Cyber Risks G Liahilities

SEO Poisoning Cyberattacks: Business
Threats and Risk Mitigation

Every day, billions of people rely on search engines like Google and Bing to find information in seconds. However, the implicit
trust that many users place in these platforms and highly ranked search results is being exploited by cybercriminals through a
growing cyber threat known as search engine optimization (SEO) poisoning. At its core, SEO poisoning is a technique in which
cybercriminals manipulate search engine results to push malicious or compromised sites to the top, where unsuspecting
visitors may unintentionally click malicious links, download malware or share sensitive credentials. SEO poisoning is a
significant risk to organizations of all sizes and sectors. In particular, employees who fail to distinguish between malicious and
legitimate search results could leave their organizations vulnerable to malware infections, unauthorized access or network
compromise, which in turn can result in financial losses, data privacy concerns and reputational harm.

This article discusses what SEO poisoning is, the common techniques cybercriminals use and how businesses can mitigate the
risks this threat presents.

What is SEO Poisoning?

SEOQ is the practice of improving a website's visibility and credibility so that search engines rank it higher in results. Web
administrators use a variety of SEO techniques, including optimizing content structure, strategically using metadata and
incorporating key search terms into content. However, in SEO poisoning attacks, cybercriminals abuse this technique for their
own gains, using a range of unethical tactics to position harmful pages toward the top of search results.

Common SEO poisoning techniques include the following:

¢ Keyword stuffing—Threat actors may overload their own malicious pages with large volumes of high-search terms to
manipulate search engine rankings. They may hide keywords behind images or use white text on a white background so
the added keywords are not visible to users, but can still be read by search engines. Some of the most aggressively
targeted keywords include IT administration tools and specific VPN client download names, according to threat
intelligence sources.

e Compromised legitimate sites—Adversaries may hack into trusted websites, inserting malicious backlinks pointing to
attacker-controlled domains or injecting scripts that forward users to phishing pages, among other tactics. The malicious
content attempts to inherit the breached site's existing reputation and ranking power.

¢ Link farms—Cybercriminals may group several low-quality websites together, with each site linking to the others, thereby
tricking search engines into thinking the sites are trustworthy, valuable and worth ranking highly.

e Cloaking—Adversaries may use detection techniques to identify search engine crawler IP ranges, thereby enabling them
to differentiate between search engine bots and human users. This knowledge allows them to present clean, favorable
content to the bot to boost rankings, while presenting malicious content to human visitors.

¢ Typosquatting or look-alike domains—Threat actors may register domains with common misspellings, using them to
host fake sites that visually resemble the originals. This technique, known as typosquatting, targets users who mistype
URLs or mistakenly visit fraudulent sites.



Regardless of the techniques used, SEO poisoning attacks mark an important shift in the cyber risk landscape. Traditionally,
cyberattacks have been “push” scams, where threat actors push malicious content (e.g., phishing emails) directly to users. In
contrast, SEO poisoning is a “pull” attack, drawing users in organically when they engage with what appears to be legitimate,
high-ranking sites. This shift may create additional risks for organizations, especially since many workforce cybersecurity
training programs focus on avoiding phishing and other “push” scams.

How SEO Poisoning Works

To launch SEO poisoning attacks, threat actors typically begin by identifying high-value search terms used by their intended
targets. For instance, cybercriminals targeting the legal sector may focus on search terms related to specific contracts, while
those targeting IT professionals might focus on keywords tied to particular software downloads or technical documentation.

Next, threat actors create malicious or fraudulent webpages or compromise legitimate websites to rank highly for the chosen
keywords. They may leverage artificial intelligence to create convincing content at scale, such as fake legal templates, guides or
instructions.

Then, users—assuming that highly ranked webpages are trustworthy—click on the search result poisoned by the attackers. The
visited site may redirect users to a phishing page, introduce malware through disguised software, documents or installers, or
steal credentials through fake portals, among other malicious actions.

In some cases, this initial compromise may allow adversaries to take control of a user’s device or account, enabling deeper
intrusions through lateral movement. In particular, malware infections can serve as entry points for further attacks, including
ransomware, business email compromise and the exfiltration of sensitive data.

Business Risks and Consequences

When an SEO poisoning attack breaches employee devices, organizations can suffer severe financial losses, including
significant incident response costs, operational disruptions, and regulatory or compliance penalties. If an organization’s own
site is compromised, legitimate traffic may be redirected to malicious destinations, reducing sales opportunities and customer
engagement. Individuals who are misled by a mimicked digital presence may lose trust in the company and, in some cases,
pursue legal action if they believe the organization failed to adequately protect them. Such incidents may also prompt negative
public feedback, further harming the organization’s reputation.

SEO Poisoning and Risk Mitigation

Organizations should implement a range of risk mitigation strategies to reduce their exposure to SEO poisoning, including the
following:

¢ Improve website security. To minimize the likelihood of their website being compromised in SEO poisoning attacks,
organizations should ensure the site runs over an encrypted connection (HTTPS) and is hosted on a platform with robust
security controls. Admin accounts should have strong passwords and utilize multifactor authentication, and access should
be limited to those with a legitimate operational need. Accounts no longer required should be removed or disabled.
Organizations should also regularly update the site’'s content management system (also known as CMS), plugins and
themes to fix security vulnerabilities. They may also wish to use website security tools to detect malicious content and alert
them if any files are modified.

¢ Improve SEO and content quality. Organizations should regularly review their websites for unexpected content, unusual
outbound links and unauthorized changes to page titles or metadata to detect signs of malicious activity. Sudden ranking
changes for unrelated keywords may also indicate manipulation.

e Watch out for brand and domain impersonation. Organizations should encourage staff to use official vendor portals or
company-approved bookmarks rather than relying on search engine results—particularly when downloading software—to
reduce the likelihood of employees clicking on impersonated sites. Companies should also regularly search for their brand
and any common misspellings, set alerts for look-alike domains and define protocols for reporting and removing fake
sites.

e Strengthen technical controls. Organizations should implement a range of technical controls, including web filters to
block known malicious sites, antivirus software and other endpoint measures to protect devices, and network monitoring
tools to detect unusual activity. This could include reviewing DNS logs to identify suspicious domains that may have been
clicked, as well as checking referrer data to look for unexpected redirections from search engine results. Organizations
should also review the merits of a zero-trust security approach and network segmentation to minimize losses from lateral
movement in the event of a breach.

¢ Train employees on safe searching. Organizations must expand employee training programs beyond traditional phishing
awareness to include safe browsing practices and search-based threats. Employees should be taught to use direct URLs or
bookmarks instead of clicking on search engine ads, to verify website domains before logging in or downloading files and
to promptly report any suspicious sites or downloads.



* Prepare to respond. Organizations should create an incident playbook outlining the steps to take when SEO issues occur.
The playbook should include who is responsible for contacting hosting providers, search engines and customers. Talking
through specific scenarios (e.g., an employee clicks on a suspicious search engine link) can help companies understand
how the playbook may work in practice and prepare their response.

Conclusion

SEO poisoning can have severe consequences for businesses, including significant financial losses, operational disruptions and
reputational damages. Organizations can enhance their response to this and other cyber threats by implementing robust risk-
mitigation measures and reviewing whether their insurance coverage adequately addresses their risk. Contact us today for
further guidance.
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