Cybersecurity

~Spam isn't

just spam”
anymore




You know that
feeling when you
open your inbox
In the morning
and it’s already
full of junk?

Special offers you never
subscribed to. “Urgent”
invoices from companies you
don‘t recognize. Random
delivery alerts for packages
you never ordered.

Most people just sigh, hit delete,
and get on with the day.

But what if one of those emails
wasn't merely irritating? What if it
was risky?

That's what spam has become.

And for many small and midsized
organizations across Greater
Chicago, it's one of the most
common ways cybercriminals
find a way in.

Spamisn’‘t what it used to be

Not long ago, spam was mostly a
nuisance. You'd get strange emails about
winning the lottery or inheriting money
from a “long-lost relative” you've never
met.

Today, it's smarter—and harder to spot.

A spam message might look like
an invoice from a real supplier. It
could mimic a delivery company'’s
tracking notice. It might even
appear to come from someone on
your own team.

And the intent behind it is very
real. Criminals send these
messages to:
o Steal passwords or
financial details
e Infect devices with malware
(software designed to
hijack your data or your
systems)
o Trick staff into wiring
money or handing over
access

The worst part is they don’t need
to know you personally. They
blast out millions of emails and
rely on basic math: if one person
clicks once, they can cause
serious damage.

It's easy to assume attackers only
chase big-name targets. They do.
But they also actively pursue
small and midsized businesses
throughout Chicagoland—often
because the defenses are lighter.

Many SMBs don’t have a
dedicated security team. Some
rely on built-in email protection
and assume it's “good enough.”
That's exactly what makes them
easier to catch off guard.

And when it happens, the impact
can be outsized—anything from
losing access to critical files to
reputational fallout with
customers and partners.



The good news: You can stop most of it

Spam filtering is one of your first and strongest lines of
defense.

Think of it like a bouncer for your inbox: every message gets
checked at the door. If something looks off, it's blocked or
guarantined before anyone can interact with it.

A strong filter can stop more than 99% of unwanted or
dangerous emails before they ever hit an inbox—quietly
eliminating thousands of potential threats automatically.
But it's not only about reducing clutter.

It helps protect your data, your finances, and your people from
the scams that inevitably try to slip through.

And it belongs in the same tier as
endpoint security, secure backups, and
staff awareness training—core
components of a practical cybersecurity
strategy.




What is spam filtering?

Let’s get one thing straight: spam filtering isn’t about tidying up a
cluttered inbox.

It's about protecting your business from one of the most common entry
points for cyberattacks.

Picture your email inbox as the front door to your organization. You wouldn't
let strangers wander in from the street without a quick check. You'd want to
know who they are, why they’re there, and whether they belong.

A spam filter plays that role. It stands at the “door,” inspecting every
message before it reaches anyone. If an email looks suspicious, it gets
stopped, redirected, or held for review.

A few terms you'll see in most email systems—
and what they actually mean:

Phishing: Emails that Blacklist: A list of known
impersonate someone you bad senders or domains

trust (a bank, vendor, that are automatically
colleague) to trick you into  blocked.

sharing sensitive

information. Whitelist: A list of

approved senders that are
always allowed through.

Malware: Harmful

software that can infect a Quarantine: A “waiting
device if someone clicks a room” where suspicious
link or opens an emails are held until

attachment. someone reviews them.

You don’t need to memorize the vocabulary. But recognizing these words
makes it easier to understand what your email protection tools are doing—
and what they’re warning you about.
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Types of spam filtering

Spam filtering is rarely just one tool doing one job. The strongest setups use layers
that work together—because scammers don’t rely on a single tactic, either.

Email provider filtering

Most platforms (such as Microsoft 365 or Google Workspace) come with built-in
spam protection. It's a solid baseline, but it isn't always enough by itself—
especially when attackers use more convincing, more targeted messages.

Advanced or third-party filters

These solutions sit in front of your email environment and add additional
screening. They're designed to catch the more sophisticated threats: convincing
phishing attempts, malicious attachments, and “almost legitimate” messages that
basic filters can miss.

Your own rules and settings

You (or your IT support partner) can fine-tune how strict filtering should [
be. That means deciding what gets quarantined for review, what's
automatically allowed, and what's blocked outright.

