
 
 

Understanding What Are Advanced Persistent
Threats: Essential Guide for 2026

Key Takeaways
Advanced Persistent Threats (APTs) are highly sophisticated, targeted cyberattacks
designed to maintain a long-term presence within a target network to steal sensitive data
or disrupt operations while remaining undetected.
These attacks are typically carried out by well-funded, skilled groups, often state-
sponsored, focusing on high-value targets such as government agencies, financial
organizations, and holders of intellectual property.
APT attacks follow a multi-stage process including reconnaissance, initial compromise
through methods like spear-phishing or exploiting unpatched vulnerabilities, establishing
footholds with backdoors or malware, privilege escalation, lateral movement, and covert
data exfiltration.
Attackers maintain persistence by using techniques such as rewriting malicious code,
installing rootkits, and establishing multiple remote connections to avoid detection and
ensure continuous access.
Detecting APTs requires comprehensive monitoring of inbound and outbound traffic, user
accounts, database operations, and network behavior anomalies, often utilizing tools like
endpoint detection and response (EDR), security information and event management
(SIEM), and user and entity behavior analytics (UEBA).
Effective protection strategies include implementing security measures such as patching
network software, deploying web application firewalls, enforcing multi-factor
authentication, conducting regular employee training, and maintaining robust incident
response plans.
Collaboration among network administrators, security teams, and industry peers through
threat intelligence sharing is crucial to stay ahead of evolving APT tactics and protect
organizations against these persistent threats.

Advanced Persistent Threats (APTs) are long-term, targeted cyberattacks that aim to steal
sensitive information or disrupt operations without being detected. These sophisticated attacks
threaten organizations by continuously infiltrating and extracting valuable data. In this guide,
you’ll learn what are advanced persistent threats, how they operate, and why they are so
dangerous.

Advanced Persistent Threats Explained
Advanced Persistent Threats (APTs) are sophisticated and prolonged cyberattacks targeting
specific organizations with the intent to steal sensitive data or disrupt operations, often referred
to as an advanced persistent threat attack. Apt threat actors advanced persistent threat apt. 

Unlike typical cyber threats, APTs are characterized by their targeted, stealthy, and
sophisticated nature, making them significantly more harmful. 

The primary aim of APTs is to gain continuous access to sensitive data, often targeting: 

Intellectual property 
Classified data 
Government agencies 
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Financial organizations 

The motives behind APT attacks range from gaining a competitive advantage to financial gain or
other criminal acts. 

Attackers choose their targets based on the strategic value they hold, often focusing on large
enterprises or governmental targeted network. 

APTs involve an attack campaign that maintains a long-term presence to mine sensitive data
and achieve specific strategic goals over extended periods. This makes them a formidable threat
that requires a deep understanding and robust defense mechanisms to combat effectively.

How APTs Differ from Other Cyber Threats

Advanced persistent threats differ from other cyber threats in their complexity and resource
requirements, making them far more sophisticated. While traditional cyber threats might aim for
immediate damage or quick financial gain, APTs are marked by their long-term presence within a
target’s network. This prolonged infiltration allows APT attackers to meticulously plan and
execute their operations, often utilizing social engineering tactics to exploit employees and gain
sensitive information. 

APT groups often employ a layered approach, combining various attack vectors such as spear-
phishing, zero-day exploits, and social engineering to penetrate and remain within the network.
This complexity and persistence make APTs particularly challenging to detect and mitigate,
necessitating advanced security measures and constant vigilance.

Critical Incident Response: Key Steps for the First 72 Hours  

What data has been potentially exposed?

Incursion detection and Persistence detection

How should I respond?

Download the Whitepaper
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Key Characteristics of APT Attacks
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APTs are prolonged and targeted cyber intrusions that allow attackers to access a network while
remaining unnoticed for an extended duration. The primary goal of APTs is not to cause
immediate damage but to acquire and maintain continuous access to sensitive information.
These attacks are characterized by their high level of planning and sophistication, often
proceeding through detailed phases that include reconnaissance, initial compromise,
establishing a foothold, privilege escalation, lateral movement, and data exfiltration. 

