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Key Takeaways

e On September 16, 2026, CISA published "Using Cyber Decoys to Strengthen Detection and
Response,” its first dedicated guide on deploying tripwires, honeytokens, breadcrumbs, and
honeypots to detect adversaries who use legitimate credentials and living-off-the-land
(LOTL) techniques [1][2][3].

e The guidance targets critical infrastructure owners and operators, including resource-
constrained and small and medium-sized security teams, and is explicitly designed to be
implemented incrementally with existing tools rather than requiring new architecture or major
budget increases [2][3].

e The release lands amid separate but converging evidence, documented in CSA's own prior
research, that artificial intelligence has compressed the vulnerability exploitation timeline
from what once took defenders months to prepare for down to hours; CISA's guidance itself is
framed around credential-based and living-off-the-land activity rather than Al acceleration
specifically, but this compression elevates the relative value of behavioral, presence-based
detection like decoys [4][5][6].

e CISA frames decoys as a complement to, not a replacement for, Zero Trust architecture: they
assume an adversary has already obtained a foothold and focus on generating high-fidelity

alerts when that adversary interacts with an asset no legitimate user would ever touch [2][3].

e The guidance structures implementation as a three-phase cycle of preparation, execution,
and analysis, and it leans on the MITRE ATT&CK and MITRE Engage frameworks to help
teams map coverage gaps and calibrate decoy placement to observed adversary behavior [1]
[3].

e CSA's prior research on Al-accelerated vulnerability weaponization provides threat context
that CISA's guidance does not itself invoke; read together, the two documents show how a
detection layer built for credential-based intrusions has become more valuable as exploitation

speeds increase [4].
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Background

CISA released "Using Cyber Decoys to Strengthen Detection and Response” on September 16, 2026,
describing it as the agency's first comprehensive guide dedicated to defensive deception [1][2]. The
document responds to a persistent detection gap: attackers increasingly avoid malware in favor of valid
credentials, built-in administrative tools, and native operating system utilities to conduct reconnaissance,
move laterally, and exfiltrate data, a pattern commonly referred to as living off the land. Because this
activity resembles legitimate administrative behavior, traditional signature-based tooling struggles to
distinguish it from routine operations, and even behavioral-analytics tooling can struggle when the
anomaly is subtle, leaving defenders dependent on catching these signals after an intrusion has already
progressed. CISA Acting Executive Assistant Director Chris Butera characterized the goal of the new
guidance as helping to "make critical infrastructure networks unfriendly places for adversaries and

enhance resilience to compromise, even against living-off-the-land techniques” [1].

The guidance defines cyber decoys as assets that appear to be legitimate systems, accounts, or data but
are designed to distract adversaries, detect their presence, or support the collection of cyber threat
intelligence [2][3]. It organizes decoys into several categories that together form a layered deception
capability rather than a single control. Lures and breadcrumbs are artifacts, such as a saved credential or
a shortcut on a file share, planted to steer an intruder's attention toward a monitored asset. Honeytokens
are fake data objects, including credentials, API keys, or documents, that carry no legitimate business
use and therefore generate an unambiguous alert the moment they are accessed. Honeypots are more
elaborate decoy systems or services that simulate a real host closely enough to draw sustained attacker
interaction, while tripwires are the detection logic, ranging from a file-access alert to a login attempt

against a decoy account, that fires when any of these assets is touched [2][3].

The guidance is aimed primarily at critical infrastructure owners and operators, including entities across
federal government, industry, small and medium-sized businesses, and state, local, tribal, and territorial
government, and it explicitly acknowledges that many of these organizations operate with limited
security staffing and budget [2]. Rather than prescribing new commercial deception platforms, CISA
recommends repurposing capabilities many organizations already own, such as endpoint detection and
response tooling, identity and access management systems, and data loss prevention platforms, to plant
and monitor decoys, supplemented by open-source options where budgets are tight [3]. Help Net
Security summarized the pitch to smaller teams directly: implementation "doesn't require significant
budget increases or network restructuring,” and the payoff is a low-cost way to convert an intruder's own

instinct to explore a compromised environment into the mechanism that exposes them [3].
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Security Analysis

