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ABSTRACT: This study examines the convergence of cyberpsychology and criminal psychology in 
whaling attacks at XXO University, where faculty received phishing emails impersonating senior 
leaders to solicit sensitive information. Unlike general phishing, whaling attacks are tailored to exploit 
authority bias and organizational trust, targeting specific high-ranking individuals to access confidential 
data. The inquiry highlights how psychological manipulation underpins these attacks, using techniques 
that circumvent technical safeguards by leveraging human behavior and cognitive biases. With spear 
phishing responsible for 95% of successful network breaches and 65% of targeted attacks, these tactics 
underscore a critical gap in traditional cybersecurity measures that focus solely on technical defenses 
without addressing psychological vulnerabilities (Reed 2022; Avery 2023). The investigation further 
reveals the escalating costs and operational risks posed by these attacks, as companies face over 700 
social engineering attempts annually, averaging $14.8 million in losses for larger organizations (Reed 
2022). Whaling and spear phishing is especially potent within hierarchical structures like universities, 
where authority compliance is ingrained. This study underscores the need for a cybersecurity framework 
that integrates behavioral insights, aiming to develop organizational resilience against social engineering 
by addressing both cognitive and technical vulnerabilities. 
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Introduction 
This inquiry investigates the intersections of cyberpsychology and criminal psychology in the 
context of whaling and spear phishing cyber-attacks at XXO University, where faculty members 
received emails impersonating senior university leaders to elicit sensitive information. XXO 
University is a name created to protect the privacy of the real university that is the subject of this 
inquiry. Whaling and spear phishing are sophisticated attacks that specifically target high-level 
individuals within an organization, leveraging authority and trust to manipulate victims into 
divulging confidential data.  

Cyberpsychology provides critical insights into the cognitive and emotional manipulation 
techniques employed in whaling and spear phishing attacks (Cekic 2019; Debb 2021). Social 
engineering, the backbone of such attacks, capitalizes on cognitive biases like authority bias, 
where individuals are more likely to comply with requests from perceived figures of power. 
This bias is especially effective in hierarchical settings like universities, where faculty members 
may feel compelled to respond to requests from deans or other senior administrators. 
Furthermore, emotional manipulation through fear or urgency and respect for authority 
commonly found in whaling schemes clouds rational decision-making, pushing victims to act 
impulsively without critically assessing the legitimacy of the request. 

Significance, Importance, and Novelty of the Inquiry 
This study's significance lies in its interdisciplinary approach, combining criminal and cyber-
psychological perspectives to understand better the factors that make whaling attacks successful. 
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The originality of this inquiry also resides in its exploration of how tailored psychological 
manipulation, rather than solely technical sophistication, drives these attacks. This understanding 
offers new avenues for preventive strategies and organizational education, instilling hope for a 
future where institutions can develop more effective defenses against whaling and safeguard their 
information systems and personnel. 

The psychological toll of cybercrime on victims can be extensive and is influenced by the 
nature of the crime committed. Research highlights distinct psychological responses linked to 
various forms of cybercrime (Ahe 2022). For example, hacking victims frequently report 
feelings of fear and unease, primarily due to the unknown scope of data exposure. This can lead 
to a pervasive sense of vulnerability and a diminished perception of personal privacy, causing 
heightened anxiety about the potential misuse of personal information (Ahe 2022). Person-
centered cybercrimes, often the most psychologically damaging, leave victims grappling with 
severe emotional responses, such as depression, shame, and self-blame. These crimes, which 
often involve personalized targeting, can lead to trauma, diminished quality of life, and, in 
extreme cases, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or suicidal ideation (Ahe 2022). 
Organizations also can suffer significant financial losses as a result of social engineering 
attacks.  

