What the 2026 World Cup Can Teach CISOs About
Security Awareness Training

By Mike Polatsek

With the 2026 World Cup finally upon us, the football world is doing what it always does before
taking the world’s biggest stage: obsessing over readiness. Not attendance. Not intention. Not
whether players showed up to camp, sat through a briefing, and nodded at the coach. Readiness.

That distinction matters more than people think. In football, no serious national team believes it is
ready for prime time just because everyone has completed a single training session. Qualification is
not the trophy. Getting into the tournament is not the same as being ready to win it.

Coaches know this instinctively. They don't measure success by who came to practice; they measure
it by who improved, who performs under pressure, who reads the field, and which weak points still
need work before match day.

Cybersecurity needs to start thinking the exact same way.

The Wrong Scoreboard: Attendance vs. Readiness

For years, too much of security awareness training has been built around the wrong scoreboard. Did
employees complete the course? Did the reminder emails go out? Did the compliance box get
checked? Fine. Those things prove the program happened, but they don't prove the team is stronger
or the organization is prepared when a real phishing email, business email compromise (BEC)
attempt, smishing attack, or Al-generated impersonation lands in the middle of a chaotic workday.

Sport is brutally honest about what training is actually for. Nobody mistakes showing up for
improvement. Nobody confuses awareness with readiness.

The best football teams prepare across multiple dimensions - on the pitch, in the gym, in nutrition,
through tactical drills, and via mental preparation. They study the opponent’s patterns and build
endurance for the final minutes of the match, not just the opening whistle. They prepare for
intensity, fatigue, and the split-second moments where a single mistake costs the game.

Real cyber readiness requires the same continuous, multi-dimensional practice. It comes from seeing
enough realistic situations that threat recognition becomes pure instinct.
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Position-Specific Drills: Beyond One-Size-Fits-All

A serious coach manages a squad based on individual performance and specific roles. They want to
know who is getting stronger, who is vulnerable on defense, and who is consistently making the same
mistake.

CISOs should be asking the cyber equivalents:
e  Which departments are showing stronger judgment?
e Who reports suspicious emails consistently?
e Where is the resilience score moving, and are risky behaviours actually going down?

This mentality changes how we look at player roles. A goalkeeper does not train like a striker. A
defender does not train like a winger. Everyone trains as one team up to a point, but role-specific
work eventually takes over because the demands of the position are fundamentally different.

The modern corporate workforce is no different:

A finance employee does not face the same risks as an HR manager. A developer does not need the
same scenarios as a regional sales leader. Relevance is not a "nice-to-have" - it is the literal difference
between real coaching and background noise.

If a simulated attack doesn't look, sound, or feel relevant to the employee receiving it, the lesson
dies before it starts. Employees tune out irrelevant security training the exact same way players tune
out drills that have nothing to do with their position on the field.

CXBEREA)Y

The Human Readiness Company

The Evolving Opponent: Countering Al with Al

This engagement problem gets significantly bigger when the opponent evolves - and today's threat
actors are evolving fast.

Attackers are increasingly Al-powered. Generative Al helps them create highly convincing phishing
emails, polished impersonation attempts, and adaptive social engineering across more digital
surfaces than ever before. The playbook is changing in real time as attackers use Al to personalize,
translate, and scale their deception. Defenders can no longer rely on static content and yesterday's
assumptions.



If attackers are fighting with Al, security teams need to fight Al with Al. Not in a flashy marketing
sense, but in a practical coaching sense.

Analyzing behavioural data across millions of global employees shows that the true value of machine
learning in training isn't just to sound modern. Its real job is to gather signals continuously, identify
who is under pressure, detect where risk is rising, and automatically personalize the next learning
moment.

Al doesn't replace human instinct; it helps build it. Once those fundamental, sharp instincts are in

place - questioning urgency, recognizing manipulation, and pausing before clicking - the identity of
the opponent matters less. Whether it is phishing, smishing, deepfakes, or an Al-based attack that
doesn't even have a name yet, a well-coached workforce will be ready to face it.
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Redefining the Red Card: Safe Failures and Second Chances

To get there, compliance must be put in its proper place. Compliance is qualification. You need it to
get into the tournament, but nobody confuses qualification with winning the cup. If your ambition is
real protection, compliance is the starting line, not the finish line.

The same goes for failure. In sports, a bad pass or a missed run in training isn't a reason to bench a
player permanently. It’s a coaching moment.

Cybersecurity training must work the same way:

The Safe Environment: If an employee makes the wrong choice on a simulated link, it shouldn't be
treated like a red card. It is the most valuable coaching window you will get. That is when attention is
highest, the lesson sticks, and habits actually change.

The Outcome: People don't improve because they were told what to do once. They improve because
they experience realistic situations, receive immediate feedback, and build judgment over time. The
best training strengthens; it doesn't shame.

The CISO as Squad Manager

Ultimately, a CISO is not managing a content library. A CISO is managing a squad.

The question is never just whether the team attended training. The question is whether the team is
ready for the next match. Which employees can be trusted under pressure? Which department is
playing itself offside? Which new hire quietly left the back door open?



The job of an elite coach is not to count who came to practice. It is to know who is improving, who is
exposed, who keeps making the same mistake, and who is truly ready for the next match. If your
program is still measuring attendance instead of improvement, completion instead of resilience, and
awareness instead of readiness, then you’re not preparing a team for 2026. You’re replaying 2018
and hoping the opponent hasn’t changed.

Give your employees a short, editable cyber safety training deck they can actually use before
kickoff.

WNO campaign planning.WNo content writing.WNo extra workload.

Download the complimentary FIFA World Cup 2026 training deck and help your team red card the
scams ---> Guia World Cup 2026

Mike Polatsek is the Founder and CEO of CybeReady. He brings more than 30 years of experience
training large enterprises, public companies, and government agencies. Today, CybeReady leverages
advanced training methodologies to help thousands of companies and millions of employees build
real cyber resilience across more than 80 countries and in 44 languages.

You can find more information and request a demo at https://www.factis.com/cybeready/
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