
Beyond SMS Codes: A Guide to Modern 
Authentication
In today's digital landscape, traditional SMS-based authentication codes are increasingly vulnerable to 
sophisticated attacks. This guide explores more secure alternatives, from Google Authenticator to the cutting-
edge passkey technology, providing practical steps for individuals and businesses to enhance their online 
security.

Enhanced Security
Learn how real people have 
protected their digital assets with 
modern authentication methods

Future-Ready Tech
Discover cutting-edge passkey 
technology that's revolutionizing 
online security

Action Plan
Follow a simple three-step process 
to safeguard your accounts against 
modern cyber threats



When Technology Feels Like Speaking 
Klingon
For many, navigating new security technologies can feel like decoding alien messages. Take Betty, a 72-year-old 
flower shop owner who panicked when her bank suddenly required an authenticator app instead of the text 
message codes she'd used for years. She feared needing an MIT degree just to check her balance.

The reality is that cybercriminals have become increasingly adept at intercepting six-digit text codes with 
alarming speed. That's precisely why we're seeing a push toward authenticator apps. Think of it as upgrading 
from a standard deadbolt to a sophisticated electronic lock4except this security upgrade is free and far more 
user-friendly than most people anticipate.

The FBI reported a staggering 500% increase in SIM swapping attacks in 2023 alone. In these attacks, criminals 
convince phone companies to transfer a victim's phone number to their device, giving them access to all 
incoming text messages, including authentication codes. This happened to Frank's Hardware Store in Boston, 
resulting in a devastating $47,000 loss before the owner even had breakfast.

1

Understanding the 
Threat
Cybercriminals can intercept 
SMS codes through techniques 
like SIM swapping, where they 
convince your phone company 
to transfer your number to 
their device.

2

Real-World Impact
Frank's Hardware Store lost 
$47,000 when attackers 
gained control of his phone 
number and intercepted 
authentication codes for his 
business accounts.

3

Growing Problem
The FBI reported a 500% 
increase in these types of 
attacks in 2023 alone, making 
stronger authentication 
methods essential.



Google Authenticator: Your Digital 
Bouncer
Google Authenticator functions like a personal 
security guard for your digital accounts. It generates 
fresh codes every 30 seconds that exist exclusively 
on your device. Since these codes never travel 
through cellular networks, they can't be intercepted 
by attackers.

Setting up Google Authenticator is remarkably 
straightforward4far easier than programming those 
old VCRs. Here's the simple process that even Betty 
from the flower shop mastered:

Download the app from the App Store (iPhone) or 
Google Play Store (Android)

1.

When a website asks you to set up 2FA, they'll 
display a QR code

2.

Open Google Authenticator and tap the "+" 
button

3.

Choose "Scan QR code" and point your camera at 
the code on your screen

4.

The connection is established instantly5.

Using your new codes is equally simple. Whenever 
you need to log in, open the app, find the account 
you're accessing, and enter the displayed 6-digit 
number. The code changes every 30 seconds, 
providing continuous protection.



Duo: The Cadillac of Security
While Google Authenticator offers solid protection, businesses should consider Duo for enhanced security and 
convenience. The difference is comparable to a bicycle versus a Corvette4both will get you to your destination, 
but one provides a significantly smoother experience.

Duo simplifies the authentication process by sending push notifications that require just a single tap to 
approve. No more typing numbers as if you're entering nuclear launch codes. It works reliably even when 
traveling internationally (unlike SMS codes) and can protect an entire team with a single setup.

Sarah, who manages a dental practice in Vermont, implemented Duo across her entire office last summer. Her 
verdict? "It's so simple even my receptionist who still uses a flip phone figured it out!" That's a powerful 
testament to Duo's user-friendly design.

Push Notifications
Simply tap "Approve" on the notification instead 
of manually entering codes

International Reliability
Works consistently when traveling abroad, unlike 
SMS codes that may fail internationally

Team Protection
Secure your entire organization with a single, 
centralized setup

User-Friendly Design
Intuitive interface that even the most technology-
resistant staff members can master

For businesses concerned about security without sacrificing usability, Duo represents an excellent balance of 
protection and convenience.



The Future Is Here: Passkeys!
Passkeys represent a revolutionary leap forward that makes even Google Authenticator seem outdated4like 
transitioning directly from horse-drawn transportation to a Tesla. This technology eliminates the frustration of 
typing passwords or authentication codes by creating a unique digital signature that only your device 
recognizes.

The most remarkable aspect of passkeys is that there's nothing to memorize. Your device handles all 
authentication through the same biometric methods you already use to unlock it4fingerprint, facial 
recognition, or PIN. When you access a website with passkeys, your device simply confirms your identity 
without transmitting sensitive data through cyberspace where attackers might intercept it.

