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The Tax, or When Configuration .
Becomes the \Work

-

Email remains the primary entry point for some of the most damaging
security incidents facing modern organizations. These attacks rarely
rely on malware or known indicators. Instead, they exploit trusted
relationships, legitimate workflows, and subtle deviations in human
behavior that only become visible in context.

In response, many security teams have adopted platforms
that define transparency as exposing detection logic
through configuration. Editable rules, tunable thresholds, and
inspectable YAML promise visibility into how detections fire,
creating a sense of control and trust.

inside conditional logic: analysts adjust rules, thresholds,
or exceptions, then infer risk by interpreting how those
conditions matched. Each change introduces the risk of
human error and requires coordination to ensure coverage
is not weakened elsewhere.

In practice, this model introduces a structural tradeoff.
\When configuration becomes the primary mechanism
for understanding detections, detection quality becomes

Explainable behavioral Al removes this dependency.
By modeling normal behavior across users, vendors,
applications, and workflows, behavioral systems assess

coupled to ongoing maintenance. Rule-based detections
remain fundamentally static in structure, requiring changes
to be made detection by detection as environments evolve.
As organizations add vendors, change workflows, and grow
in complexity, logic must be continually revisited to preserve

baseline performance, pulling analysts upstream into
detection engineering work.

Configuration itself is necessary to express policy and

response preferences. The breakdown occurs when analysts
must inspect or modify detection logic in order to understand

why an event is risky. In these systems, meaning lives

risk based on meaningful deviation rather than predefined
conditions. Modern behavioral platforms explain their
decisions in clear, pre-interpreted, human-readable terms—
what changed, why it matters, and which contextual signals
contributed to risk—without requiring analysts to inspect or
maintain detection logic to interpret outcomes.

This is not black-box detection. It is transparency without
ongoing rule maintenance: consistent, defensible reasoning
delivered without shifting the burden of understanding

onto configuration.

» \When configuration becomes the primary way analysts understand detections,

an operational tax is imposed on the team:

Continuous tuning required to keep logic aligned
with changing users, vendors, and workflows

Inconsistent decisions as outcomes depend on
who understands the underlying logic

Understanding concentrated in rule authors,
creating knowledge silos and fragile coverage

Slower investigations as analysts interpret how
logic fired before assessing actual risk
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Transparency Does Not
Require Complexity

For years, the email security market conditioned practitioners to
equate transparency with “showing the work.” If a platform exposed
its detection logic—through rules, decision trees, or YAML-based
conditions—it could claim to be transparent. Analysts accepted

the tradeoff: visibility into how detections fired in exchange for
responsibility to interpret and maintain that logic over time.

That model depended on an assumption that no longer holds. As long as threats were simpler and environments relatively
static, exposed logic could serve as a workable proxy for understanding. In modern email environments, it does not.

Today’s attacks are often behavioral and relational. They exploit impersonation, abnormal workflows, compromised identities,
and subtle shifts in trust. In these scenarios, exposing detection mechanics does little to help analysts reason about intent or
assess risk, and static logic often fails to detect these threats in the first place. Seeing how a rule fired does not explain why a
specific event is anomalous for this user, at this moment, within this organization.

Rule exposure reveals implementation details, not detection intent. It shows which conditions matched, but not what changed
relative to historical behavior, how identity and workflow context influenced risk, or why the deviation matters. Analysts see
ingredients, not reasoning, and in modern email security, reasoning is the substance of investigation.

As rule sets expand to compensate, transparency and
complexity rise together. Logic grows more brittle over
time, understanding concentrates among a small set of Where Transpa rency Comes From
authors, and outcomes vary across teams and shifts.

Each new rule increases visibility while deepening the
burden required to sustain it.

Access to detection syntax can be useful for

expressing policy or handling edge cases. It becomes

a liability when it is required to understand risk. \When
interpretation depends on inspecting logic, transparency

D Logic-Centric Systems

= Exposed detection logic

scales complexity rather than comprehension. = Understanding requires rule inspection
Explainable behavioral Al establishes a different = Manual tuning as behavior changes
standard. Instead of exposing code, it exposes cause:

what behavior changed, the context in which it changed, ® Knowledge concentrated in rule authors
and why that deviation elevates risk. These explanations
are delivered as clear, human-readable reasoning that
does not require detection engineering to interpret and
remains consistent across analysts.