Put together, these layers give your
organization the best chance of stopping
bad email before it becomes a real incident.

And this isn't only for large enterprises. Even
a one-person business can—and should—
use spam filtering. The good news is that
many protections are already included in
services you're paying for, the add-ons are
generally affordable, and ongoing
management can be handled by a trusted IT
partner in the Greater Chicago area.



Why every business needs

spam filtering

>

Chances are, email is the connective tissue
of your operation. It's how you coordinate
with customers, vendors, and your own
team.

But here's the uncomfortable part: every
time someone opens an inbox, they're
opening a door that bad actors keep trying
to walk through.

That's why spam filtering isn't optional. It's
foundational.

It's easy to dismiss junk mail. The obvious
stuff practically announces itself: “Claim
your free iPhone!” or “You've won a prize!”
But the real trouble rarely looks that
ridiculous.

Today's phishing emails can be unnervingly
convincing. They may mirror a supplier’s
branding, use the name of someone in
finance, or reference a real invoice number
lifted from a prior breach. And they're
designed for one thing: a quick moment of
trust.

One click. One login. One “sure, that seems
normal.”

That's all it takes.
What can happen if you don’t filter spam

Data theft: A phishing email can lure
someone to a fake sign-in page and capture
passwords or banking details. Once stolen,
those credentials can be used to access
systems—or sold to someone who will.
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Malware and ransomware: \U
Some messages include links or attachments
that install malicious software in the
background. In a ransomware scenario, that
can mean being locked out of your own files
until money changes hands.

Lost productivity:

Even when spam isn't dangerous, it's
disruptive. A few minutes of deleting and
sorting, multiplied across a team, turns into
hours of wasted time every week.

Reputation damage

If a customer receives a convincing fake email
that appears to come from your organization,
trust takes the hit—whether or not you were
directly at fault.

In plain terms, spam is an open door to
financial loss, downtime, and embarrassment.

Spam filtering stops attacks before they
start

A well-configured spam filter blocks most
dangerous messages before they ever reach
your people—stopping many attacks at the
earliest possible stage.

It also changes the math inside your
organization. Instead of relying on every
employee to identify every scam, every time,
you put a protective barrier around the inbox
itself.

And there's a practical benefit, too: cleaner
inboxes mean less distraction. When junk is
filtered out upstream, your team spends less
time playing defense and more time doing the
work that actually moves the business forward.



How spam .

Spam filtering isn’t a single switch you flip. It's a stack
of layers—a series of security gates every message
has to pass before it gets anywhere near your people.

Each layer is designed to catch a different kind of risk.
On its own, any one gate can miss something.
Together, they create a much stronger defense.

Reputation checks: Who's sending the email?

The first question a spam filter asks is simple: where did
this message come from?

Every email carries “digital fingerprints”—technical signals
that reveal which servers handled it and whether those
systems have a history of legitimate sending or
suspicious behavior.

If a sender or domain is widely associated with spam, the
message is blocked immediately. If it comes from a
known, trusted source, it moves forward. And if it lands in
the gray area, it may be quarantined for review.

Content scanning: What does the email say?

Once the sender passes inspection, the filter looks inside
the message itself. It scans for things like:

* Subject lines that lean on pressure tactics (“urgent
action required,” “verify now,” “click here”)

e Message content that follows common scam patterns
(odd formatting, unusual links, inconsistent tone, poor
grammar)

e Attachments that may contain hidden malware

This happens fast—often in
milliseconds—by comparing the
email against thousands of rules
and indicators learned from prior
attacks.

Al and machine learning:
Getting smarter every day

Older spam filters worked like a
list of rules. If an email contained
certain words or came from
certain addresses, it was flagged.

If criminals launch a new style of
phishing email and it starts
spreading broadly, machine
learning models can recognize the
emerging pattern and begin
blocking similar messages before
someone has to manually update
arule set.



The practical takeaway: the more
threats a filter encounters, the
better it gets at spotting the next
one.

Link analysis

Links are one of the most reliable
tools scammers use, because
they're counting on someone to
click first and think second.