APT groups typically gain initial access to their target network through social engineering
techniques, such as spear-phishing emails, exploiting unpatched vulnerabilities, or using stolen
credentials. This initial compromise sets the stage for a multi-faceted and persistent attack
strategy.

Long-Term Presence and Persistence

APTs necessitate significant resources and have a sustained presence in the target
environment. These attacks are characterized by their strategy to remain undetected
while gradually escalating their access within the target network. The typical duration of
a successful APT attack can extend for an extended period of months or even years,
allowing attackers to methodically achieve their objectives.
To maintain their presence in a network, APT groups use methods such as rewriting code,
installing rootkits, and removing evidence of their attacks, complicating detection efforts.
This long-term persistence remains undetected and is a hallmark of APTs, making them
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particularly challenging to identify and eradicate.

Skilled and Resourceful Attackers

APT attackers require significant skill and resources to successfully execute their
operations. These attacks are generally conducted by well-funded, experienced teams of
cybercriminals, often state-sponsored, highlighting the serious backing they receive. The
expertise and financial support enable APT groups to conduct sophisticated and
prolonged operations.
These attackers are adept at using advanced techniques to distract security personnel,
exploit operating system vulnerabilities, and navigate through attack surfaces to achieve
their goals. The level of skill and resourcefulness involved makes APTs a formidable
challenge for any security team. 

Multi-Stage Attack Techniques

APT attacks usually consist of several stages. These stages include:

Reconnaissance
Exploitation
Establishing a foothold
Lateral movement
Data exfiltration

During the reconnaissance phase, attackers meticulously collect information on potential
vulnerabilities and entry points within the target organization’s infrastructure. This phase
involves studying the organizational structure, employee profiles, and network
infrastructure to identify potential weaknesses.
The multi-stage nature of APT attacks allows attackers to adapt their strategies based on
ongoing reconnaissance, making them incredibly difficult to defend against. Each stage is
carefully planned and executed to ensure the attackers can achieve their objectives
without detection.

The Anatomy of an APT Attack
APT attacks unfold in phases, allowing attackers to adapt their strategies based on ongoing
reconnaissance. A successful APT attack involves network infiltration, expansion of the attacker’s
presence, and extraction of data. The primary goal of an APT attack is stealing data, often
sensitive and valuable information that can be used for various malicious purposes. 

After gaining initial access, APT attackers work to establish a foothold by installing malware,
ensuring continuous access to the network by using backdoors and hidden malware. This
foothold allows them to methodically escalate their privileges and move laterally within the
network to exploit additional systems. 

During the exfiltration phase, attackers extract stolen data without detection, achieving their
ultimate goal. 

Reconnaissance Phase

The reconnaissance phase is the starting point of advanced persistent threat attacks,
where attackers gather intelligence on the target organization. This phase involves
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extensive research to identify specific vulnerabilities that can be exploited.
Understanding the methods used in the reconnaissance phase is crucial for developing
effective defenses against APTs.

Initial Compromise

APT attackers often utilize spear-phishing emails to trick employees into executing
malicious attachments that provide access to the organization’s network. This initial
compromise can involve multiple executives being duped by spear-phishing attacks,
indicating the presence of an APT. Attackers might use custom malware to evade
security measures. They can also leverage zero-day exploits to take advantage of
software vulnerabilities.
Common techniques used by APTs for initial compromise include remote file inclusion, 
SQL injection, and cross-site scripting. These traditional social engineering techniques
and customized advanced tools target network resources or authorized human users to
establish an initial entry point.

Establishing Foothold

Following initial access, APT attackers install backdoors or remote access tools that allow
them to maintain control over the compromised systems. After the initial intrusion, APT
groups explore and map the network to identify other vulnerable systems and critical
infrastructure. During this phase, attackers broaden their presence, compromise staff,
and gather critical business information.
Attackers may insert malware, map the network, gather credentials, and access critical
information during this escalation phase. Information gathered can include sensitive data
like product lines, employee records, and financial information. Attackers compromise
additional systems and accounts as part of their lateral movement strategies within the
network.