Sal, a barber who's been cutting hair in Southie for 40 years, recently adopted passkeys for his booking system 
at his daughter's suggestion. His reaction? "It's like magic! I just look at my phone, and I'm in!" This perfectly 
captures the seamless experience passkeys provide.

Setting up passkeys is remarkably simple:

When a website offers passkeys, they'll ask if you want to create one1.

Use your normal phone unlock method (fingerprint, face recognition, etc.)2.

That's it4you're done!3.

For subsequent logins, you simply click "Sign in with passkey," unlock your phone normally, and you're instantly 
authenticated. According to the FIDO Alliance Report 2024, experts predicted 50% of major websites would 
support passkeys by the end of 2024, with Google, Apple, Microsoft, and even government agencies actively 
promoting this technology.



Real People, Real Problems, Real 
Solutions

1The Pizza Shop Miracle
Tony's Pizza in Newark nearly went out of 

business when ransomware attackers locked 
up all their computer systems, demanding 
$50,000 in Bitcoin. The vulnerability? Using 

only passwords with no two-factor 
authentication.

After implementing Duo, 1Password, 
Windows Defender, and OpenDNS, a second 

attack attempt six months later was 
completely thwarted.

2 The Accountant's Close Call
Mary, a CPA from Providence, used her dog's 
name plus birth year (Sparky1963) as her 
password. Hackers cracked it in seconds but 
were stopped by Google Authenticator when 
attempting to access her clients' financial 
data at 2 AM from Russia.

Microsoft Security Intelligence Report 2023 
confirms that 99.9% of automated attacks 
are prevented by any form of two-factor 
authentication.

3The Passkey Pioneer
Betty from the flower shop initially feared 

passkeys would be "too advanced" when her 
bank offered them. Twenty minutes later, 
she called back laughing: "I can't believe I 

was scared! It's easier than using my TV 
remote!"

She now evangelizes passkeys to her entire 
bridge club, demonstrating that this 

technology is actually more user-friendly 
than traditional passwords.

These real-world examples illustrate how proper authentication methods protect businesses and individuals 
from devastating attacks while often improving the user experience rather than complicating it.



The Password Manager Revolution
While discussing security improvements, we must 
address password management. If you're still 
recording passwords on sticky notes or in desk 
drawers, it's time for a significant upgrade.

1Password offers a comprehensive solution4a 
secure digital vault that remembers all your 
credentials. Instead of using predictable 
combinations like "Password123!" or family 
birthdays, it generates complex passwords such as 
"kJ9#mP$2qR!xN7@5" that are virtually impossible to 
guess.

The latest advantage? 1Password now supports 
passkeys, providing the best of both worlds. For 
websites that haven't implemented passkey 
technology, you have robust password protection. 
For those that have adopted passkeys, you enjoy 
streamlined, future-proof security.

SMS Codes (Level 1)

Basic protection vulnerable to interception

Authenticator Apps (Level 2)

Good protection with time-based codes

Push Notifications (Level 3)

Better protection with simplified approval

Passkeys (Level 4)

Best protection with biometric 
verification

You don't need to immediately advance to Level 4. Even progressing from SMS codes to Google Authenticator 
significantly enhances your security posture4like upgrading from a screen door to a solid entry door. Each 
level makes unauthorized access increasingly difficult for potential attackers.



Your Three-Step Action 
Plan
Let's conclude with three immediate actions to strengthen your digital 
security:

1

Replace SMS Codes Today
Download Google Authenticator or sign up for Duo

Prioritize your most critical accounts (banking, email, 
payroll)

Look for passkey options on your favorite websites

Systematically update remaining accounts over the next 
week

2

Get a Password Manager
Download 1Password to manage both passwords and 
passkeys

Begin by adding your ten most important accounts

Allow it to generate strong, unique passwords

Enable passkeys wherever they're supported

3

Check Your Computer's Defenses
Ensure Windows Defender is active (Windows users)

Consider implementing OpenDNS or Cisco Umbrella

Perform a comprehensive security checkup on all devices

Update software to ensure passkey compatibility

Remember, cybercriminals count on users remaining confused and 
clinging to outdated security practices. You don't need to become a 
technology expert4just follow these straightforward steps to protect 
what you've worked hard to build. As demonstrated by Betty, Tony, and 
Mary, even those who consider themselves technologically challenged can 
successfully implement these security measures.

As Mr. Rogers would say, "Look for the helpers." Consider this guide your 
friendly neighborhood assistance in the digital realm. If a 72-year-old 
florist can master Google Authenticator and passkeys, so can you!

For more weekly security tips delivered directly to your inbox, 
visit CraigPeterson.com and subscribe to the free newsletter. No 
spam, no sales pitches4just practical advice to keep you and 
your business safe from digital threats.


