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Why “Red Flags”
Are No Longer Enough
in the New Era of Phishing
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Executive Summary COFENSE

For years, phishing awareness depended on a familiar checklist: bad grammar, suspicious
links, odd sender names, urgent language, and unexpected attachments. That approach
reflected an earlier era of email threats, when many attacks were easier to spot and often
relied on obvious mistakes. That era is over.

Today’s phishing attacks are more adaptive, more personalized, and more convincing. Threat
actors use artificial intelligence to generate high-volume variations, tailor messages to
individual roles and organizations, and blend into normal business workflows. Many of these
attacks do not look obviously malicious. Some contain no links. Some contain no attachments.
Some begin as simple conversations. Others use trusted infrastructure, legitimate tools, and
realistic business context to exploit trust after the message reaches the inbox.

This shift changes what effective phishing defense requires.

. Red flags still matter, but they are no longer sufficient as the primary

model for detection or response.

Modern organizations need a broader strategy built around
post-perimeter visibility, faster reporting, expert validation, intelligent
automation, and real-world training that reflects how attacks actually
behave today.

This paper explains why traditional “red flag” thinking falls short, how phishing has evolved,
what this means for security teams and employees, and what a modern phishing defense
model should look like.
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The Old Model: COFENSE

WHY RED FLAGS WORKED FOR A TIME

Traditional phishing awareness programs were built around pattern recognition.
Employees were taught to look for warning signs such as:

@ Misspelled words and awkward grammar @ Generic greetings

@ Mismatched sender names and email @ Suspicious links or unexpected attachments

domains )
@ Urgent or threatening language

@ Unusual requests for money or credentials

That guidance was practical for the threat landscape at the time. Many phishing campaigns were
broad, repetitive, and easy to template. Attackers often made linguistic mistakes. Messages were
easier to identify because they stood apart from legitimate business communications.

In that environment, the core challenge was teaching employees to notice anomalies. Security
teams could reasonably expect users to identify many malicious messages based on visible
inconsistencies alone.

What Changed:

PHISHING ENTERED A NEW ERA

Al has accelerated the speed and sophistication of campaigns, enabling threat actors to generate,
test, and deploy phishing more efficiently than ever before. Instead of sending one generic
template, attackers can create countless variations of the same campaign, each with different
wording, branding, senders, payloads, or delivery methods.

This matters because “red flag” training assumes that malicious emails will still look noticeably
different from real ones. Increasingly, they do not.

In the new era of

Messages are Attackers use legitimate Campaigns evolve
grammatically correct and infrastructure and trusted continuously while
professionally written domains preserving the same

malicious intent

Content is personalized Payloads, URLs, and Conversational phishing

to roles, teams, and identities mutate rapidly and BEC often contain no

organizations obvious technical artifact
to inspect

The result is a threat landscape in which surface-level cues are less reliable. A message can look
polished, relevant, and operationally normal while still being malicious.

©2026 COFENSE | COFENSE.COM 3



Why Traditional Red Flags COFENSE
Break Down

m Good grammair is no longer a trustworthy filter

One of the oldest phishing detection signals was poor writing. That signal has
weakened dramatically. Generative Al allows threat actors to create clear,
grammatically correct, and contextually appropriate messages in seconds.

A polished email is no longer evidence of legitimacy. In some cases, it may
simply indicate that the attacker used better tools.

m Suspicious links are not always present

Some of the most dangerous phishing attacks do not rely on URLs or
attachments at all. Conversational business email compromise often begins
with a short, plain-text email designed to prompt a reply. Once a user engages,
the attacker escalates the request through a natural-looking conversation.

That means users and analysts cannot depend on link inspection alone. If the
detection model begins and ends with “hover over the URL,” it misses a growing

m Visual anomalies are disappearing

Al-generated phishing content can mimic tone, structure, and formatting with
high accuracy. Attackers increasingly imitate normal workflows, business
requests, internal communication styles, and vendor correspondence. Instead of
looking unusual, the message may look exactly like something the recipient
expects to receive.

m Personalization reduces obvious suspicion

Threat actors now use publicly available information to tailor phishing
attempts. Job titles, reporting lines, professional relationships, company
announcements, and social media details can all be weaponized to make a
message feel familiar and credible.

