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THE BREACH AT MACHINE SPEED 
AI is already materially increasing the speed, scale, automation, and economics of real 
cyberattacks. 

 

The shift is no longer theoretical. AI is helping attackers find weaknesses faster, automate more of 
the attack chain, operate across multiple victims in parallel, and lower the labor and skill required to 
launch sophisticated campaigns. 

The 2026 Threat Picture 

1 in 4 
malicious breaches were AI-enabled in 

IBM's 2026 study 

+56% 
year-over-year increase in AI-driven 

attacks 

+89% 
increase in attacks by AI-enabled 

adversaries, CrowdStrike 

29 min 
average eCrime breakout time; fastest 

observed: 27 seconds 

 

AI is changing attacker economics. IBM reports that AI-enabled malicious breaches averaged about $6 million—
roughly $1 million more than the global breach average of $4.99 million. Verizon reports that 31% of breaches now begin 
with vulnerability exploitation and that generative AI is bolstering about 15% of attack techniques. 

 

What changed 2026 evidence Why it matters 

Speed CrowdStrike: average eCrime breakout 
time fell to 29 minutes; fastest observed 
breakout was 27 seconds. 

Defenders have less time to detect, validate and 
contain an intrusion before lateral movement or 
exfiltration. 

Scale Anthropic: agentic campaigns handled 
dozens of victims in parallel; some 
breaches were completed in 2-3 hours. 

One operator can sustain activity that previously 
required multiple skilled specialists. 

Automation Anthropic: a majority of operations in its 
Sept. 2026 report used AI for direct 
execution or orchestration. 

Reconnaissance, exploitation, credential 
harvesting and exfiltration can increasingly run 
with limited human supervision. 

Economics IBM: AI-driven attacks rose 56%; AI-
enabled breaches averaged about $6M. 

The cost to launch attacks is falling while the cost 
to victims remains high or is increasing. 

Agentic AI Changes the Operating Model 
• AI is moving from assistant to orchestrator: multi-agent frameworks can perform reconnaissance, exploitation, 

credential harvesting, data processing and exfiltration in sequence. 
• Human operators still choose targets and make key monetization decisions, but more tactical work can now run 

autonomously or semi-autonomously. 
• The attack techniques themselves are often familiar—stolen credentials, exposed services, unpatched systems and 

phishing. What has changed is the speed, parallelism and cost of executing them. 
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Where the Exposure Is Highest 
AI does not make every breach successful. It makes more attacks economically viable—and compresses the 
time defenders have to stop them. 

What changed 2026 evidence Why it matters 

Critical infrastructure IBM: 62% of AI-driven attacks in its 2026 
study targeted critical-infrastructure sectors. 

AI-enabled compromise can create operational and 
systemic consequences beyond the breached 
organization. 

Financial services IBM: among the highest concentration of AI-
driven attacks; average breach cost about 
$6.3M. 

High-value data, direct monetization paths and 
interconnected systems make financial institutions 
attractive targets. 

Energy IBM: among the highest concentration of AI-
driven attacks; average breach cost about 
$5.2M. 

Operational disruption can affect essential services and 
downstream supply chains. 

Healthcare IBM: highest average breach cost in 2026 at 
$6.64M, for the 15th consecutive year. 

Sensitive data, regulatory obligations and operational 
urgency amplify breach consequences. 

How Effective Are AI-Enabled Breaches? 
There is not yet a credible universal statistic for “AI breach success rate.” The evidence is stronger when 
effectiveness is measured by speed, scale, labor reduction and impact. 
• Faster: vulnerability discovery and exploitation are increasingly compressed from months or weeks toward hours. 
• Broader: AI lets attackers probe more systems and manage many victims simultaneously. 
• Cheaper: reconnaissance, coding, exploit adaptation and stolen-data processing can be delegated to AI, reducing labor per 

target. 
• More accessible: sophisticated campaigns no longer necessarily require sophisticated operators; AI can supply technical depth 

that previously required specialist teams. 
• Still costly to victims: IBM reports AI-enabled malicious breaches averaging about $6M, while healthcare and financial services 

remain among the costliest sectors to breach. 

The Data-Governance Implication 

DISCOVER SENSITIVE DATA BEFORE THE ATTACKER DOES 
Organizations need content-level visibility into where sensitive 
information exists across documents, email, archives, cloud drives and 
file repositories—before an attacker or AI agent gains access. 

REDUCE THE VALUE OF NON-PRODUCTION DATA 
Development, QA and partner environments should not contain 
unnecessary copies of real customer, patient or employee data. 
Protected production-like test data reduces the payoff if those 
environments are compromised. 

 

Bottom Line 
AI is not creating a completely new cyberattack playbook—it is industrializing the existing one. The organizations 
best positioned for this shift will reduce the amount of sensitive data available to steal, know where that data resides, 
and move detection and remediation closer to machine speed. 
 

Sources 
IBM, Cost of a Data Breach Report 2026 / AI-enabled breach findings, Jul. 29, 2026 
Verizon, 2026 Data Breach Investigations Report 
CrowdStrike, 2026 Global Threat Report, Feb. 24, 2026 
Anthropic, Detecting and countering misuse of AI, Sep. 10, 2026 
Note: AI-enabled attack statistics reflect the methodologies and populations used by each cited source; they should not be combined 
into a single universal breach rate. 

https://newsroom.ibm.com/2026-07-29-ibm-study-one-in-four-malicious-breaches-are-ai-enabled%2C-costing-companies-6-million-on-average
https://www.verizon.com/business/resources/reports/dbir/
https://www.crowdstrike.com/en-us/press-releases/2026-crowdstrike-global-threat-report/
https://www.anthropic.com/threat-intelligence-report-september-2026

	The 2026 Threat Picture
	Agentic AI Changes the Operating Model

	Where the Exposure Is Highest
	How Effective Are AI-Enabled Breaches?
	The Data-Governance Implication
	Bottom Line
	Sources