The strategic logic behind the guidance rests on a shift CISA states plainly: organizations should assume
intruders will eventually gain a foothold and design detection around that assumption rather than around
prevention alone [2][3]. Decoys operationalize this assumption by exploiting an asymmetry that favors
the defender. By design, a legitimate user has no reason to open a decoy folder placed on an executive's
desktop, authenticate with a planted administrative credential that exists nowhere in production
documentation, or execute PowerShell on a host where no operator has a business need to do so; an
attacker conducting discovery or credential harvesting, however, cannot easily tell the difference
between a genuine asset and a well-constructed decoy. CISA's guidance emphasizes that the value of a
tripwire depends on four properties: it must be threat-informed, meaning it targets techniques
adversaries are actually observed using; distinct from normal activity, so that it does not generate noise;
technically detectable by the monitoring the organization already has in place; and tied to a defined
response procedure, so that an alert produces action rather than sitting in a queue [3].

While CISA's guidance itself is framed around credential-based and living-off-the-land activity broadly
rather than Al-accelerated exploitation specifically, this detection model gains added relevance when
read against CSA's own research into how Al has compressed vulnerability exploitation timelines, since
the alternative, patch-driven defense, is losing ground to that acceleration. CSA's April 2026 whitepaper
"The Collapsing Exploit Window: Al-Speed Vulnerability Weaponization" documented that the median
gap between vulnerability disclosure and observed exploitation fell from roughly 756 days in 2018 to
approximately five days by 2023-2025, with Al tooling now capable of producing a working proof-of-
concept exploit in ten to fifteen minutes at a cost of about one dollar per attempt [4]. Independent data
corroborates the trend from the defender side: VulnCheck found that 28.93 percent of known exploited
vulnerabilities added to its catalog in 2025, and 23.43 percent of those added in the first half of 2026,
showed evidence of exploitation on or before the date the CVE was publicly disclosed, even as the
median time for a vulnerability to reach confirmed-exploited status accelerated from 120 days in 2025 to
80 days in the first half of 2026 [6]. Meanwhile, enterprise patching has not kept pace; CSA's whitepaper
noted a mean time to remediation of roughly five months and ten days for complex applications, with 45
percent of enterprise vulnerabilities still unpatched after twelve months [4]. CrowdStrike's 2026 Global
Threat Report adds a post-compromise dimension to the same story, reporting that average eCrime
breakout time, the interval between initial access and an attacker's first lateral movement, fell to 29

minutes in 2025 from 48 minutes the year before, with the fastest observed breakout at just 27 seconds

[7].

Read together, these figures suggest an environment in which many organizations can no longer reliably
count on the window between disclosure and exploitation, or between initial access and lateral

movement, to be long enough for signature updates, patch cycles, or manual threat hunting to intervene.
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Decoys do not close a patching gap directly, but they address the phase of an intrusion that patching
cannot reach: the period after an attacker has already gained a foothold, whether through a freshly
weaponized vulnerability, a phished credential, or a supply-chain compromise, and is attempting to orient
inside the environment before an organization's slower controls catch up. Because tripwires and
honeytokens do not depend on recognizing a specific exploit or malware signature, they remain effective
even when the initial access vector is novel or entirely credential-based — the scenario CISA's guidance
targets directly, and one that CSA's research suggests Al-accelerated intrusions are increasingly likely to
produce.

The guidance is not without limits that security teams should weigh. Decoys generate value only when
they are convincingly integrated into an environment's normal topology; a honeytoken that is obviously
synthetic, poorly placed, or excluded from routine backup and access patterns can tip off a sophisticated
adversary and provide a false sense of coverage. Maintaining decoys also carries an ongoing operational
cost, since stale or misconfigured decoys can themselves become a liability if they drift out of sync with
legitimate account and file naming conventions, and CISA's own emphasis on threat-informed placement
implies that organizations without a working MITRE ATT&CK mapping of their own environment will get

less value from the guidance than those that already understand where their gaps lie [3].

