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Best Practices for Identifying Suspicious Links and Messages

Description

Best Practices for Identifying Suspicious Links
and Messages

In an era where digital communication dominates, cyber threats have become increasingly
sophisticated. Phishing attacks, malware distribution, and social engineering scams often begin with
deceptive links and messages designed to trick users into revealing sensitive information or
downloading harmful software. To protect yourself and your organization, it is crucial to recognize the
red flags of suspicious communications, Below are the best practices for identifying and avoiding
malicious links and messages.

1. Verify the Sendera??s Identity

One of the first steps in assessing a messagea??s legitimacy is examining the sendera??s detalils.

Check the Email Address or Phone Number

e Legitimate organizations use official domains (e.g., @company.com instead of @company-
support.net).

e Spoofed emails may mimic real addresses with slight variations (e.g., @amazOn.com instead of
@amazon.com).

e Text messages (SMS/IM) from unknown numbers, especially those with unusual country codes,
should be treated with caution.

Look for Generic Greetings
e Phishing emails often use impersonal greetings like a??Dear Usera?e or a??Valued Customera?e

instead of your actual name.
¢ Legitimate companies usually personalize communications with your full name or username.

Beware of Urgent or Threatening Language
e Scammers often create a sense of urgency to prompt hasty actions (e.g., a??Your account will be

suspended in 24 hours!a?e).
¢ Legitimate organizations rarely demand immediate action via email or text.

2. Examine the Message Content for Red Flags
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Poor Grammar and Spelling Mistakes

e Many phishing attempts originate from non-native speakers, leading to awkward phrasing, typos,
or grammatical errors.

¢ Professional companies have editorial standards, so poorly written messages are a major warning
sign.

Unsolicited Requests for Personal or Financial Information
¢ No reputable organization will ask for passwords, Social Security numbers, credit card details, or

login credentials via email or text.
¢ If a message requests sensitive data, it is almost certainly a scam.

Unexpected Attachments or Downloads
e Malicious attachments/(e.g., .exe, .zip, .docm) can install malware when opened.

e Even seemingly harmless/files,(PDFs, Word docs) may contain embedded malicious scripts.
e Never open attachments from‘unknown.senders.

3. Scrutinize Hyperlinks Before Clicking

Hover Over Links to Reveal the True URL

¢ Before clicking, hover your cursor over the link (without clicking) to see the actual destination.
e Shortened URLs (e.qg., bit.ly, goo.gl) can hide malicious sitesa??use a URL expander tool to
check them.

Check for HTTPS and Domain Authenticity

¢ Legitimate websites use HTTPS (not just HTTP) to encrypt data.

e Look for misspellings in the domain (e.g., paypal.com instead of paypal.com).

e Subdomains can be deceptivea??secure.login.company.com is different from company.secure-
login.com.

Use Link Scanners for Added Security
e Tools like VirusTotal, URLVoid, or Google Transparency Report can analyze links for
malware.

e Browser extensions (e.g., Web of Trust, Bitdefender TrafficLight) provide real-time link safety
checks.

4. Be Cautious of Social Engineering Tactics

Too-Good-to-Be-True Offers
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e Messages promising free gifts, prizes, or unrealistic discounts are often bait for scams.
e Example: 4??Youa??ve won an iPhone! Click here to claim your prize!a?e

Impersonation of Trusted Entities
e Scammers pose as banks, government agencies (IRS, Social Security), or tech support
(Microsoft, Apple).
e Verify independentlya??contact the organization through official channels (not the contact info in
the suspicious message).

Fake Invoices or Payment Requests
e Fraudulent invoices (e.g., a??Your subscription renewal is duea??update payment now!a?s)

target businesses and individuals.
¢ Always confirm payment requests with the supposed sender via a verified method.

5. Strengthen Your-Defenses with Security Best Practices

Enable Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA)

¢ MFA adds an extra layer of security, making it harder for attackers to access accounts even if
they obtain passwords.

Keep Software and Antivirus Updated

e Regularly update your operating system, browser, and security software to patch vulnerabilities.
¢ Use reputable antivirus programs (e.g., Norton, McAfee, Kaspersky) to detect and block threats.

Educate Yourself and Your Team
e Conduct phishing simulation tests to train employees in recognizing scams.
¢ Stay informed about the latest cyber threats through resources like CISA, FBI Cyber Crime, or

Krebs on Security.

Use Email Filtering and Spam Protection

e Enable spam filters in your email client to block known phishing attempts.
e Enterprise solutions (e.g., Microsoft Defender for Office 365, Proofpoint) provide advanced
threat protection.

6. What to Do If You Suspect a Phishing Attempt

1. Do not click any links or download attachments.
2. Do not reply or engage with the sender.
3. Report the message to your IT department (if at work) or to platforms like:

Page 3
Footer Tagline



COMPANY NAME
Address | Phone | Link | Email

Email providers (Gmail, Outlook) via the a??Report Phishinga?e option.
FTC (ReportFraud.ftc.gov) for U.S. users.

Anti-Phishing Working Group (APWG) at reportphishing@apwg.org.
Delete the message from your inbox and trash folder.

Run a malware scan if you accidentally clicked a suspicious link.
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Conclusion

Cybercriminals continuously refine their tactics, making it essential to stay vigilant when evaluating links
and messages. By verifying sender identities, scrutinizing message content, inspecting URLs, and
leveraging security tools, you can significantly reduce the risk of falling victim to phishing and malware
attacks. Adopting a zero-trust approacha??assuming all unsolicited communications are suspicious
until proven otherwisea??is the best defense in todaya??s digital landscape. Stay informed, stay
cautious, and prioritize cybersecurity in all your online interactions.
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