Problem Statement 
The escalating prevalence of spear phishing and whaling attacks represents a profound and under-
addressed vulnerability within modern organizational cybersecurity frameworks. Despite 
technological advancements in threat detection and mitigation, human susceptibility to 
psychological manipulation remains a critical vector for cybercrime, as evidenced by the fact that 
65% of targeted attacks by hacker groups involve spear phishing, with 95% of successful network 
breaches attributed to this method (Reed 2022). This trend underscores a significant challenge: 
Traditional cybersecurity measures are insufficient when they fail to account for the social 
engineering tactics that exploit cognitive biases, emotional responses, and established power 
dynamics within organizations. Social engineering attacks, which account for an estimated 98% of 
cyberattacks globally, capitalize on psychological manipulation techniques that compel individuals 
to disclose sensitive information or unwittingly enable security breaches (Avery 2023). Cyber 
manipulation leverages psychological factors around trust, fear, and a willingness to comply with 
authority, effectively bypassing technical defenses by targeting human vulnerabilities (Avery, 
2023). 

The financial and operational impact of these attacks is staggering. Between 2015 and 
2021, the average cost of phishing scams for a single enterprise tripled, reaching approximately 
$14.8 million annually for companies with 9,600 employees, translating to an average cost of 
$1,500 per worker (Reed 2022). This exponential increase highlights the growing sophistication 
and frequency of such attacks and reflects the tangible economic burden they impose. 
Furthermore, with the average business facing more than 700 social engineering attempts each 
year, organizations are continually at risk of operational disruption, including temporary system 
outages to complete shutdowns, reputational damage, and compromised data security (Avery 
2023). This hierarchical vulnerability is evident in academic and corporate settings, where 
attackers manipulate victims’ cognitive shortcuts, such as the tendency to trust authority figures 
or the desire to avoid conflict, to override critical thinking, and induce rapid, uncritical 
compliance (Reed 2022). This inquiry thus seeks to bridge this critical gap, offering an 
interdisciplinary analysis of the behavioral dynamics that drive spear phishing and whaling 
vulnerabilities and informing the creation of security frameworks that address not only 
technological defenses but also the psychological dimensions of cybersecurity. 



RAIS Conference Proceedings, November 21-22, 2024 

	

116	

Method 
The method employed was Root Cause Analysis (RCA), a widely used and respected technique in 
the cybersecurity Field (Wangen et al. 2017; Hellesen et al. 2018).  RCA served as a comprehensive 
and systematic method for examining the underlying factors contributing to cybersecurity incidents, 
particularly social engineering attacks such as whaling and spear phishing. RCA involves 
identifying the foundational causes of a problem by analyzing patterns, behaviors, and decisions 
that lead to an adverse event, allowing researchers to move beyond surface-level observations to 
uncover systemic vulnerabilities and psychological triggers. This approach is viable as a data 
collection and research method for this study due to its structured focus on uncovering the sequence 
of contributing factors, which include technical, organizational, and psychological, that enable 
cyberattacks to succeed.  

RCA emphasizes a multi-layered investigation, which is particularly useful for this 
inquiry given its dual focus on cyberpsychology and criminal psychology, exploring both 
attackers' motivations and victims' psychological susceptibilities. RCA in this study 
encompasses several core elements: Event Analysis, Causal Factor Charting, Root Cause 
Identification, and Solution Development (Wangen et al. 2017; Hellesen et al. 2018). Each 
element systematically guides the investigation from incident observation to actionable insights 
(Wangen et al. 2017; Hellesen et al. 2018). Event Analysis involves meticulously reconstructing 
the whaling attacks at XXO University by collecting detailed data on the attack methodology, 
including how attackers impersonated senior leaders and targeted psychological biases. This 
phase includes gathering primary data, such as descriptions of phishing emails, response times, 
and any observable patterns in victim responses, to understand the specific attack techniques 
and psychological triggers exploited by the perpetrators. The data collected was then analyzed 
to identify the key elements of the attacks and the vulnerabilities they exploited. 

Causal Factor Charting is the next stage, where the study organizes data into a sequence 
of causal events that collectively contributed to the incident (Wangen et al. 2017; Hellesen et 
al. 2018).  This charting visually represents the intersections of authority bias, cognitive biases, 
and emotional manipulation that led faculty members to act without verifying the emails' 
authenticity. In this case, causal factor charting is instrumental in linking psychological theories 
with the technical aspects of the attacks, illustrating how attackers' tactics aligned with specific 
vulnerabilities in victims' cognitive processes, such as respect for authority and urgency-driven 
compliance. 