Spam filters don't just examine the
visible link text. They evaluate
where the link actually goes. If it
redirects to suspicious domains,
known malware sites, or newly
registered “look-alike” pages, the
email is blocked or quarantined.

Attachments get similar scrutiny.
Filters scan for malicious code,
risky macros, and behaviors
associated with ransomware. So
even if a message looks harmless
on the surface, the payload is

being inspected behind the scenes.

User feedback: Learning from
real people

Most modern systems also learn
from your team'’s actions.

When users click “mark as spam”
or “not spam,” they're feeding the
filter real-world signals about what
should be blocked and what
should be allowed. Over time, that
improves accuracy—both for your
organization and, in many
platforms, across the broader user
base.

That's why it's typically better to flag suspicious
email as spam rather than simply deleting it.
Deleting removes the nuisance; reporting helps
improve the defense.

Quarantine and reporting
If an email looks suspicious but not 100% certain
to be bad, it's sent to a quarantine area.

From there, you or your IT support partner can
safely review it without opening the email itself.

This extra step prevents false positives (good
emails accidentally marked as spam) while keeping
risky messages isolated from your main inbox.

Continuous updates

The best systems update continuously—pulling in
fresh threat intelligence on an ongoing basis. So
when a new phishing campaign begins circulating,
your protection doesn't have to “learn the hard
way."

All these layers add up to powerful protection

Each layer addresses a different risk, and together
they form a more resilient defense:
e Reputation checks stop known bad senders
e Content analysis identifies suspicious
language and structure
¢ Al and user feedback catch new and evolving
attacks
¢ Link/attachment analysis detects hidden
payloads before anyone clicks



The right way to set up spam filtering

Spam filtering does not need to be complicated. Most of the heavy lifting
happens automatically—once the foundation is configured correctly.
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Start with what you already
have

If you use Microsoft 365 or
Google Workspace, you already
have baseline spam filtering in
place.

The catch is that many
organizations leave those
defaults on “standard,” which
can be too forgiving for the way
modern phishing campaigns
operate. A capable IT support
partner can tune those settings
so they do more than just catch
obvious junk, such as:
e Increasing sensitivity to flag
more suspicious messages
e Automatically quarantining
high-risk email instead of
delivering it
e Blocking known malicious
domains and repeat-
offender senders
e Enabling real-time scanning
for links and attachments

It is a straightforward
adjustment—and often the
fastest security improvement
you can make.
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Add an extra layer for better
protection

Built-in filtering is like a good lock on
the front door: necessary, but not
always sufficient.

Built-in filtering is like a good lock on
the front door: necessary, but not
always sufficient.

Third-party spam filtering adds
another line of defense. These tools
sit between the internet and your
email platform, stopping threats
before they even reach Microsoft
365 or Gmail.

An IT partner can help you select
and configure an option that fits
your size and budget. Common
capabilities include:

e Advanced phishing detection
(especially for “urgent payment”
and invoice-style scams)

e Attachment sandboxing (testing
attachments in a safe
environment before delivery)

e Reporting and analytics (so you
can see what is being blocked
and why

You do not need to master the
technical details to benefit from it.
The goal is simple: reduce risk while
keeping legitimate email flowing.
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Create your own rules and safe
lists

Once the core protection is in place,
you can tailor it to how your
business operates. For example:

e Add trusted senders to a
whitelist so critical messages do
not get stuck in quarantine

e Add repeat offenders to a
blacklist

e Create rules that block specific
phrases, spoofing patterns, or
risky attachment types

These refinements make filtering
more accurate over time—especially
for vendors, donors, partners, and
other “must-receive” contacts.
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Don’t forget outbound
protection

Spam filtering is not only about
what comes in. Strong systems
also monitor what goes out.

If an attacker compromises an
account, outbound filtering can
detect unusual sending patterns
and stop your organization from
blasting spam (or phishing) to
customers and partners. That
protects your domain reputation—
so legitimate messages do not
start landing in other people’s junk
folders—and it gives you an early
warning that something is wrong.
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Review your quarantine
regularly

Even the best filters aren’t
perfect. Sometimes legitimate
emails end up quarantined by
mistake. These are known as false
positives.