The more relevant a message appears, the less likely a traditional red-flags
checklist is to catch it.

m Attackers are optimizing for trust, not just clicks

Modern phishing is not always trying to trick users with obvious urgency or fake
forms. Many attacks are designed to enter a workflow, create a conversation, or
exploit an assumption. That makes them harder to spot because the attack is
behavioral, not just visual.
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COFENSE

Perhaps the biggest shift is this: phishing increasingly succeeds not because users miss
obvious red flags, but because attackers successfully mimic legitimate work.

A modern phishing email may:

Reference a real project or Use plain text instead of a Ask for a small, seemingly
executive suspicious attachment reasonable action first
malicious intent

Match the tone of routine Arrive from an apparently Adapt its content based on
internal communication legitimate vendor or the victim or device
compromised account

This is why the old awareness question, “Does this email look suspicious?” is no longer enough.
A better question is, “Does this behavior make sense in context?”

That is a harder problem. It requires context, not just pattern recognition.

The Employee Problem:

WHY AWARENESS STILL MATTERS, BUT MUST EVOLVE

Saying red flags are no longer enough does not mean employee awareness is obsolete. It means
awareness has to mature.

Employees remain essential because they see what gateways miss. They experience the message
in context. They know whether a request feels out of band, whether a sender’s behavior is
unusual, and whether the timing or sequence of communication makes sense.

But training must move beyond static lists of warning signs.

Modern employee training should teach people to:

e Recognize manipulative context, not just bad formatting

e Validate unexpected requests through trusted channels

e Treat urgency plus deviation from process as a warning signal

e Be cautious with plain-text conversations that escalate quickly

e Understand how Al-generated phishing mimics legitimate communications

e Report suspicious messages early, even when they are uncertain
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COFENSE

oQo In other words, organizations should train employees to think like contextual

sensors, not just checklist followers.

The SOC Problem:

WHY SECURITY TEAMS NEED MORE THAN USER VIGILANCE

Even the best employee training cannot solve the whole problem.

When phishing bypasses perimeter defenses and lands in inboxes, the operational challenge

becomes immediate. Security teams now have to detect what got through, assess whether

it is malicious, understand whether it is part of a broader campaign, and remove related threats
before they spread.

This is where traditional approaches strain under modern conditions.

Security teams face:

High alert volumes

Delayed or inconsistent reporting
Manual triage burdens

False negatives from Al-only systems

Limited explainability in automated decisions

Extended dwell time when threats stay active in inboxes
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Why Post-Perimeter COFENSE
Defense Matters

Phishing gets through. That is no longer a controversial statement. It is the operating reality of
modern email security.

accordingly.

@ A modern defense strategy starts from that assumption and builds controls

This is where defense in depth becomes essential. Even strong perimeter email security cannot
stop every evasive, polymorphic, or socially engineered attack, which means organizations need
additional layers that operate after delivery to identify, validate, contain, and learn from threats
that reach the inbox.

Post-perimeter defense strengthens the broader email security stack rather than replacing it. It
adds the layers needed to close the gap between delivery and response: employee reporting,
expert analysis, intelligent triage, rapid remediation, and real-world training informed by actual
attacks. In that sense, defense in depth is not just a technical architecture principle. It is an
operational model for reducing exposure when prevention alone is not enough.

For organizations already invested in secure email gateways and cloud email platforms, this
layered approach is especially important. The strongest programs do not treat phishing defense
as a single control. They combine perimeter prevention with post-perimeter detection and
response so threats that bypass one layer can still be stopped by the next.

Post-perimeter defense means organizations are prepared to identify, analyze, remediate, and
learn from phishing attacks after they reach employee inboxes. Instead of assuming prevention is
enough, this model emphasizes visibility, speed, and accuracy after delivery.

This matters because the success of modern phishing is often determined by what happens once
the email is inside:

How quickly is it reported?
How accurately is it classified?
How fast can related messages be found and removed?

Can the organization identify unknown variants?

Can the incident improve future detection and training?