Root Cause Identification is central to RCA and involves examining each causal factor to 
isolate the underlying issues that made the whaling attacks effective. This stage investigates 
psychological factors in-depth, such as the authority-obedience tendencies of faculty within a 
hierarchical academic setting and the psychological detachment leveraged by attackers through 
digital anonymity. Additionally, RCA identified institutional gaps, such as insufficient 
cybersecurity awareness training, that may have left faculty members unprepared to assess 
authority-based phishing attempts critically. Root cause identification is critical here, as it helps 
clarify the psychological and organizational weaknesses that attackers exploited, offering 
insights into the "how" and "why" of the incident. This emphasis on understanding the 'how' 
and 'why' of cyber incidents through RCA makes the audience feel insightful and understanding 
(Wangen et al. 2017; Hellesen et al. 2018).  

Solution Development constitutes the final element of RCA, focusing on generating 
recommendations based on identified root causes. In this inquiry, solutions could include 
enhanced cybersecurity training, specifically targeting social engineering vulnerabilities like 
authority bias and urgency response. Additional recommendations might involve institutional 
protocols for verifying email communications from senior administrators, reducing the 
likelihood of compliance without verification. Therefore, solution development addresses the 
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root causes of the incidents and provides a framework for improving preventive measures at 
XXO University, focusing on psychological and structural resilience. 

Authority-Obedience Theory 
Authority-Obedience Theory provides a critical framework for understanding how perceived 
authority figures can profoundly influence individuals' actions, especially in hierarchical contexts. 
Originating from Milgram's obedience experiments, this theory demonstrates that people are often 
willing to follow directives from authority figures without question, even when those directives 
may seem unusual or carry risks (Milgram 1963). In cybersecurity, particularly in whaling attacks 
like those targeting faculty at XXO University, attackers exploit this predisposition by 
impersonating senior officials. Cybercriminals skillfully override victims' critical judgment by 
mirroring the tone, language, and demands associated with high-ranking leaders, compelling them 
to comply based on deeply ingrained respect for institutional hierarchy. In these scenarios, the 
power dynamics at play lead faculty members to act impulsively, responding to emails that seem to 
come from legitimate authorities without verifying their authenticity. This exploitation of authority-
obedience tendencies is particularly potent in academic settings, where respect for established 
hierarchies can overshadow skepticism, making faculty members especially vulnerable to such 
attacks. 

Authority Bias 
Authority Bias further deepens the understanding of susceptibility to whaling and spear phishing 
by examining individuals' cognitive biases in interpreting information from perceived authority 
figures. Introduced by Tversky and Kahneman (1974), authority bias suggests that people attribute 
greater accuracy and legitimacy to statements or requests from those they regard as authority figures. 
In cybersecurity contexts, attackers capitalize on this bias by crafting messages that seem to 
originate from senior officials, thereby inducing a heightened level of trust in the content. For 
example, faculty at a university might receive emails that include authoritative language, official 
signatures, or urgent phrasing that reinforces their trust in the message's origin. This bias is 
particularly dangerous in spear phishing attacks, where personalization reinforces the belief that the 
message is authentic. Consequently, recipients may bypass standard security checks or dismiss 
doubts, assuming that instructions from authority figures inherently warrant compliance. 
Understanding authority bias is crucial in cybersecurity, as it highlights how attackers exploit 
psychological shortcuts, leading victims to lower their defenses against fraudulent requests. 

