ Defining clear roles and approval hierarchies,

Embedding marking actions into everyday tools and workflows,

Leveraging automation to enforce compliance,

Providing targeted, continuous training, and

Instituting rigorous audit and exception-management processes,

organizations can transform CUI marking from a burdensome checklist into an integral component of their

security posture.

In essence, accurate CUI labeling is not just a regulatory requirement—it is a proactive defense
mechanism. When every stakeholder embraces their part in the marking lifecycle, the organization

safeguards its most valuable asset: trusted information.