Organizations that answer those questions well reduce exposure. Organizations that cannot
are left relying on luck.
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Why Al Alone Is COFENSE
Not the Answer

Many organizations assume Al will solve the phishing problem by itself.

?i‘ Al is essential to scale, but scale without accuracy introduces new risks.

Al-only models can help process volume, prioritize signals, and support triage. But used alone,
they can also introduce:

@ False negatives when novel threats do not match learned patterns
@ High noise when systems overcompensate for uncertainty

@ Inconsistent classification across environments

@ Limited explainability for analysts, auditors, and leaders

That is especially dangerous in phishing defense, where incorrect decisions have immediate
operational consequences.

The issue is not whether Al has value. It does. The issue is whether Al can be trusted without
expert validation in a threat category designed to exploit ambiguity, deception, and constant
change.

The Missing Layer:

HUMAN-SUPERVISED Al

A more effective phishing defense strategy combines machine speed with expert human
judgment.

Human-supervised Al uses automation for large-scale detection, correlation, enrichment, and
response while integrating expert analysts directly into validation and feedback loops. Verified
outcomes improve model performance over time, reduce false negatives, and provide more
explainable decisions.

This approach is more effective than purely manual processes, which cannot keep pace with
the scale and speed of modern threats. It also outperforms Al-only approaches, since adaptive
attacks can evade detection or be incorrectly classified without human oversight.

Stronger than manual-only Stronger than Al-only processes,
processes, which cannot which can misclassify or miss

keep pace with modern adaptive attacks
scale
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COFENSE

In practice, human-supervised Al enables organizations to identify and remediate previously
unknown threats within minutes instead of hours. It also improves report processing efficiency
and strengthens organizational resilience through training based on real-world attack scenarios.

From Red Flags to Resilience:
WHAT MODERN PROGRAMS SHOULD DO INSTEAD

| 1. REACTIVE STAGE: CLOSE THE VISIBILITY GAP FIRST

At the earliest stage, organizations are still dealing with missed phishing emails, manual
cleanup, and employee uncertainty about what to do after a phish is delivered or clicked.

At this level, the immediate priority is to create visibility and basic response discipline.
Organizations should make employee reporting simple, publish a clear incident response checklist,
and educate users on what happens after a suspicious message is reported or an attack gets
through. This is also the point where teams should acknowledge that perimeter defense education
alone is not enough. They need a post-delivery layer that helps identify phishing emails, explain
why they bypassed controls, and support manual removal when needed.

2. DEVELOPING STAGE: STANDARDIZE WORKFLOW AND REMOVAL

Once reporting exists, the next step is operational consistency. The maturity model points

to phishing remediation, email threat removal, investigation workflow, response timelines,

and remediation best practices as the core needs at this stage. Organizations should define a
repeatable triage workflow, document steps for remediation, create playbooks for investigation,
and reduce dependence on ad hoc analyst judgment. This is where phishing defense starts to
move from isolated user reports to an organized response process.

3. INTERMEDIATE STAGE: REDUCE AUTOMATION GAPS AND
FALSE POSITIVES

As programs mature, the challenge shifts from simply handling phishing to improving
quality and efficiency. The maturity model highlights automated phishing remediation, phishing
SOAR, false positive phishing reports, automation limitations, reporting limitations, enrichment,
and phishing detection accuracy issues. At this stage, organizations should focus on improving
classification quality, reducing false positives, enriching alerts with more context, and addressing
the limits of automation-only workflows. This is also where the human-in-the-loop model
becomes more important, because teams need better decisions, not just more automated ones.

The point is not that every organization must mature in exactly the same way.
It is that modern phishing defense improves when programs are built to match

actual operating maturity. Red flags may still play a role at the reactive stage, but
resilience comes from progressing beyond them.
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COFENSE

4. RESILIENT STAGE: OPTIMIZE FOR SPEED, SCALE,
AND EXPLAINABLE AI-ASSISTED RESPONSE

The resilient stage is where organizations start thinking in terms of Al-assisted phishing
remediation, remediation tools, rapid response, and hybrid human-plus-Al workflows. Here,
the focus should be on reducing time to detect and remediate, scaling response across
inboxes, and combining Al speed with expert validation so response remains accurate and
explainable. Organizations at this stage should invest in tooling and processes that support
seconds-to-remediation goals, stronger correlation of related threats, and faster containment
of evasive campaigns.

