
  
 
Attack Vectors: How Most Breaches Actually Start 

Why understanding paths of entry matters more than the tools you buy 

Why Attacks Rarely Look Like Attacks 

Most security incidents do not begin with alarms, dashboards, or dramatic moments. They 
begin quietly, through ordinary systems doing exactly what they were designed to do. 
 
An employee logs in. A file is opened. A service account runs as expected. 
 
The problem is not that these actions occur. The problem is that attackers understand how 
to take advantage of them. 

What an Attack Vector Really Is 

An attack vector is simply the path an attacker uses to gain access to your environment. 
 
It is not malware. It is not a vulnerability scan result. It is the combination of exposure, 
access, and opportunity. 
 
Most organizations focus on individual threats. More resilient organizations focus on the 
ways those threats enter in the first place. 



Email Is Still the Front Door 

Despite years of awareness training and filtering, email remains the most common entry 
point for attacks. 
 
Phishing messages do not need to be perfect. They only need to work once. 
 
When an attacker gains access to a mailbox, they gain visibility into conversations, 
relationships, and patterns of behavior that make future attacks easier and more 
convincing. 

Identity Is the Shortcut 

Stolen credentials remain one of the most efficient attack vectors available. 
 
If an attacker can authenticate as a legitimate user, many security controls quietly step 
aside. Systems assume trust because identity has already been verified. 
 
This is why weak authentication, reused passwords, and incomplete multi factor 
enforcement continue to drive breaches. 

Unpatched Systems Create Silent Openings 

Not every attack relies on tricking a person. 
 
Unpatched software, outdated appliances, and neglected internal systems provide 
attackers with predictable opportunities. These systems are rarely targeted randomly. They 
are found through scanning and exploited at scale. 
 
The longer a system goes without updates, the more visible it becomes. 

Third Parties Expand the Attack Surface 

Modern environments depend on vendors, integrations, and external partners. 
 
Each connection extends trust beyond organizational boundaries. If that trust is abused or 
compromised, attackers may gain indirect access without ever targeting your organization 
directly. 
 
Third party access is often necessary. It is also frequently under reviewed. 



Why Perimeter Thinking Fails 

Traditional security models assume attackers must break in from the outside. 
 
In reality, many attacks begin with valid access that should never have existed, or should 
have been limited more tightly. 
 
Once inside, attackers move laterally, looking for broader access and higher value systems. 
The initial vector is only the beginning. 

What Leaders Should Take Away 

Reducing risk starts with understanding how your organization is exposed. 
 
That means knowing where users authenticate, how access is granted, which systems are 
reachable, and how quickly issues are detected. 
 
Attack vectors are not theoretical. They are shaped by everyday operational decisions. 

The Takeaway 

Most breaches do not succeed because attackers are brilliant. They succeed because entry 
points are predictable. 
 
Organizations that focus on attack vectors think differently about security. They prioritize 
reducing exposure, tightening identity, and closing quiet gaps. 
 
Security improves when the paths attackers rely on become harder to use. 