Recommendations

Immediate Actions

Security teams should begin by inventorying the detection and identity tooling they already operate,
including EDR, IAM, and DLP platforms, to identify which of these can plant and alert on decoy
credentials, files, or accounts without new procurement, since CISA's guidance is built around reuse of
existing capability rather than new deception products [3]. A practical starting point is to place a small
number of honeytokens, such as a fake administrative credential stored in a location no legitimate
workflow references and a decoy file on a monitored share, in the highest-value segments of the
network, paired with an alert routed to an on-call responder so that any interaction triggers immediate
investigation [2][3]. Teams should also map their existing monitoring against MITRE ATT&CK techniques
associated with credential access and discovery to identify where a tripwire would close a genuine

visibility gap rather than duplicate an alert the organization already generates elsewhere [1][3].
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Short-Term Mitigations

Organizations should formalize a response runbook for decoy alerts before deployment, since CISA's
guidance is explicit that a tripwire is only as useful as the procedure it triggers; an alert with no defined
owner or escalation path defeats the purpose of a high-fidelity signal [3]. Because Al-assisted attackers
can move from initial access to lateral movement in minutes, response procedures for decoy interactions
should assume compressed timelines and prioritize automated containment actions, such as session
termination or account disablement, over purely manual triage where the organization's tooling supports
it [4][7]. Teams should also periodically rotate and refresh decoys, particularly honeytokens and lures, to
prevent them from becoming stale artifacts that either lose their realism or, conversely, get incorporated

into legitimate automation and lose their function as an unambiguous signal.

Strategic Considerations

Over the longer term, organizations should treat cyber decoys as one layer within a broader shift toward
assume-breach architecture rather than a standalone project, integrating decoy telemetry with the same
detection and response pipeline that handles EDR, identity, and network alerts so that a decoy trigger
enriches an investigation instead of creating a separate alert stream [2]. Given the exploitation-speed
data documented in CSA's Collapsing Exploit Window research, security leaders should also revisit how
much weight their risk models place on patch latency alone, since a five-day median exploitation window
and sub-minute breakout times mean that detection capability during the post-compromise, pre-lateral-
movement phase deserves comparable investment to patch management [4][7]. Finally, critical
infrastructure operators evaluating decoy programs should use CISA's threat-informed placement
principle as a forcing function to mature their own MITRE ATT&CK coverage mapping, since
organizations that cannot describe which techniques they are weak against will struggle to place decoys

anywhere but generically.

CSA Resource Alignment

CSA's April 2026 whitepaper, "The Collapsing Exploit Window: Al-Speed Vulnerability Weaponization," is
the most directly relevant prior CSA work and supplies the threat-speed context that makes CISA's
decoy guidance timely rather than incidental [4]. That report's finding that Al tooling can generate a
working exploit in minutes for a few dollars, while enterprise remediation still averages months, explains
why a detection layer that does not depend on prior knowledge of a specific exploit, such as a tripwire or
honeytoken, has become more valuable relative to patch-centric defense. Organizations applying CISA's
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guidance should read the two documents together: the CSA whitepaper establishes why the pre-patch
and immediate post-compromise window has become the critical exposure period, and the CISA

guidance provides a concrete, low-cost mechanism for instrumenting that window.

CSA's "Zero Trust Guidance for Critical Infrastructure” is also directly applicable, since it addresses the
same critical infrastructure and operational technology audience CISA's decoy guidance targets and
provides the architectural context into which decoys fit [8]. CISA frames decoys explicitly as a
complement to Zero Trust, assuming a breach has already occurred and focusing on detection rather
than prevention, and CSA's guidance offers critical infrastructure operators the broader Zero Trust
control set, including continuous monitoring and segmentation practices, that decoy telemetry should
feed into rather than operate alongside as a separate program.

Finally, the identity- and data-centric nature of honeytokens and tripwire design maps to the identity and
access management and threat, vulnerability, and incident management domains of CSA's Al Controls
Matrix (AICM) v1.1 [9]. As organizations increasingly deploy Al-assisted monitoring and response tooling
to triage the high volume of alerts that decoy programs and other detection layers generate, AICM v1.1
offers a structured way to assess whether that Al-assisted tooling itself introduces new risk, such as
inappropriate data exposure through decoy telemetry fed into a third-party Al analytics service, before it

is adopted alongside a deception program.
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