Privilege Escalation and Lateral Movement

After gaining a foothold, APT attackers perform privilege escalation to gain higher access
rights and move laterally to exploit additional systems within the network. They escalate
their privileges typically by exploiting vulnerabilities or using stolen credentials.
Attackers establish additional entry points during an APT attack to maintain access and
continue the attack if a compromised point is discovered. This process allows them to
gain admin rights and password access, facilitating lateral movement within the network.

Data Exfiltration

Data exfiltration in APT attacks involves covertly transferring sensitive information from
the target’s network to an external location controlled by the attackers, often disguised
as normal traffic. This phase is the culmination of the APT attack, where the attackers
achieve their objective of stealing sensitive data.

Notable Examples of APT Groups
APT attackers often receive backing from nation-states or large organizations. The financial
investment in APT attacks can reach millions, reflecting their complexity. 

Understanding the operations of notable APT groups can provide valuable insights into the
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nature of these threats and the importance of robust cybersecurity measures.

APT29 (Cozy Bear)

APT29, also known as Cozy Bear, is a Russian state-sponsored group recognized for its targeting
of government agencies and political organizations. Operating under the auspices of the Russian
Foreign Intelligence Service, Cozy Bear focuses primarily on cyber espionage against a wide
range of entities. 

Their significant operations involve targeting governmental and political organizations to extract
sensitive information.

APT28 (Fancy Bear)

APT28, also known as Fancy Bear, is a notable Russian APT group known for its sophisticated
cyber espionage efforts. This group has primarily targeted military and political organizations to
gain sensitive information that can influence geopolitical events. APT28 is known for various high-
profile incidents, including the targeting of the Democratic National Committee during the 2016
U.S. presidential election. 

The activities of APT28 highlight the ongoing threats posed by state-sponsored cyber operations,
emphasizing the need for apt security measures.

Lazarus Group

The Lazarus Group is a North Korean cyber threat actor notorious for its involvement in financial
theft and disruptive cyber operations. In 2023, the Lazarus Group allegedly stole $41 million in
virtual currency from an online casino. Their operations underscore the financial and disruptive
capabilities of APT groups, further emphasizing the need for robust security measures.

Detecting and Mitigating APT Attacks
Instituting proactive threat hunting teams is crucial for identifying signs of advanced persistent
threats within an organization. A multi-layered security approach is essential to safeguard
against advanced persistent threats. Combining technical measures with organizational
practices creates a strong defense against APTs. 

Conducting frequent and randomized vulnerability assessments helps close security gaps before
they can be exploited. Collaboration with industry peers and government agencies enhances the
effectiveness of threat intelligence sharing.

Network Monitoring and Anomaly Detection

Organizations can utilize tools such as EDR (Endpoint Detection and Response), SIEM
(Security Information and Event Management), UEBA (User and Entity Behavior
Analytics), and NDR (Network Detection and Response) for effective anomaly detection.
CrowdStrike integrates automated threat intelligence into its EDR solution to assist in
incident investigations. The Falcon platform helps organizations respond quickly to APT
threats by providing rapid insight into network activities and incidents.
Indicators of an APT attack can include unusual data transfer patterns over prolonged
periods. Monitoring both ingress and egress traffic is considered a best practice. It helps
in preventing unauthorized access and blocking the extraction of stolen data.
Incoming traffic monitoring services can help detect the presence of backdoor shells
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within a network. SIEM integration provides centralized access to real-time information
about network traffic, which is crucial for monitoring anomalies and threats. Using
advanced monitoring tools is essential for detecting unusual network traffic and behavior
during potential APT attacks.

Employee Training and Awareness

Effective training programs can significantly reduce the likelihood of APTs by enhancing
employees’ awareness of social engineering tactics. Educating employees about phishing
and other social engineering techniques greatly reduces the risk of initial compromise in
APT attacks.
Continuous training and updating of security awareness are essential to keep employees
vigilant against emerging threats.