Compliance Theory 
Compliance Theory plays a significant role in phishing attacks, providing a valuable framework for 
examining the behavioral response to authority in structured social environments. It highlights how 
individuals often conform to perceived social norms and expectations, particularly under the 
influence of authority figures (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004). In cybersecurity, this theory sheds 
light on how institutional expectations within a university setting create an environment conducive 
to compliance with whaling and spear phishing attacks. Faculty members, for instance, may feel a 
social and professional obligation to respond promptly and positively to emails from high-ranking 
officials. This expectation is particularly strong when coupled with urgency cues embedded in 
fraudulent emails, which exert additional pressure on recipients to comply swiftly. As a result, 
compliance theory explains why individuals may override their typical skepticism or vigilance in 
favor of adhering to the perceived norms of immediate response and deference to authority. In 
cybersecurity, attackers exploit this tendency by embedding social expectations within their 
communications, leading victims to act reflexively rather than thoughtfully, thus facilitating the 
success of phishing schemes. 
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Shattered Assumption Theory (SAT) 
The Shattered Assumption Theory (SAT) offers a valuable perspective to elucidate these 
psychological impacts. According to SAT, individuals construct foundational assumptions about 
the world, such as a belief in fairness and personal security, that guide their interactions and provide 
psychological stability (Ahe 2022). Cybercrime can critically disrupt these core beliefs, 
precipitating a crisis as victims struggle to reconcile their previous assumptions with the reality of 
victimization. For instance, a victim of cybercrime may experience profound emotional distress as 
the sense of safety and trust in others erodes, resulting in feelings of anger, heightened anxiety, and 
reduced trust in interpersonal relationships (Ahe 2022). In this way, SAT underscores the need for 
comprehensive psychological support to aid victims in reconstructing their worldview and 
regaining a sense of security after experiencing cybercrime (Ahe 2022). 

Root Cause Analysis Investigation 
The root cause analysis investigation, conducted through interviews, report evaluations, and lessons 
learned, revealed several key factors contributing to employees' susceptibility to social engineering 
attacks: 
 
Psychological Manipulation and Authority Bias 

The investigation showed that employees were vulnerable to social engineering due to 
manipulative tactics that leveraged cognitive biases. A major factor identified was Authority 
Bias, a psychological phenomenon wherein attackers impersonated senior leaders to gain 
trust. This bias was particularly effective in hierarchical environments, such as universities, 
where employees were conditioned to trust and comply with requests from figures of 
authority. 

 
Emotional Manipulation Through Fear and Urgency 

The analysis indicated that attackers frequently manipulate emotionally, particularly by 
invoking fear and urgency. These tactics were effective in 'whaling' attacks, where messages 
create a sense of immediate repercussion if prompt action is not taken. This psychological 
pressure was especially potent when the message came from a superior, leveraging 
employees' natural inclination to avoid conflict or perceived penalties. 

 
Impact of Cognitive Overload and Habitual Compliance 

The investigation further revealed that cognitive overload and habitual compliance 
contributed to employees' vulnerability. Many employees operated in fast-paced settings with 
high communication volumes, which led to cognitive overload. To manage demands, 
employees frequently resorted to routine responses, such as assuming communications from 
senior officials were legitimate without thorough verification. This habitual compliance, 
deeply ingrained within hierarchical structures, reinforced their susceptibility to phishing 
tactics like whaling and spear phishing. 

 
Insufficient Cybersecurity Training on Psychological Manipulation 

The analysis has underscored a crucial need in cybersecurity: specialized training tailored to 
psychological manipulation techniques. While standard training often focuses on technical 
security measures, it inadequately addresses the psychological triggers frequently used by 
attackers. This gap in training is a significant vulnerability that can be mitigated by investing 
in specialized education, making employees more resilient to targeted attacks. 
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In conclusion, the investigation demonstrated a complex interplay of authority bias, 
emotional manipulation, criminal psychology, cognitive overload, and insufficient training, 
which attackers exploited effectively. 

Supporting Victims Tricked by Cyber-criminals 
Research highlights several key recommendations for aiding victims of cybercrime, particularly 
those impacted by person-centered cyber offenses such as unintentional release of critical 
information, identity theft, cyberstalking, and online harassment, which frequently elicit profound 
psychological distress (Ahe 2022). Specialized Psychological Support is essential, as victims often 
experience a profound breach in their foundational beliefs about safety and trust. Therapists skilled 
in trauma-informed care can help these individuals reconstruct their worldview, fostering new, 
resilient assumptions that can reestablish a sense of personal security and trust in others (Ahe 2022). 
Furthermore, rebuilding trustful relationships is critical, as many victims withdraw from social 
interactions due to feelings of violation. Guided support in forming or strengthening connections 
with trusted individuals, such as family, friends, or support groups, can mitigate isolation and 
provide a vital emotional anchor (Ahe 2022). 