‘ ‘ Explainable Behavioral Systems

= Exposed reasoning

\Where rule-centric transparency accumulates
complexity, explainable behavioral systems

scalendersancing: = Understanding delivered directly

= Automatic adaptation via behavioral Al

= Understanding shared across the team
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Two Paths to Transparency: Logic-Centric
vs. Behavior-Native Systems

Modern email security platforms generally follow one of two
architectural paths. Both claim transparency and control, but they
operationalize those concepts in fundamentally different ways to
produce very different outcomes as environments evolve.

Logic-centric systems define transparency as exposing
detection logic. Rules are inspectable, conditions are
editable, and thresholds are configurable. Analysts can see
exactly what the system is checking and adjust it as needed.
This creates a sense of assurance: if the logic is visible,
coverage feels understandable.

That assurance comes with a structural cost.

\When detection logic becomes the primary interface for
understanding risk, protection quality becomes dependent
on the accuracy, completeness, and ongoing upkeep of that
logic. As organizations add vendors, adopt new workflows,
and expand Saa$S usage, rules must be revisited, tuned,
excluded, or rewritten to remain aligned, making protection
inherently reactionary rather than adaptive. Behavioral
change is managed manually rather than absorbed by

the system.

Over time, this produces familiar outcomes: detection drift as
behavior changes, rising false positives and false negatives,
and understanding concentrated among a small number of

rule authors. Transparency exists, but it is transparency of
mechanics rather than transparency of risk.

Behavior-native systems take a different approach. Instead
of beginning with predefined conditions, they model normal
behavior across identities, relationships, and workflows,
then reason about deviation. Transparency is delivered by
exposing causality, not code.

\When a detection occurs, the system explains what
behavior is typical, what changed, which contextual signals
contributed to risk, and why the deviation matters. These
explanations are human-readable, consistent across
analysts, and do not require interpretation of detection
syntax to assess risk.

This model does not remove analyst control but relocates
it. Rather than maintaining detection logic to preserve
understanding, analysts evaluate behavioral evidence,
challenge conclusions, and apply judgment using shared
context. Effort is spent on decisions, not upkeep.
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The Operational Cost of Logic-Centric Transparency

The difference between these two models is not Behavior-native systems absorb this complexity internally.
philosophical but operational. Logic-centric transparency Behavioral baselines adapt automatically as environments
imposes an ongoing operational tax when configuration is change, while explanations remain visible and consistent.
used as a stand-in for explanation. That tax manifests As a result, analyst effort scales with investigative workload
as continuous tuning of detection logic, reliance on rather than with environmental churn.

institutional knowledge, inconsistent outcomes across
teams, and increased effort to maintain coverage
through organizational change.

\Where the Operational Burden Lives

Logic-Centric Transparency Explained Behavioral Transparency

Understanding depends Understanding is delivered

on system configuration. by the system.
= Detection rules = Exceptions and exclusions = Behavioral baselines = Observed deviations
= Threshold tuning = Rule maintenance = Contextual evidence = Human-readable

explanations
= |nstitutional knowledge

Operational burden accumulates on the team. Operational burden absorbed by the platform.

Why This Shift Matters

Systems that equate transparency with exposed logic inevitably shift operational burden and risk
onto the customer. Systems that deliver transparency through explainable reasoning distribute
understanding across the team without distributing maintenance.
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Explainability Through

Behavioral Intelligence

Traditional approaches equate control with the ability to inspect or
modify detection logic. In technically sophisticated environments,
this has often meant reviewing YANMIL, rules, or decision trees to
understand why a detection occurred. That approach becomes
increasingly fragile in a threat landscape that evolves faster than

static conditions can be maintained.

Explainability addresses a different need. Instead of focusing
on how a detection was constructed, it focuses on why a
specific event represents risk. The relevant questions shift
away from condition matching and toward behavioral
significance—how activity diverges from what is normal and
whether that divergence meaningfully elevates risk.

Behavioral intelligence enables explainability by design.
Rather than enumerating malicious patterns in advance,
behavioral systems model normal behavior and reason about
deviation as it occurs. Because detections are anchored

in behavioral change, explanations emerge naturally from
context, making risk intelligible without requiring analysts to
reconstruct intent from logic.