Incident Response Planning

Developing and maintaining a comprehensive incident response plan is crucial for
effectively addressing advanced persistent threats. This plan should be reviewed and
updated regularly to ensure its effectiveness against APT attacks.
Having a robust incident response plan enables organizations to respond swiftly and
efficiently to security events, minimizing potential damage. 

Fidelis Elevate®: Your Ultimate Defense Against APTs  

Don’t wait until it’s too late. Discover how modern XDR can protect your organization.

Integrated deception technology

How to consolidate security intelligence

Download the Datasheet!

Best Practices for APT Defense
Establishing robust incident response protocols is essential for managing the aftermath of APT
incidents swiftly and efficiently. To build resilience against APTs, robust security frameworks are
crucial. Additionally, employee awareness and collaboration also play essential roles. 

Implementing role-based access control by assigning permissions based on user roles enhances
security, and the principle of least privilege should be applied for securing access controls.
Encrypting sensitive data in transit and at rest protects it from unauthorized access.

Multi-Factor Authentication

Multi-factor authentication significantly reduces the risk of unauthorized access by
requiring users to provide two or more verification factors. Two-factor authentication, a
form of multi-factor authentication, greatly enhances security by making it much harder
for attackers to gain access to sensitive systems.

Regular Software Updates and Patching
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Timely application of software patches is crucial for closing vulnerabilities that APTs
might exploit. Keeping software and systems up to date is essential for maintaining
cybersecurity and defense against threats like APTs.
Regular software updates and patching are vital components of a robust security
strategy. 

Threat Intelligence Sharing

Collaboration with industry peers is essential for organizations to effectively combat
advanced persistent threats. Organizations should work together with other
organizations and industry groups. They should also partner with government agencies
to effectively counter APT threats.
Through threat intelligence feeds and information-sharing initiatives, organizations can
stay informed about emerging APT threats.

In conclusion, advanced persistent threats represent a significant challenge in the cybersecurity
landscape due to their sophistication, persistence, and resourcefulness. Understanding the
anatomy of APT attacks, recognizing the key characteristics, and learning from notable APT
groups can provide valuable insights into defending against these threats. By implementing
robust security measures, fostering employee awareness, and engaging in threat intelligence
sharing, organizations can build a resilient defense against APTs. Stay vigilant, stay informed,
and stay protected in the ever-evolving world of cyber threats.

Frequently Ask Questions

What are Advanced Persistent Threats (APTs)?

Advanced Persistent Threats (APTs) are sophisticated and prolonged cyberattacks aimed at
specific organizations, focusing on stealing sensitive data or disrupting operations due to their
stealth and persistence. Recognizing their nuanced characteristics is crucial for effective
cybersecurity defenses.

How do APTs differ from other cyber threats?

APTs differ from other cyber threats due to their complexity and the prolonged presence they
maintain within a target’s network, often employing advanced social engineering and multi-
stage attack strategies. This makes them significantly more sophisticated and harder to detect
than typical cyber threats.

What are some key characteristics of APT attacks?

APT attacks are defined by their prolonged presence, skilled attackers, and a multi-stage
approach that encompasses reconnaissance, initial compromise, foothold establishment,
privilege escalation, lateral movement, and data exfiltration. Recognizing these characteristics is
crucial for effective threat detection and response.

How can organizations detect and mitigate APT attacks?

Organizations can detect and mitigate APT attacks by implementing robust network monitoring,
enhancing anomaly detection, providing employee training, and developing a comprehensive
incident response plan. Taking these proactive steps is essential for safeguarding against
advanced persistent threats.
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Who are some notable APT groups?

Notable APT groups include APT29 (Cozy Bear), APT28 (Fancy Bear), and the Lazarus Group,
recognized for their involvement in state-sponsored cyber espionage and financial theft.
Understanding these groups is essential for cybersecurity awareness.
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