Educational interventions on secure internet Usage are also recommended, empowering 
victims to regain agency over their digital interactions. Victims can regain confidence in 
navigating online spaces safely by enhancing their understanding of privacy settings, teaching 
them to identify phishing tactics, and explaining ways to protect personal information (Ahe 
2022). Additionally, redefining the cybercrime Event in alignment with the victim's core beliefs 
is a crucial step that can reduce its traumatic impact. Through cognitive reframing techniques, 
victims can contextualize the event more constructively, enabling them to process the 
experience without feeling helpless or betrayed. This understanding can be enlightening for 
both the victims and the professionals supporting them (Ahe 2022). 

Lastly, long-term support is not just necessary, but it is a crucial part of the recovery 
process. Recovery from the psychological ramifications of cybercrime is often a prolonged 
journey, and it is important to reassure victims that continuous access to resources and support 
networks can aid them as they gradually rebuild stability and resilience (Ahe 2022). Together, 
these approaches aim to address the unique psychological effects of cybercrime, facilitating 
recovery and re-establishing trust and security in their lives (Ahe 2022). 

Recommended Solutions 
To counter the pervasive threat of spear phishing and whaling attacks, particularly in environments 
where authority bias and cognitive manipulation are prominent, organizations should focus on 
creating an integrated approach to employee education, training, and cultural awareness. The 
following innovative and practical recommendations are tailored to build a resilient workforce 
capable of recognizing and responding to these attacks while fostering an organizational culture of 
vigilance and shared accountability: 
 
Non-Monetary Award Programs for Cybersecurity Vigilance 
Recognizing employees who demonstrate exceptional vigilance in identifying and reporting 
phishing or suspicious activities is a form of acknowledgment and a powerful tool for 
empowerment. Non-monetary awards, such as certificates of recognition, 'Cybersecurity 
Champion' badges, or public acknowledgment in internal communications, reinforce a culture of 
awareness and accountability. Organizations could also implement a 'Hall of Heroes' board or 
digital platform to showcase employees who have contributed to maintaining security. By 
highlighting these efforts, employees feel valued for their contributions, encouraging others to 
actively participate in keeping the organization safe. Periodic awards could also be given to 
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departments with the highest engagement in security practices, fostering healthy competition and 
enhancing collective responsibility. 
 
Streamlined, Anonymous Reporting Processes for Suspicious Emails 
An effective reporting system allows employees to report suspicious emails and potential phishing 
attempts easily and anonymously, encouraging prompt and honest reporting. Organizations should 
integrate a "Report Phishing" button directly within their email platform, enabling quick and hassle-
free reporting. Additionally, developing an anonymous submission option reduces fear of 
repercussions, making employees more likely to report incidents without concern for negative 
feedback. This streamlined process ensures IT teams receive timely notifications and can analyze 
potential threats without delay, while the anonymity feature increases the likelihood of reporting by 
reducing any hesitation among employees who might feel insecure about misidentifying legitimate 
communications. 
 
Internal Phishing Escalation Workflow for IT and Security Teams 
Creating a defined, tiered escalation process within IT can ensure that reports of phishing attempts 
are swiftly evaluated and responded to based on the potential severity of the threat. For instance, 
emails flagged as potentially originating from senior management or containing urgent requests for 
sensitive information should be prioritized. This escalation workflow allows IT teams to respond 
quickly, conducting rapid assessments of suspicious communications and determining whether they 
warrant an organization-wide alert. Automated alerts to IT teams upon reports of high-risk emails 
enable swift mitigation efforts and demonstrate a responsive security culture that prioritizes 
employee engagement in threat detection. 
 
Automated Phishing Detection and Flagging Systems 
Automated flagging systems that highlight emails from unknown or unusual sources as potentially 
dangerous serve as a first line of defense. Such a system might include machine learning algorithms 
to identify patterns of common phishing tactics, such as urgent language, requests for sensitive data, 
or unusual domains. Flagged emails could carry a color-coded banner alerting recipients to 
scrutinize the message closely. Organizations can further enhance this system by customizing it to 
flag emails that appear to impersonate authority figures or senior leaders, providing immediate 
visual cues to employees and supporting them in identifying phishing attempts quickly and 
confidently. 
 