\When a detection occurs, analysts are presented with a
clear reasoning chain grounded in observable evidence.
They see how a sender or vendor typically behaves, where
that behavior departs from expectation, and how multiple

Explainable Investigation Flow

SA
0 o

YN

Baseline Deviation Context

Typical Identity,

\What

historical relationship,
workflow

behavior changed

contextual signals combine to inform the risk assessment.
The explanation stands on its own, without requiring
reference to detection syntax to be understood or evaluated.

This does not remove analyst control; it shifts where that
control is exercised. Instead of authoring or maintaining
detection logic to understand outcomes, analysts evaluate
behavioral evidence, challenge conclusions, and apply
judgment based on shared context. Disagreement is resolved
by examining the same underlying signals the system used,
making conclusions falsifiable rather than dependent on
interpretation of logic.

Explainability in this model is not an interface layered on
after the fact. It is a direct consequence of how detections
are constructed. As a result, understanding scales across
teams without requiring corresponding increases in detection
engineering effort.

Decision

\Why the Analyst
change matters judgment
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\What Explainable Detection Enables
at the Organizational Level

Over the last decade, security leaders have watched detection logic
expand while outcomes stagnate. Rule sets grew more complex,
alerts more numerous, and workflows more brittle, often without

a corresponding reduction in risk. At the same time, the threat
landscape shifted toward identity abuse, relationship exploitation,
and attacks that subtly manipulate trusted workflows to evade
static rulesets.

As a result, expectations for Al-driven detection
have changed. “Advanced” no longer means highly
configurable. It means predictable, explainable, and
operationally sustainable.

Explainability is now a governance requirement. Boards,
auditors, and regulators increasingly expect organizations
to demonstrate not just that a security decision was made,
but why it was made and whether it was reasonable given
the available evidence. Detections that cannot be clearly
explained introduce organizational risk, regardless of their
technical sophistication.

Meeting that standard requires more than exposed logic.
Security leaders must be able to articulate what behavior
changed and why that change elevated business risk.
Explanations grounded in observable behavior and
contextual comparison are easier to defend—and easier
to standardize—than those derived from static rules or
opaque scores.

At the same time, CISOs increasingly prioritize predictability
over programmability. Systems that rely on handcrafted

logic tend to behave inconsistently over time, as incremental
changes introduce unintended gaps or blind spots.
Predictable systems, by contrast, make consistent decisions
even as environments evolve, simplifying audit, governance,
and scale.

Operational sustainability is the final requirement. Security
leaders cannot afford tools that demand constant tuning
simply to maintain baseline performance. Al-driven systems
are expected to adapt automatically to organizational
change while presenting explanations that remain consistent
and accessible across analysts and leadership.

Together, these expectations explain why organizations
are moving away from transparency models that depend
on configuration as a prerequisite for understanding. Trust
today comes from clarity: the ability to explain decisions
confidently and credibly without reconstructing intent from
exposed logic.

The impact of this shift is felt most directly by practitioners,
whose daily workflows and investigative effectiveness are
shaped by how explainability is delivered in practice.
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How Explainable Detection Reshapes
Investigation \Workflows

At the operational level, explainable behavioral Al changes how
investigations begin and how effort is distributed. Rather than
requiring analysts to manage detection logic in order to understand
outcomes, explainable systems present context and reasoning
directly, allowing teams to focus on judgment and response.

Explainability shifts the starting point of investigations.
Instead of opening an alert to determine which logic fired,
analysts are presented with behavioral context that explains
why the event is risky. Investigations begin at the level

of intent rather than interpretation, reducing time spent
reconstructing context and increasing confidence

in decisions.

Because behavioral detection evaluates risk relative to
historical norms, it produces clearer signal. Alerts surface
when behavior deviates in ways that align with meaningful
attack patterns, not simply because a condition was met.
The result is clearer prioritization and less time spent
determining whether a detection warrants action.

Consider a vendor payment change request appearing

in an analyst queue. Rather than reviewing a rule match,
the analyst sees a behavioral explanation: the request
comes from a sender that rarely initiates financial changes,
originates from an unusual context, and introduces new

banking details not previously observed. The system
explains why these deviations matter and indicates relative
confidence based on signal convergence. The analyst
evaluates the evidence, verifies the request through an out-
of-band channel, and determines appropriate escalation.

Operational effort also shifts away from maintenance.

As environments evolve, explainable behavioral systems
adapt automatically to changes in communication patterns,
vendors, workflows, and applications without obscuring
reasoning. Analysts retain influence over outcomes—
validating detections, escalating incidents, and shaping
response—without becoming caretakers of detection logic.

