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A Publisher’s Guide to Hidden 
Ad Threats in Digital Ads

The  
Malvertising 
Decoder

Unlock the tactics, threats, and red flags hiding 
inside your ad stack
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This guide is your 
cipher disk, your 
secret decoder ring.
 
It helps you pierce through digital static,  
expose digital ad threats, understand 
their mechanisms, and reclaim command. 
With the right lens, malvertising becomes 
deciphered, disarmed, and defeated.
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Malvertising isn’t just a glitch in the digital ad machine. It’s a coordinated, 
fast-moving threat designed to operate in the shadows. And no one feels 
the effects more than publishers.

It degrades user trust. It slows your site. It drives bounce rates up and 
revenue down. And worst of all, most of it hides in plain sight.

Traditional defenses struggle to catch it. Why? Because malvertising is 
engineered for invisibility:

It’s Conditional
Attacks only trigger within specific situations—for specific 
users, on certain devices, in certain geos, at specific times 
of day—the list goes on.

It’s Complex
Threats disguise their true intent through cloaked payloads 
and hidden code.

It’s Camouflaged
Creatives appear safe in scans but swap to malicious 
versions in live environments.

It’s Evolving
Bad actors update tactics in real time, outpacing manual 
review and detection tools.

Cracking the Code
The Imperative for a Publisher’s  
Malvertising Decoder
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The result? Broken visitor trust.
A cascade of issues confronts publishers, including damaged 
credibility, lost revenue, device risks, and data compromise. 
Visitors are directly harmed, exposed to these disruptive 
redirects, phishing scams, and malware that presents an 
evolving threat to the publisher’s ability to maintain a safe and 
profitable environment.
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The  
Publisher’s 
Codebook
Navigating the Threat Landscape

Now, let’s learn to arm the first dial of the ring. This section is your 
operational guide, providing the key insights to identify and categorize 
the patterns.
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Pixel Stuffing
What It Is: Ads rendered invisibly in 1x1 pixel frames.

How It Works: Fraudulent impression inflation.

Evasion Tactics: Nested frame stuffing, no visual indicators.

Enticement to Malicious Landing Pages
What It Is: Ads leading users to scam and phishing hosting destinations.

How It Works: Redirect chain hides final destination.

Evasion Tactics: Time-delayed loads, cloaked payloads.

Auto-Redirects
What It Is: Unprompted redirects that hijack the visitor’s session.

How It Works: JavaScript executes a forced navigation.

Evasion Tactics: Triggered conditionally; uses nested iframes.

Video Stuffing

What It Is: Video ads hidden in standard display units.

How It Works: Autoplay behind-the-scenes in invisible containers.

Evasion Tactics: Obfuscated video layers, triggered silently.

Ad Cloaking for Clickbait Scams
What It Is: Disguised creatives that change post-click.

How It Works: Baits with legitimate branding, switches to scams after 
interaction.

Evasion Tactics: Creative swapping, targeting based on behavior.
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Malware Distribution
What It Is: Ads that serve or link to actual malware.

How It Works: Drive-by downloads or disguised executables.

Evasion Tactics: Script obfuscation, shellcode layering.

What It Is: Malicious JavaScript that modifies the  
Document Object Model (DOM).

How It Works: Injected via third-party tags or creatives.

Evasion Tactics: Uses sandboxed or hidden iframes.

Client-Side Injections
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Applying the Cipher
What to Watch For

Now, let’s learn to train the decoder on the clues. This section is your 
practical guide to recognizing real-world signs of malicious activity, 
learning what to watch for across UX, publisher indicators, and ad ops.

Ongoing vigilance, with your 
trusty new decoder ring at 
your side, is key to connecting the identifying malware in your 
advertising. Paying attention to the clues throughout your 
environment and synthesizing them is key to uncovering malicious 
activity and protecting your visitors and revenue.

Visitor Complaints
•	 Sudden redirects
•	 Sluggish page performance
•	 Unexpected pop-ups or crashes

Site Metrics
•	 Spike in bounce rates
•	 Site refresh rates rise
•	 Reported browser crashes rise

Ad System Anomalies
•	 “Weird ad” ticket spikes
•	 Vendor-linked issues
•	 Latency from ad tags/scripts
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Adoptive Tactics for Evolving Threats

The  
Counter-Code

You now know how to use your decoder ring to identify malvertising’s 
hidden threats, but uncovering the enemy is only the first step. How can 
you stop them? To truly protect your digital domain, you need a defense 
that is as dynamic and elusive as the threats themselves. This is where 
adaptive defenses become critical — designed to learn, react, and 
neutralize malvertising in real-time.
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Behavioral Analysis-Driven Decisioning
Build your defense on behavioral analysis, not just blocklists. 
Look beyond the surface and analyze the true actions of the 
creatives in the real environment. Make rapid decisions to 
block morphing threats.

Landing Page Evaluation
Make sure the whole creative unit is analyzed, including 
landing pages. Continuously assess landing pages. Identify 
and neutralize threats even with redirects.

Expert Threat Research
Engage with expert threat researchers who specialize 
in malicious creative code. Integrate continuous, expert 
research. Sharpen your decoder with the latest tactics.

Dynamic, Quickly Adapting
Respond to changing bad actor behaviors. Operate in  
real-time. Adjust shields and countermeasures instantly to 
new techniques.

Block Only Bad Behaviors or Creatives
Block as precisely as possible. Isolate and block malicious 
behaviors or creatives. Minimize false positives.

Integration and Management Simplicity
Consider your integration and solution management 
needs. Designed for ease of integration and management. 
Streamlined approach to defense strategy.

This multi-layered, intelligent approach ensures  
decoded threats are actively and persistently defended.
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Your Always-On Decoder & 
Adaptive Countermeasure
Malvertising is constantly evolving. It’s fast, evasive, 
and engineered to bypass traditional defenses. You’ve 
seen why decoding these threats is essential. Now, it’s 
time to stop them.

That’s where HUMAN comes in.

We intercept malicious behavior at run time, before  
it can execute. We adapt to new attack patterns and 
protect every page with one simple integration.



About HUMAN 
HUMAN is a leading cybersecurity company committed to protecting the integrity of the digital 
world. We enable trusted interactions and transactions across the full spectrum of online 
actors: humans, bots and AI agents. HUMAN verifies 20 trillion digital interactions, providing 
unparalleled telemetry data to enable rapid, effective responses to the most sophisticated 
threats. Recognized by our customers as a G2 Leader, HUMAN continues to set the standard 
in cybersecurity. For more information please visit www.humansecurity.com.

Protects the Entire Page 
Detects and neutralizes malicious behavior in real time across all 
creatives with page-level protection.

Safeguards Your Revenue 
Lets all ads render as intended while silently preventing malicious code 
from executing, with no disruption to monetization.

Streamlines Your Protection
Single line of code for instant, automated threat defense—no overhead, 
no friction.

HUMAN’s  
Malvertising Defense  
is Built for This Battle

Try Malvertising Defense today for free with our self-
serve option. One line of code gives you instant, effortless 
protection up to two million page views a month.

    Visit humansecurity.com/block-malvertising-threats

https://www.humansecurity.com/block-malvertising-threats