Organizational Alerts and "Near Miss" Reporting Practices 
Introducing a "near miss" reporting practice enables employees to report phishing attempts they 
may have initially engaged with but ultimately recognized and avoided. This practice allows the 
organization to analyze these near-miss events to understand the characteristics of convincing 
phishing attempts better and refine internal awareness programs accordingly. Providing 
organization-wide alerts when specific attacks are trending also informs employees of current 
threats. For instance, if a particular spear phishing campaign impersonates high-ranking officials, 
alerting employees to these tactics reinforces a real-time understanding of evolving threats and 
strengthens their resistance to similar future attacks. 
 
Quarterly Cybersecurity Awareness Drills and Recognition for Reporting 
Conducting quarterly, organization-wide cybersecurity drills that simulate spear phishing and 
whaling scenarios can reinforce vigilance. Following each drill, employees who successfully 
identify and report phishing emails should receive immediate acknowledgment through certificates 
or mentions in organization newsletters. Regular simulations also allow employees to practice using 
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the organization's reporting tools in real scenarios, and rewarding successful participation cultivates 
a proactive, rather than reactive, approach to cybersecurity. Additionally, conducting follow-up 
analyses with employees on why some scenarios were misidentified or overlooked allows for 
continuous learning and improvement. 
 
Encouraging Collaborative Flagging Practices Across Teams 
Creating a collaborative approach to email flagging and security allows employees to communicate 
suspicious emails within and across departments, fostering a culture of shared responsibility. For 
example, employees could be encouraged to flag potentially suspicious emails in team chats, 
facilitating collective scrutiny before engaging with uncertain requests. This practice encourages a 
community-focused approach to security, where employees protect themselves and support their 
colleagues by sharing insights and alerting each other to risks. Organizations could even create 
informal team competitions where teams work together to detect the most phishing attempts each 
quarter, celebrating teamwork in cybersecurity efforts. 
 
“Cyber Awareness Ambassadors” Program 
Establishing a "Cyber Awareness Ambassadors" program identifies employees across different 
departments trained to promote phishing awareness and report best practices. These ambassadors 
are crucial in promoting a culture of vigilance and shared responsibility. They act as a bridge 
between IT/security teams and other employees, guiding flagging processes, assisting in 
simulations, and reinforcing cybersecurity protocols. Ambassadors receive ongoing training in the 
latest phishing tactics and reporting protocols, allowing them to disseminate relevant information 
to their teams effectively. This program broadens awareness throughout the organization and fosters 
a decentralized approach to cybersecurity, where knowledgeable ambassadors support a distributed 
vigilance network. 
 
Interactive, Scenario-Based Training Programs 
Traditional cybersecurity training should be enhanced with interactive, scenario-based modules 
focusing on the psychological tactics used in spear phishing and whaling attacks. These training 
modules should go beyond technical explanations to include real-world simulations replicating 
typical authority-based phishing scenarios, allowing employees to practice critical assessment 
safely. Scenarios can include exercises on recognizing urgency cues, authority impersonation, and 
requests for sensitive information, reinforcing employees' ability to detect manipulation tactics. By 
engaging employees in realistic phishing simulations, organizations can significantly improve their 
ability to recognize phishing attempts and respond with skepticism and caution. 
 
Role-Specific Training on Hierarchical Manipulation Tactics 
Tailored training based on organizational hierarchy ensures that employees at different levels know 
the specific psychological manipulations they are likely to encounter. High-level personnel, who 
are often targeted in whaling attacks, should receive training focused on the unique threats they face, 
including impersonation tactics aimed at authority figures and strategies for verifying requests. 
Mid-level employees should be taught to critically assess communications that appear to come from 
senior leaders, thereby strengthening the chain of skepticism across levels. Role-specific training 
creates a tailored understanding of threats and encourages a culture of vigilance, as employees 
understand the specific manipulations they are most likely to encounter. This understanding can 
significantly improve the organization's ability to recognize and respond to phishing attacks. 
 
Promoting a Culture of "Trust, but Verify" 
Cultivating an organizational ethos that values critical thinking and verification over blind 
compliance is essential in combating social engineering. Instituting a "Trust but Verify" policy 
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encourages employees to seek secondary confirmation for unusual or high-stakes requests, 
especially those that appear to come from senior leadership. For instance, employees can be trained 
to verify requests for sensitive information through a secondary communication channel or a direct 
conversation with the alleged sender. By embedding this practice into organizational policy, 
employees gain permission and encouragement to scrutinize authority-based requests, thus 
reducing the risk of impulsive compliance. 
 
