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The human factor in cybersecurity refers to how people's actions, decisions, habits, and mistakes can either protect or weaken an organization's security. Even with strong technical safeguards, employees can still create vulnerabilities by falling for phishing attempts, mishandling information, or misusing legitimate access. Two major examples are social engineering and insider-related risks. These show that cybersecurity depends not only on technology, but also on training, workplace culture, access controls, and clear communication.
The Human Factor in Cybersecurity
Cybersecurity is often viewed as a technical problem involving networks, software, and security tools. However, those systems are constantly used by people, which makes human behavior part of cybersecurity as well. Employees make daily decisions about passwords, emails, files, links, and sensitive information. Even small choices can create risk if a person acts too quickly, ignores a policy, or does not recognize a threat.
Payne and Hadzhidimova (2018) explain that cybersecurity overlaps with criminal justice and other social sciences because cyber incidents involve both technology and human behavior. This means organizations cannot rely only on technical defenses. They also need to understand why people make risky decisions and how workplace conditions influence those decisions.
Phishing and Social Engineering
Phishing is one of the clearest examples of the human factor. Instead of directly breaking through a security system, an attacker may convince an employee to provide access. A phishing email can appear to come from a supervisor, bank, IT department, or another trusted source. The message may create urgency by claiming that an account will be locked or that an important document must be reviewed immediately.
The success of social engineering often depends on psychological factors such as trust, fear, urgency, curiosity, and authority. For example, an employee may click a link because the message appears to come from a supervisor and seems urgent. The employee may understand cybersecurity rules but still react quickly under pressure. This shows that attackers do not only target computers; they target human emotions and decision-making.
Organizations can reduce this risk through realistic security training and clear reporting procedures. Employees should learn how to recognize suspicious messages and verify unusual requests through another method before taking action.
Insider Risk and Workplace Behavior
Another major human-related risk comes from insiders. An insider already has legitimate access to an organization's systems or information. This risk may involve intentional misuse, but it can also result from negligence.
Payne (2018) explains that technology has created new opportunities for misconduct in the workplace. For example, an employee may send work documents to a personal email account for convenience or share login information with a coworker to save time. These actions may seem harmless, but they can bypass security controls and expose sensitive information.
Workplace culture can also influence how seriously employees take cybersecurity. If employees regularly see coworkers ignoring security rules without consequences, unsafe behavior may eventually start to seem acceptable. This can create an environment where convenience becomes more important than following security procedures. Organizations can reduce these risks by using the principle of least privilege, meaning employees only receive the access needed for their jobs. Clear policies, regular training, and communication can also help employees understand why security requirements matter.
Conclusion
The human factor is an important part of cybersecurity because people interact with nearly every security system in an organization. Phishing shows how attackers can manipulate trust and urgency, while insider risks show how legitimate access and workplace habits can create vulnerabilities. Technology alone cannot prevent every incident. Organizations also need strong training, appropriate access controls, clear policies, and a security-conscious workplace culture. When employees understand both the risks and their responsibilities, they can become an important part of an organization's defense.
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