Make it part of your routine (or
your IT support partner’s routine)
to check the quarantine area daily
or weekly. That way, you don't
miss anything important, and you
can fine-tune your settings to
prevent repeat issues.
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Review quarantine regularly

Even the best filters make
mistakes. Sometimes legitimate
email is quarantined as a false
positive.

Make quarantine review part of the
routine—daily or weekly—whether
that sits with your internal admin
or your IT support partner. You
recover anything important, and
you get the feedback needed to
fine-tune settings so the same
issue does not repeat.
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Make staff part of the system

Technology helps, but people still
matter. Your team is both the
first and last line of defense.

Encourage staff to:

* Report suspicious emails
instead of simply deleting
them

e Avoid clicking links in
messages they weren't
expecting

* Never open attachments
unless they are completely
confident the message is
legitimate

Many email platforms and
filtering tools include a “Report
Phishing” or similar button that
routes suspicious messages
directly to IT for review. Make
sure everyone knows where it is
and when to use it—because one
well-reported email can prevent
a repeat attack.
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Test and adjust

Every organization is different.
What is “just right” for one business
may be too strict—or too relaxed—
for another.

When you tighten filters, run a short
test period. Watch what gets
blocked, what lands in quarantine,
and what users report as missing.
Then adjust the rules until you find
the right balance between
protection and day-to-day usability.
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Good setup equals a quieter inbox
and a safer business

When spam filtering is configured
well, it disappears into the
background. It works without fanfare,
without friction, and without
demanding attention.

What you notice is what doesn’t
happen: fewer scam emails reaching
employees, fewer minutes wasted
clearing junk, and a much lower
chance of an expensive, avoidable
mistake.



Training your people
Is just as important

Even the best spam filter cannot catch
everything.

Attackers adapt constantly, and every so often
a bad email gets through. When that happens,
your outcome depends less on the tool and
more on the person reading the message.

That's why your people—not just your
technology—are a primary line of defense.
When staff know what to look for and what to
do next, you dramatically reduce the odds of a
costly, preventable mistake.

The weak link (and the strongest defense)

Most incidents don't start with a sophisticated
technical failure. They start with a human
moment.

An email arrives that feels urgent. It might say:
“Your account has been suspended. Click here
to verify your details.”

Someone is busy, clicks the link, and enters a
password. Within minutes, a criminal may
have access to email, cloud files, or sensitive
client information.

It's a simple mistake. It happens every day.
The good news is that basic awareness
training makes it much less likely.

Spotting the red flags

Train your team to pause before they
click. Many phishing attempts have
telltale signs—if you know where to
look.

Here are a few easy ones to remember:
A few easy ones:

Check the sender: Is it truly from
who it claims to be? Look closely at
the address—scammers often
change one letter in a name or
domain.

Watch for urgency or fear tactics:
“Act now” or “your account will be
closed” is a classic pressure move.
Inspect links before clicking: Hover
over the link. If the destination does
not match what the email claims,
do not click.

Poor spelling or grammar:
Legitimate organizations typically
do not send error-filled messages.
Unexpected attachments: If you
were not expecting a file, do not
open it.

A solid rule of thumb: “When in
doubt, don’t click.”
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The “Stop and think” checklist

Give everyone a simple process they
can repeat under pressure:
1.Stop: Don't rush. Take a breath
before reacting.
2.Think: Does this make sense? Would
this person normally send this?
3.Check: Verify using another method
—acall, text, or message through a
known channel.

This small habit prevents a
disproportionate number of incidents.

Make reporting easy

If someone sees something suspicious,
they should know exactly what to do—
without improvising.

Many email platforms include a “Report
Phishing” button. Enable it and show
staff where it lives.

If you do not have that option, implement a simple
rule like: forward suspicious emails to a designated
address (for example, your IT support inbox) and do
not click anything in the message.

The faster suspicious email is reported, the faster
your IT support partner can block similar messages
for everyone.

Regular reminders keep awareness fresh

Threats evolve, so training should not be a one-time
event.

A few short monthly reminders—a quick email tip, a
five-minute team huddle, a rotating “what to watch
for” example—keeps security on the radar without
overwhelming anyone.

