
Cyber Defense for the  
Telecommunications Industry

Overview
The digital infrastructures that characterize modern tele-
communications firms are singularly large and complex, 
having often grown organically over long periods of time. 
Contributing to this complexity is the transformation that 
telcos have undergone in recent years as a result of rapid 
deregulation and innovation in the industry. From the explo-
sion of mobile phones to the transition to a primarily Inter-
net-based business model, these innovations have created 
expansive networks that are increasingly targeted by never-
before-seen cyber-attacks — antiquating traditional cyber 
security approaches that rely on rules and signatures to 
detect only known threats.

Challenges
In addition to the complex networks that telco companies 
manage, the enormous volumes of personal data that 
they oversee also present major cyber security challenges. 
At a time when large-scale data breaches have lowered 
consumer trust in technology companies to a historic low, 
telcos simply cannot afford to risk their reputations by falling 
behind today’s innovative threat actors, who are constantly 
innovating to evade traditional security controls.

Yet as these firms continue to modernize, continually 
producing new products and services, they have become 
increasingly susceptible to attacks that target their 
web-based infrastructures and put their critical operations 
in jeopardy. A ransomware attack that shuts down a telco 
provider for hours or longer would not only be a public rela-
tions disaster, it would also likely prompt many customers 
to switch to a service they perceived as being more reli-
able. Preventing such a devastating attack is surprisingly 
difficult given that most organizations are unaware of all 
the devices on their own networks, a lack of visibility that 
renders securing those networks nearly impossible. 

In this new era of sophisticated cyber-threat, telcos face 
the challenge of building IT infrastructures that support 
their diverse business objectives — such as increasing 
e-commerce revenues, embracing cloud-based business 
processes, and developing mobile technologies — while at 
the same time protecting those infrastructures from attack. 
And just as the Internet compelled telcos to rethink and 
ultimately transform their networks, this daunting secu-
rity challenge now necessitates a transformation of their 
cyber defenses.

�	 The highly complex networks of modern 
telcos cannot be secured with legacy tools 
alone

�	 Keeping pace with innovative attackers 
requires AI cyber defenses that can adapt 
to fight back

�	 Darktrace AI catches novel attacks and 
insider threats on telcos before they have 
time to escalate into a crisis
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Darktrace in the Telecommunications Industry
Darktrace has unparalleled experience in working with crit-
ical national infrastructure providers, within both the private 
and public sectors. Our in-house government intelligence 
experts were critical in formulating national cyber security 
strategies that focused on protecting against large-scale, 
damaging attacks to fundamental service providers. 

Thanks to the self-learning approach of its Enterprise 
Immune System technology, Darktrace’s AI can not only 
detect but also autonomously respond to known and 
unknown cyber-threats, without relying on rules, signa-
tures, or prior assumptions. This approach is especially 
relevant for the telecommunications sector, because with 
such vast networks to protect, AI’s ability to autonomously 
neutralize only genuine threats gives telco security opera-
tors time to catch up and prioritize strategically important 
activities, while Darktrace’s AI works in the background to 
contain the threats that get through. 

As a self-learning system, the Enterprise Immune System 
adapts alongside the organization it safeguards, constantly 
updating and refining its understanding of every device, 
user, and network to spot subtle but threatening behaviors 
that bypass all other tools. For telecommunication compa-
nies, this can mean the difference between dealing with a 
threat in the early stages of its attack mission and settling 
multimillion-dollar lawsuits after a breach has occurred. 

Real-World Threat
On the network of a large mobile provider with tens of thou-
sands of employees and millions of subscribers, Darktrace 
detected anomalous behavior that indicated a targeted spear 
phishing attack on a critical server, which functioned as an 
access point for sensitive information. Given the vast extent 
of this confidential information — which included customer 
locations, personal details, and financial data — any breach 
of the server had the potential to inflict major financial and 
reputational damage. 

However, the goal of this advanced attack was arguably 
even more injurious than acquiring and monetizing customer 
information on a broad scale. Rather, its objective was to 
survey specific customers of the mobile phone provider in 
detail, attempting to extract data in a repeatable process. If 
successful, that process would have enabled the attackers 
to track people’s phone calls, the time and place that those 
calls were being made, and possibly even the current loca-
tions of the mobile devices being used. 

Darktrace successfully averted a crisis for this organization 
by alerting their security analysts of the anomalous behavior 
before any sensitive information was lost. By catching this 
threat early, Darktrace ensured that the established reputa-
tion and economy of the business remained safe. 

Senior executives are more and more aware of cyber secu-
rity as a key priority and are moving towards next-genera-
tion security technologies that take infiltration for granted. 
These technologies give them a superior level of protection 
against the threats that are present within their networks, 
not only from intruders that have made their way in with 
targeted attacks, but also from insiders of the organization.

Darktrace’s technology is unique in its 
ability to rapidly detect cyber-threats, 
irrespective of whether the threat is 
‘known’ or ‘unknown’.
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