Finally, explainability improves consistency and
collaboration. Investigations are easier to hand off because
the explanation is the context. New team members can
follow established reasoning without deep institutional
knowledge, and decisions remain consistent across shifts
and teams, reducing variance in how risk is interpreted.
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Conclusion:
Transparency \WWithout the Tax

For years, email security teams were told that meaningful predefined conditions, it identifies risk based on what
transparency required deep configurability. Understanding actually changed and why that change matters. By surfacing
why a detection fired meant inspecting rules. Improving those decisions as clear, human-readable reasoning, it
precision meant tuning logic. Trust was built by giving teams delivers transparency that aligns with how investigations are
the ability to rewrite detection conditions. conducted and how decisions are defended.

That tradeoff reflected the limits of earlier threat models. It This shift does not remove control. It preserves it. Judgment
no longer aligns with the reality of modern email attacks or remains with people, while the burden of maintaining

the operational constraints security teams face today. understanding is absorbed by the system. Teams gain

consistency without sacrificing agency, and scale without

Identity-driven threats exploit trust, relationships, and inheriting tuning debt.

subtle deviations in behavior. They evolve faster than

handcrafted logic can be maintained and operate in areas The future of email security is not defined by how
where exposed mechanics do little to clarify intent. In this configurable a system is, but by how clearly it can
environment, transparency defined as access to logic explain risk and how reliably that explanation holds as
introduces operational drag without delivering proportional environments change.

understanding.
Most importantly, transparency no longer needs to

Explainable behavioral Al represents a different model. come with a tax.
By anchoring detection in behavioral baselines rather than

The Shift in Transparency

Legacy Transparency Explainable Transparency

= Understanding through logic inspection = Understanding through exposed reasoning
= Manual tuning required to maintain accuracy ) = Minimal ongoing tuning

= Consistency degrades as environments change = Consistent interpretation at scale
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Kevy Questions to Evaluate
Transparency Models

Use the questions below to evaluate which approach aligns with your team’s operating model
and ongoing maintenance requirements.

7,]] Logic-Centric Transparency Explainable Behavioral Transparency
Where Does = \[Vriting, tuning, and maintaining detection logic = Evaluating behavioral deviations and intent
Analyst Effort

ACtUCI"\[ Go? ® |nterpreting why rules fired before assessing risk = Applying judgment and determining response

» KEY QUESTION: \\Where does most investigative effort actually go today?

02 Logic-Centric Transparency Explainable Behavioral Transparency
How Does = New behavior requires new or adjusted rules = Behavioral baselines adapt automatically
the System

Handle = Detection quality degrades as = Detection remains stable through
Change Over environments evolve organizational change

Time?

» KEY QUESTION: How much ongoing work is required to keep
detections accurate?

03 Logic-Centric Transparency Explainable Behavioral Transparency
UO\C,I" Is t di = Understanding depends on rule authorship = Explanations are consistent and shared
naerstianding
i H = Knowledge concentrates among a small = No dependency on institutional
Distributed
Across the subset of experts or syntactic knowledge
Team?

» KEY QUESTION: Can any analyst explain and act on a detection—or only the
person who built it?

04 Logic-Centric Transpadrency Explainable Behavioral Transparency
HO\I\! A.re = Decisions justified through rule behavior = Decisions explained through behavioral change
Decisions

Defended = Explanations require translation for = Maps directly to business risk and intent
Be\[ond the non-technical stakeholders

SOC?
» KEY QUESTION: Can decisions be defended clearly without reconstructing

detection logic?
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About Abnormal Al

Abnormal Al is the leading Al-native human behavior
security platform, leveraging machine learning to stop
sophisticated inbound attacks and detect compromised
accounts across email and connected applications.

The anomaly detection engine leverages identity and
context to understand human behavior and analyze the
risk of every cloud email event—detecting and stopping
sophisticated, socially-engineered attacks that target the
human vulnerability.

You can deploy Abnormal in minutes with an APl integration
for Microsoft 365 or Google \Workspace and experience
the full value of the platform instantly. Additional protection
is available for Slack, Workday, ServiceNow, Zoom, and
multiple other cloud applications. Abnormal is currently
trusted by more than 3,200 organizations, including over
20% of the Fortune 500, as it continues to redefine how
cybersecurity works in the age of Al.

Curious to see how Abnormal Al
fits in your environment?

Request a Demo >
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