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Cyber Risk Whitepaper: Should | be Concerned about My Mobile Devices?

The primary reasons antivirus software isn’t as prevalent for tablets and smartphones
compared to traditional computers stem from the fundamental differences in how mobile
operating systems are designed, distributed, and secured. Here’s a breakdown:

1. Mobile OS Architecture: Sandboxing and App Isolation

o Mobile operating systems like iOS and Android use a sandboxing model, which
ensures each app runs in its own isolated environment.

o Apps can’t access data from other apps or system resources unless explicitly
granted permission.

o This architectural design limits the ability of viruses to spread or execute malicious
activities across apps.

2. Centralized App Store Ecosystem

o Mobile devices predominantly use centralized, curated app stores like the Apple
App Store and Google Play Store.

o These stores implement strict security screening and app review processes to
detect and block malicious software.

o Google Play Protect actively scans apps for malicious behavior, and Apple
maintains a closed ecosystem that heavily restricts app distribution.

3. Built-In Security Mechanisms

Modern mobile operating systems integrate advanced security features that reduce the
need for third-party antivirus solutions:

o iOS: System Integrity Protection (SIP), App Transport Security (ATS), and real-time
code signing verification.
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o Android: Google Play Protect, SafetyNet Attestation, and Project Treble for faster
security updates.

o Encryption: Both platforms use full-disk encryption by default to protect stored
data.

4. Permissions-Based Access Model

o Mobile apps must request explicit user permission to access sensitive resources
(e.g., camera, microphone, location).

o Unlike older desktop applications, which historically had more implicit trust and
system access, mobile apps adhere to a strict permissions-based access model that
limits malware’s attack surface.

5. Frequent Software Updates

o Mobile OS vendors (Apple and Google) push security updates regularly to patch
vulnherabilities.

o Newer Android architectures (e.g., Project Mainline) allow critical security updates
to be delivered directly via Google Play, bypassing slow carrier/manufacturer distribution
pipelines.

o Automatic updates ensure that a significant portion of users stay protected against
known vulnerabilities.

6. Shift in Threat Landscape: Social Engineering Over Malware

o Traditional malware (e.g., viruses, worms) relies on executable file access and
system-level privileges, which are harder to achieve on mobile platforms.

o Phishing and social engineering attacks (e.g., malicious links or credential theft)
have become more prevalent mobile threats than self-replicating malware.

o As aresult, security apps focus more on web filtering, phishing detection, and
app behavior monitoring rather than classic virus scanning.

7. Limited Impact of Jailbroken/Rooted Devices

o Antivirus solutions were more relevant when jailbreaking (iOS) or rooting (Android)
was more common, as these practices disable built-in protections.

o However, both Apple and Google have since made rooting/jailbreaking more
difficult and risky, reducing the need for widespread antivirus software.
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When Antivirus Software May Still Be Useful

Although antivirus apps aren’t as essential on mobile devices, they can provide value in

specific scenarios:

Scenario

Risk Factor

Antivirus Utility

Sideloaded Apps

Downloading apps from
third-party stores.

High — antivirus can scan
for malware.

Jailbroken/Rooted
Devices

Disabled default
protections and app
isolation.

Critical — antivirus helps
monitor risks.

Enterprise Devices

Corporate environments
with sensitive data.

Useful — typically through
MDM/EDR tools.

Phishing Attacks

Users often encounter
malicious links via
SMS/emails.

Moderate — antivirus with
phishing filters helps.

Conclusion

Antivirus software is less common for tablets and smartphones due to stronger default
security architectures, centralized app stores, and limited cross-app interactions.
However, threats still exist, particularly from phishing, malicious ads, and social

engineering tactics.

For high-risk scenarios, security tools offering web filtering, phishing detection, and
device integrity checks can still provide value, even if they aren’t traditional antivirus
programs in the desktop sense.
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