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Whaling

Spear phishing aimed at senior executives and other high-value decision makers.

§ Executive Summary

Whaling is a specialized form of spear phishing that targets senior leaders such as chief
executives, chief financial officers, and board members, or impersonates them to pressure
others. Because these individuals hold authority, sensitive information, and the ability to approve
large transactions, a single successful whaling attack can be extraordinarily costly. The lures are
polished, well researched, and designed to fit the pace and pressures of executive work.

§ What It s

Whaling gets its name from going after the biggest, most valuable targets in an organization. It
works like spear phishing but focuses on executives and other high-authority roles, either by
deceiving the executive directly or by impersonating the executive to manipulate subordinates. A
whaling message is typically well written and free of the obvious errors seen in mass phishing,
and it references realistic business context such as a confidential deal, a legal matter, or an
urgent payment. Whaling overlaps closely with business email compromise, where an attacker
poses as a leader to instruct staff to wire funds or share sensitive records, exploiting the natural
reluctance to question someone at the top.

§ Why It Matters

Executives are attractive targets because their access and authority translate directly into
money, data, and influence. A convincing message that appears to come from a chief executive
can push a finance team to move large sums quickly, and a compromised executive account can
expose strategy, deals, and personal information. These attacks exploit hierarchy: employees
hesitate to challenge a leader's request, and executives are often too busy to scrutinize every
message. The financial and reputational damage from a single incident can be severe. For
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professionals, protecting leadership requires a blend of strong technical controls, clear
verification procedures that apply even to the top of the organization, and a culture where
questioning an unusual request is encouraged rather than punished.

§ How It Works

The attacker researches the executive and the surrounding team, learning reporting lines, travel
patterns, active deals, and communication styles. They then craft a lure that fits: an urgent,
confidential request that discourages the recipient from checking with others. When targeting
the executive directly, the goal is usually to capture credentials or plant malware. When
impersonating the executive, the goal is to pressure a subordinate into a fraudulent transfer or
disclosure, often reinforced with claims of secrecy and time pressure. Attackers may spoof or
closely imitate the executive's address, or hijack a real account to send from a trusted inbox,
making the request harder to doubt.

§ Architecture Diagram

[ Attacker researches executive and team ] -> { Crafts a polished, high-stakes lure J ->

[ Targets the executive or impersonates them J -

{ Urgent, confidential request pressures action } ->

{ Funds are moved or sensitive data is exposed ]

Whaling either deceives an executive directly or impersonates one to pressure staff into a costly action.

§ Visual Workflow

[ The attacker profiles a senior leader and the staff who support them. J ->

{ A polished lure is written that fits real business context and executive tone. } -




[ The message either targets the executive directly or impersonates them to a subordinate. J >

[ Urgency and confidentiality are used to discourage verification. ] -

[ A subordinate approves a transfer or shares data, or the executive's account is compromised. ]

-> ( The attacker cashes out the fraud or uses the access for deeper intrusion. J

Common Attacks

Impersonating a chief executive to pressure finance staff into an urgent wire transfer
Targeting an executive's account to reach confidential strategy and deal information
Fake legal or regulatory notices demanding immediate, secret action

Spoofed or look-alike executive addresses that appear authentic at a glance

Hijacked real executive accounts used to send trusted internal requests

Common Mistakes

® Exempting executives from the same security controls everyone else follows
® Treating an urgent leadership request as beyond question or verification

e Allowing large payments to proceed on email approval alone

e Publicly exposing detailed executive schedules, travel, and reporting lines

® Punishing staff who pause to verify, which discourages future caution

} Best Practices

® Require out-of-band verification for large or unusual payments, no exceptions
® Enforce phishing-resistant multi-factor authentication on executive accounts

® Publish and enforce SPF, DKIM, and DMARC to curb executive impersonation

® Give executives and their assistants tailored, high-touch security support

® Establish payment authorization rules that no single message can override

® Foster a culture where verifying a leader's request is expected and safe



§ Quick Checklist

Out-of-band verification mandatory for high-value or unusual transfers
Phishing-resistant MFA enforced on executive and finance accounts
SPF, DKIM, and DMARC configured and enforced on the domain
Executives and assistants enrolled in tailored awareness support
Dual-authorization payment controls that email alone cannot bypass

Clear, blame-free escalation path for questioning executive requests

§ Recommended Tools

Phishing-resistant MFA Email security gateway

Protects high-value executive accounts Flags impersonation, look-alike domains,
from takeover and external senders

DMARC with SPF and DKIM Payment authorization controls

Limits attackers spoofing executive and Enforces dual approval so no single email
company addresses can move funds

§ Industry Standards

NIST SP 800-177 NIST SP 800-61
Trustworthy email and sender Incident handling for a compromised
authentication against impersonation executive account or fraud

CIS Critical Security Controls
Authentication, access, and process
safeguards protecting leadership

§ Career Relevance



Whaling defense blends executive protection, financial controls, and incident response. SOC
analysts watch for signs an executive account is compromised, incident responders manage the
fallout of a fraudulent transfer, and security awareness leads build the high-touch programs
leadership needs. GRC analysts design and audit the payment authorization and verification
controls that stop executive impersonation. For the Al-Governance-Jobs.com audience, whaling
is a key topic in security and governance work at the leadership level.

B Interview Questions

® What is whaling, and how does it differ from ordinary spear phishing?

e Why are executives especially attractive and vulnerable targets?

e How would you design a payment process that resists CEO-impersonation fraud?
e Why is out-of-band verification critical for urgent leadership requests?

e How would you tailor security controls and training for executives?

§ Related Certifications

l CompTIA Security+ ][ ISC2 Certified in Cybersecurity (CC) ] [ ISACA CISM (for leadership

tracks) |

§ Further Reading

® CISA: Avoiding Social Engineering and Phishing Attacks
® FTC: Business Email Imposters

® DMARC.org

§ Key Takeaways

e Whaling targets or impersonates senior executives and high-authority roles.
® The access and authority of leaders make the stakes especially high.

® |t exploits hierarchy, urgency, and reluctance to question the top.

e Qut-of-band verification and dual payment authorization are essential.

® Executives need the same controls plus tailored, high-touch protection.


https://www.cisa.gov/news-events/news/avoiding-social-engineering-and-phishing-attacks
https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance
https://dmarc.org/

§ FAQ

» How is whaling different from spear phishing?
» What is CEO fraud?

» Why not just exempt busy executives from strict controls?

§ Related Careers

RELATED ROLES

Soc Analyst
Security Awareness Lead

Incident Responder Grc Analyst

CURRENT OPENINGS

Live roles are on the job board.

Browse all jobs

SUGGESTED LEARNING PATH

Study this sheet: Whaling

Go deeper: Spear Phishing

Ground the basics with CS-001 Cybersecurity

RELATED CERTIFICATIONS

CompTIA Security+
ISC2 Certified in Cybersecurity (CC)

ISACA CISM (for leadership tracks)

GUIDES & SALARY

Career guides Role roadmaps

Salary data Career tools

Go deeper: Business Email Compromise (BEC)

Validate it: work toward CompTIA Security+
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Find the role: browse current openings
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