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Executive Snapshot

Threat actors are increasingly exploiting professional networking platforms such as LinkedIn to conduct highly targeted
social engineering campaigns that culminate in DLL sideloading—based malware execution. By abusing trusted
business context and leveraging legitimate applications to load malicious DLLs, these campaigns bypass traditional
email defenses and blend into normal user activity, enabling stealthy initial access and persistent compromise. For
enterprise environments, this represents a convergence of human trust exploitation and low-noise technical tradecraft
that challenges conventional security controls and awareness models.

Organizations should take the following measures:

Expand security awareness programs to explicitly address social engineering risks on professional networking and
messaging platforms, not just email.

Harden endpoint defenses by monitoring for DLL sideloading indicators, abnormal parent—child process relationships,
registry-based persistence and suspicious use of trusted executables.

Restrict execution of unsigned or unexpected DLLs through application control, attack surface reduction rules, and
least-privilege enforcement.

Enhance network and endpoint telemetry to detect anomalous outbound connections and persistence mechanisms
indicative of post-compromise activity.
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TIDE Team Analysis

Recent threat intelligence has identified a sophisticated malware campaign that leverages LinkedIn direct messages
as an initial access vector to distribute malicious payloads using DLL sideloading techniques. In these operations,
threat actors initiate contact with targeted professionals under the guise of legitimate business or recruitment
outreach, gradually establishing credibility before delivering malicious files. This approach reflects a continued shift
away from traditional email phishing toward platforms that benefit from higher inherent trust and reduced enterprise
security visibility.

At the technical level, the attack chain centers on abuse of the Windows DLL search order. Victims are directed to
download a compressed archive containing a legitimate application alongside a malicious DLL. When the trusted
executable is launched, it automatically loads the attacker-controlled DLL, allowing malicious code execution without
triggering many traditional security controls. This technique remains effective because it blends attacker activity into
normal application behavior, making it difficult to distinguish malicious execution from legitimate software use.

Once the malicious DLL is loaded, the infection progresses through a multi-stage execution flow that establishes
persistence and prepares the environment for further payload delivery. In observed cases, the malware deploys an
embedded Python runtime that executes shellcode in memory, minimizing forensic artifacts on disk. Persistence
mechanisms commonly include registry modifications that ensure execution on system startup, enabling long-term
access even after reboots.

Following successful execution, the malware establishes outbound connections to attacker-controlled infrastructure
to receive commands and exfiltrate data. From this foothold, operators can conduct post-exploitation activities such
as credential harvesting, privilege escalation, internal reconnaissance, and lateral movement. These behaviors are
consistent with intrusion sets focused on long-term access rather than immediate disruption, increasing the risk of
sensitive data exposure and downstream compromise.

DLL sideloading continues to gain popularity among threat actors because it exploits trusted binaries to bypass
security controls that rely heavily on file reputation and static analysis. By embedding malicious behavior within
otherwise legitimate execution chains, attackers reduce the likelihood of detection by endpoint defenses and
security monitoring tools. This technique aligns with broader trends favoring living-off-the-land tactics and trusted
application abuse to evade modern defensive stacks.

The use of LinkedIn as a delivery mechanism represents a meaningful expansion of the enterprise attack surface.
Unlike corporate email systems, social media platforms are typically unmanaged by security teams and lack
centralized inspection, logging, or filtering. Threat actors capitalize on this gap by exploiting professional trust,
targeting individuals whose roles grant access to sensitive systems, data, or networks.

From an organizational risk perspective, this campaign highlights the limitations of email-centric security strategies
and user awareness programs. Employees may not associate professional networking platforms with malicious
activity, increasing the likelihood of engagement with attacker-controlled content. This creates a blind spot where
social engineering can succeed even in environments with mature phishing defenses and strong email hygiene.

Security programs must evolve to account for social platforms as viable attack vectors and address both the technical
and human elements of this threat. Organizations should expand security awareness to include professional
networking risks, enhance endpoint detection focused on DLL sideloading and abnormal process behavior, increase
detection of registry run key persistence, and strengthen monitoring of outbound connections indicative of post-
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compromise activity. As threat actors continue to diversify delivery mechanisms, resilience will depend on holistic
visibility, behavioral detection, and user education that extends beyond traditional communication channels.

Why It Matters

LinkedIn has become an increasingly attractive platform for threat actors seeking to conduct social engineering
operations against high-value technical personnel, including engineers, administrators, developers, and security
staff. These individuals often possess elevated access, institutional knowledge, or privileged credentials, making
them ideal initial access targets. The professional nature of LinkedIn lowers user suspicion, as unsolicited messages
framed as recruitment, collaboration, or industry outreach are considered routine. This environment allows attackers
to invest time in relationship building, reconnaissance, and pretext development, increasing the likelihood that a
target will engage with malicious content outside of the controls typically applied to corporate email.

While the specific delivery mechanics observed in this campaign may appear new, the underlying technique of DLL
sideloading is well established and widely abused. Threat actors continue to rely on this approach because it remains
effective against modern defenses, particularly when paired with trusted binaries and in-memory execution chains.
What differentiates this activity is not technical novelty, but the refinement of delivery and execution methods that
minimize detection. By combining familiar tradecraft with nontraditional delivery channels, attackers reduce
defensive friction and extend dwell time, reinforcing the reality that many “new” threats are evolutions of proven
techniques rather than fundamentally new capabilities.

Organizational operational security plays a critical role in mitigating this class of risk. Enterprises that focus narrowly
on perimeter controls and email security leave users exposed on unmanaged communication platforms where trust
assumptions differ. Strong OPSEC requires consistent user education, disciplined handling of unsolicited outreach,
and clear guidance on software execution practices regardless of source. Equally important is leadership
reinforcement that professional convenience should not outweigh security judgment. As threat actors continue to
target human workflows rather than technical weaknesses alone, organizational resilience increasingly depends on
aligning user behavior, endpoint controls, and cultural expectations around security hygiene.
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How to Respond

Strictly adhere to CyberSecurity Fundamentals and ensure all personnel undergo annual phishing and social
engineering training. Speak with your UltraViolet Cyber TAM Representative to schedule a live phishing
engagement.

Ensure all users throughout your organization are aware of the threats that LinkedIn, Indeed, ClearanceJobs,
and other professional networks can pose from a social engineering perspective.

Perform annual tech refresh reviews to gain a holistic understanding of your infrastructure. Speak with your
UltraViolet Cyber TAM Representative to schedule a RedTeam or PurpleTeam engagement to gain insight into
the vulnerabilities in your environment.

What UltraViolet Cyber is Doing

Tracking and analyzing novel exploit payloads with a special focus on EDR/AV evasion.

Parsing available victim dump data for any social, financial, business, or technical relations to UVCyber
Clients and partner organizations.

Aggregating threat intelligence from myriad sources and applying the most up-to-date knowledge to
proactive threat hunting and response.

About UltraViolet Cyber

UltraViolet Cyber is a leading tech-enabled managed security services provider, delivering unparalleled cybersecurity
expertise that fills technology and talent gaps across Global 2000 and Federal Government customers. Founded and
operated by security practitioners from the national intelligence community, UltraViolet Cyber connects offensive
security, application security, detection and response, and security engineering to deliver a differentiated approach
to cybersecurity operations. Transforming customers’ security programs, UltraViolet Cyber’s flagship security-as-a-
service solution, UV Lens, removes complex operational silos, replacing them with integrated security capabilities.
UltraViolet is headquartered in McLean, Virginia with technology centers across the world.
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