Regular Phishing Simulations and Instant Feedback Mechanisms 
Conducting regular, randomized phishing simulations allows employees to test their knowledge 
and awareness in real time. These simulations should include authority-based phishing tactics 
commonly used in whaling schemes, such as urgent requests from senior leadership. Immediate 
feedback on employee responses to simulations, including explanations of why an email was or 
was not suspicious, reinforces learning and allows employees to internalize cues they may have 
missed. This iterative learning process builds confidence and gradually develops a habitual 
skepticism toward unsolicited requests, which is crucial for strengthening security awareness. 
 
Integrating Cyberpsychology Insights into Awareness Programs 
Integrating concepts from cyberpsychology, such as authority and urgency bias, into awareness 
programs can deepen employees' understanding of the cognitive vulnerabilities that attackers 
exploit. By educating employees on how psychological manipulation works—such as how they 
might unconsciously respond to perceived authority or act out of fear—they become more attuned 
to these cues in their daily interactions. Awareness programs can include discussions of 
psychological resilience and strategies to recognize and mitigate emotional triggers, allowing 
employees to adopt a more mindful approach to information requests that seem urgent or 
authoritative. 
 
Empowering Employees with No-Blame Reporting Policies 
Encouraging a culture of transparent communication and early reporting of suspicious incidents 
without fear of blame helps ensure that employees feel comfortable reporting potential phishing 
attempts. This no-blame policy removes the stigma associated with falling victim to a phishing 
attack, empowering employees to report their experiences openly and contributing to a proactive 
organizational response. By establishing a feedback loop where employees can report suspicious 
activities and receive prompt guidance, organizations reinforce that collective vigilance is essential 
for security, creating a stronger culture of trust and shared responsibility. This approach increases 
the likelihood of early detection and prevention of phishing attacks and fosters a sense of shared 
responsibility for cybersecurity, enhancing the organization's overall security posture.  
 
Leadership-Led Cybersecurity Awareness Initiatives 
Active involvement from organizational leaders in cybersecurity awareness campaigns emphasizes 
the importance of vigilance and reinforces best practices throughout the organization. Senior leaders 
can participate in phishing simulations, attend cybersecurity workshops, and publicly discuss the 
organization's commitment to security. By modeling the behaviors expected from all employees, 
leadership demonstrates that cybersecurity is an organizational priority, not an individual 
responsibility. This top-down approach fosters an environment where security becomes embedded 
in the organizational culture, making employees at all levels more likely to adopt and sustain secure 
behaviors. 
 
Establishing a Cross-Departmental Cybersecurity Awareness Team 
Forming a dedicated cybersecurity awareness team composed of members from various 
departments can enhance the organization's responsiveness to emerging phishing tactics. This team, 
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led by a cybersecurity professional, can gather and analyze insights from different organizational 
functions, allowing for developing targeted, department-specific awareness materials. The team can 
facilitate ongoing discussions about new phishing trends, sharing real-time knowledge across 
departments. This cross-functional approach strengthens the organization's collective defenses by 
ensuring that all areas are equipped with tailored, current knowledge of the latest phishing and social 
engineering tactics. The team's responsibilities include conducting regular phishing simulations, 
analyzing the results, and developing targeted training materials based on the identified weaknesses, 
contributing significantly to the organization's overall cybersecurity resilience.  

Conclusions 
By implementing these educational and cultural strategies, organizations can build a foundation of 
psychological resilience and informed skepticism that enables employees to recognize and resist 
sophisticated phishing attempts. These best practices reinforce individual awareness and foster an 
organizational culture where security is a collective responsibility. However, it is important to note 
that cybersecurity is a dynamic field, and new phishing tactics are constantly evolving. Therefore, 
continuous learning, through regular updates to training materials and ongoing discussions about 
new threats, is crucial to maintaining a high level of security awareness. Through continuous 
learning, role-specific training, and leadership-driven initiatives, organizations can address the 
complex psychological aspects of spear phishing and whaling, ultimately creating a more vigilant, 
resilient workforce. 
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