5. MANAGED STAGE: ELIMINATE WORKLOAD BOTTLENECKS
AND EXTEND CAPACITY

For more mature or resource-constrained teams, the maturity model introduces a
managed-service stage centered on reducing phishing investigation workload, reducing false
positives, accelerating triage, and comparing managed response to in-house or SOAR-led
approaches. At this stage, organizations should evaluate where internal teams are overloaded,
where analyst time is being wasted, and whether managed phishing detection or remediation
can improve resilience and ROI. The key question is no longer only whether the workflow exists,
but whether it can perform consistently at scale without exhausting the SOC.

6. ALIGN TRAINING TO MATURITY, NOT JUST AWARENESS

Across all stages, employee training should evolve with the response model. Early-stage
programs may still need guidance on phishing indicators and what to do after a click. More
mature programs should train employees on reporting behavior, modern attack context, and
real workflows rather than static red-flags lists. The strongest programs use simulations and
education based on current, validated attacker tactics so training improves real reporting and
resilience instead of repeating outdated examples.

7. MEASURE PROGRESS BY OPERATIONAL MATURITY

Organizations should measure progress based on how their program matures over time, not
just on awareness metrics. Early stages may focus on reporting behavior and basic response
readiness. Developing teams should measure consistency of workflow and time to remediate.
Intermediate and resilient teams should track classification confidence, false positive reduction,
detection speed, remediation speed, and the ability to contain campaigns at scale. Mature
programs should also evaluate workload reduction, automation quality, and overall

resilience gains.
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What This Means for Leaders COFENSE

For CISOs, SOC leaders, and human risk owners, the core lesson is straightforward: phishing
defense can no longer rely on a model built for yesterday’s attacks.

Awareness based only on “spot the typo” logic is too narrow. Prevention based only on perimeter
filtering is too optimistic. Automation without expert validation is too risky. And training
disconnected from real attacks is too static.

If red flags are no longer enough, organizations need to mature their phishing defense in stages.
The goal is not to jump from basic awareness to fully optimized response overnight. It is to move
from reactive cleanup to a more resilient operating model that combines reporting, analysis,
remediation, intelligence, and training.

Leaders should ask:

@ Are we training users to identify modern phishing or legacy phishing?

@ Can we see what gets through our perimeter controls?

@ How quickly can we classify and remove phishing emails across mailboxes?
@ How much of our workflow depends on manual analyst effort?

@ Do we have confidence in automated decisions?

@ Are we learning from real attacks in a way that improves future defense?

The organizations that adapt will be better positioned to reduce risk, improve
efficiency, and strengthen resilience.
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Conclusion C@OFENSE

Red flags still have a place in phishing awareness. But they are no longer enough to serve as
the foundation of modern phishing defense.

In the new era of phishing, attackers are using Al to create messages that are polished,
personalized, adaptive, and operationally believable. Many of these attacks do not contain the
obvious indicators users were trained to look for. They exploit trust, context, and timing rather than
just visual mistakes.

That means organizations need a new model—one that assumes phishing gets through and
focuses on what happens next.

: The future of phishing defense depends on post-perimeter visibility,

expert-validated intelligence, accurate automation, rapid remediation, and
real-world training that turns employees into a stronger detection layer.

The question is no longer whether people can spot bad grammar. The question is whether your
organization can identify and stop the phishing attacks that no longer look wrong.

To learn how Cofense can help your team detect, investigate, and remediate polymorphic
phishing at scale, contact us to start a conversation about strengthening your defense.
Cofense is the leader in post-perimeter phishing defense. Built for the reality that phishing gets through, Cofense helps
enterprises identify threats in employee inboxes, remediate active attacks fast, and reduce future risk. Human-supervised

intelligence improves accuracy, accelerates response, and strengthens organizational resilience against
phishing threats across modern enterprise email environments.

Strengthen Your Phishing Defense With { Request a Demo at cofense.com
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