Phishing simulations can help too. They let staff
experience how realistic scam emails can look, in a
low-stakes environment that improves real-world
decision-making.



Celebrate awareness, don’t punish mistakes

If someone falls for a simulation or reports something late, avoid turning it into a public

lesson.

Treat it as learning. You want people comfortable raising their hand quickly—not worried
about getting blamed. A “no shame” culture leads to faster reporting, better

communication, and fewer repeat incidents.

Spam filtering, endpoint security, and secure backups are all essential. But without
informed, cautious people using them, your security chain still has a weak link.

How to keep your filter working

atits best

Spam filtering is a lot like a car: it runs quietly in the background—until it doesn’t.
The difference is that when email protection slips, you don’t hear a strange noise.
You just get a “normal-looking” message that should never have reached anyone in

the first place.

A little routine maintenance keeps your protection strong and predictable.
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Keep everything updated

Spam filters depend on current
threat intelligence—fresh data on
new scams, look-alike domains,
and dangerous attachments.

The good news is that most
updates are automatic, as long as
they're enabled.

Confirm with your IT support
partner that your filtering solution
is receiving real-time updates
from its security network.

If itisn't, your filter may be
operating with yesterday’s
playbook—while attackers are
using today’s tricks.
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Review your quarantine regularly

A well-designed filter uses
quarantine as a safety buffer:
suspicious messages are held out of
reach until someone reviews them.

That matters because false positives
happen, especially when filters are
tuned to be more cautious. Checking
quarantine on a consistent schedule
ensures legitimate messages are not
trapped there indefinitely.

Over time, those reviews also help
fine-tune accuracy—less frustration
for staff, stronger protection overall.
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Monitor reports and trends

Most spam filtering tools can
generate reports showing what's
being blocked, where messages are
coming from, and how many threats
were stopped.

You don't need to analyze every
metric. A quick periodic review
helps you understand whether
protection is steady—or whether
something has changed.

If you see a sudden spike in
phishing attempts, take it seriously.
It's a signal your defenses (and staff
awareness) are being actively
tested, and it may be time to
tighten settings or reinforce
training.
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Update your allow and block lists

Businesses change. Vendors
change. Email domains change.

Review your whitelists and blacklists
every few months to keep them
current. If a supplier updates their
domain, their messages may
suddenly land in quarantine. If a
once-trusted sender starts pushing
suspicious links, you will want to
block them quickly.

Keeping these lists accurate reduces
friction while maintaining strong
control.
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Revisit your filtering rules

Custom rules—blocking certain file types,
flagging specific keywords, applying stricter
controls to external senders—can be extremely
effective. But rules also age.

A quarterly review with your IT support partner
helps ensure those controls still match how
your business actually operates. Some rules
may be outdated; others may need refinement
based on what you have learned from real-
world email patterns.
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Test it occasionally

You can—and should—verify that filtering is
working as expected.

Many security vendors provide safe test emails
that mimic spam or phishing behavior. Running
an occasional test helps confirm that nothing
has been disabled, misconfigured, or quietly
bypassed.

It is a simple way to make sure protection has
not drifted.
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Keep your staff in the loop

If you adjust filtering settings—tightening rules,
changing quarantine notifications, updating
reporting workflows—tell your team

It prevents confusion (“Why didn‘t | get that
message?”) and makes staff more willing to
participate in reporting and verification. People
take security more seriously when they
understand what is happening and why.
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Involve your IT support partner

Most of this maintenance can be handled by an IT support partner,
including:

Monitoring reports and trends

Confirming updates and threat feeds are active

Tuning settings as your environment changes

Refining rules and handling allow/block lists

That is one of the real benefits of a managed approach: these controls
are maintained quietly and consistently, while you stay focused on
running the business.

Consistency beats complexity

You do not need to reinvent your spam filtering every month. You just
need it to be reliably maintained.

The payoff is straightforward: peace of mind, a
safer inbox, and fewer expensive surprises.

If you are not sure how well your organization
is protected from spam and phishing, we can
help you assess it and tighten what matters
most.

EMAIL: info@reintivity.com
WEBSITE: www.reintivity.com

EINTIVITY

technology solutions

CALL: (312) 985-6810 \

Serving the Greater Chicago Area



