6 Predictions for. 4

the Al Economy

For much of its history, corporate automation
adoption has been a slow, incremental process. As
we approach 2026, however, that steady march is
poised to become a transformative leap. 2026 will
mark the inflection point where the global economy
transitions from “Al-assisted” to “Al-native.” We
won't just adopt new tools, we'll build a new
economic reality: The Al Economy.

Autonomous Al agents, entities with the ability to
reason, act and remember, will define this new era.
We'll delegate key tasks to these agents, from triaging
alerts in the security operations center (SOC) to
building financial models for corporate strategy.

For leaders, a central question in 2026 will be how
to govern and secure a new, multihybrid workforce
where machines and agents already outhnumber
human employees by an 82 to 1ratio.! We've
already witnessed the shift from a physical location
to digital connection with the rise of remote work.
Now, we confront the new, unsecured front door in
every employee’s browser.

These shifts in productivity also unleash a new
class of risk. Insider threats can take the form of
a rogue Al agent, capable of goal hijacking, tool

1. "Machine Identities Outnumber Humans by More Than 80 to 1: New Report Exposes
the Exponential Threats of Fragmented Identity Security,” CyberArk, April 23, 2025.

misuse and privilege escalation at speeds that defy
human intervention. At the same time, a silent,
existential clock is ticking: The quantum timeline is
accelerating, threatening to retroactively render our
data insecure.

This new economy demands a new playbook.
Reactive security is a losing strategy. To win,
security must evolve from a back-line defense into
a proactive, offensive force.

Because of Al, protecting the company's network
is no longer enough. The real challenge is making
sure our data and identities are completely
trustworthy. When organizations do this right,
security transforms from a cost center into an
engine for enterprise innovation, giving them the
trusted foundation they need to move fast. These
are the high-stakes realities we face, and the
following six predictions from Palo Alto Networks
define this new landscape.
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The very concept of identity, one of the
bedrocks of trust in the enterprise, is poised

to become the primary battleground of the Al
Economy in 2026. This crisis is the culmination
of a trend we identified last year, forecasting
that emerging technologies would create
“vast new attack surfaces.” Now, that attack
surface isn't just a network or an application;

it is identity itself. This emergent reality finds
its most visceral expression in the “CEO
doppelganger,” a perfect, Al-generated replica
of a leader capable of commanding the
enterprise in real time.

This new age of deception is now an imminent
certainty, driven by multiple elements.
Generative Al is achieving a state of flawless,
real-time replication that makes deepfakes
indistinguishable from reality. This threat is
magnified by an enterprise already struggling
to manage the sheer volume of machine
identities, which now outnumber human

employees by a staggering 82to 1. The rise~

of autonomous agents, programmed to act

-

on commands without human intervention,

introduces the final, critical vulnerability:
A single forged identity can now trigger a
cascade of automated actions.

The result is a debilitating crisis of authenticity.
At the highest levels, executives will find
themselves unable to distinguish between a
legitimate command and a perfect deepfake. At
the operational level, static access permissions
become meaningless when the very identity to
which they're granted can be forged.

Navigating this new era requires a “security-
first” foundation. This transforms identity
security from a reactive safeguard into the
proactive enabler of trust, securing every
human, machine and Al agent in the enterprise.

Continue the story:
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For the last decade, ClOs have been fighting a difficult battle

for talent. We've called it the “skills gap,” but it's a permanent
chasm. While this is felt everywhere from IT to finance, the
crisis is most acute in cybersecurity, where there is a 4.8 million
worker gap,? and existing teams are drowning in a sea of alert

fatigue (over 70%).2

With enterprises expected to deploy a massive wave of Al agents
in 2026, the cyber gap narrative will fundamentally change.
The widespread enterprise adoption of these agents will finally
provide the “force multiplier” security teams have desperately
needed. For a SOC, this means triaging alerts to end “alert
fatigue” and autonomously blocking threats in seconds. For

IT and finance, it means resolving complex service tickets or
processing end-to-end financial workflows at machine speed.
These agents drastically cut response and processing times,
enabling human teams to move from manual operators to
commanders of the new Al workforce.

But make no mistake about it: The move to deploy autonomous
agents is both a strategic imperative and an inherent risk.

While an autonomous agent is a tireless digital employee, it's
also a potent “insider threat.” An agent is “always-on,"” never
sleeps, never eats, but, if improperly configured, can be given
the keys to the kingdom — privileged access to critical APIs,
data and systems, and it's implicitly trusted. If enterprises aren’t
as intentional about securing these agents as they are about
deploying them, they're building a catastrophic vulnerability.

2. Khalil, Mohammed, “
Strike, Aug

~« The End of the Human Analyst? No, It's the Rise of the Al

This defines the new battleground. The only path to success is
embracing autonomy, which leads us to the critical prediction for
2026, as two trends will collide:

1. A Surge in Al Agent Attacks: Adversaries will no longer
make humans their primary target. They'll look to compromise
the agents. With a single, well-crafted prompt injection or by
exploiting a “tool misuse” vulnerability, they can co-opt an
organization's most powerful, trusted “employee.” Suddenly, the
adversary doesn't just have a foothold; they have an autonomous
insider at their command, one that can silently execute trades,
delete backups or pivot to exfiltrate the entire customer database.

2. The Demand for Al Security: In response, 2026 will see the
wide-scale, enterprise adoption of a new, non-negotiable
category of Al governance tools. This essential “circuit
breaker” layer will provide continuous discovery and posture
management for all Al assets, and, most critically, will act as
an "Al firewall” at runtime. It will be the only thing capable of
stopping machine-speed attacks by identifying and blocking
prompt injections, malicious code, tool misuse and Al agent
identity impersonation as they happen, all while continuously

red-teaming the agents to find flaws before attackers do.
This will be the dividing line between agentic Al success and failure.

2026 will be the year of this great divergence. We'll see two classes
of companies emerge: those that built their future on a platform
of "autonomy with control” and those that gambled on unsecured

autonomy ... and paid the price.

Continue the story:
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In 2026, a new frontier of attacks will be “data poisoning”

— invisibly corrupting the copious amounts of data used to
train core Al models running on the complex cloud-native
infrastructure that powers the modern Al data center.
Adversaries will manipulate training data at its source to
create hidden backdoors and untrustworthy “black box”
models. This marks a seismic evolution from data exfiltration.
The traditional perimeter is irrelevant when the attack is
embedded in the very data used to create the enterprise’s
core intelligence.

This new threat exposes a critical, structural gap — one
that's organizational, not necessarily technological. Today,
the people who understand the data (developers and data
scientists) and the people who secure the infrastructure
(the CISO's team) operate in two separate worlds. This silo
creates the ultimate blind spot.

The security team is looking for “traditional threats.” They
see that the cloud infrastructure is “secure” — the doors
are locked. Without visibility into the data and Al models
themselves, this is the exact visibility gap that tools like
data security posture management (DSPM) and Al security
posture management (Al-SPM) are designed to close.
While available today, these tools will become a non-
negotiable cloud imperative in 2026 as Al workloads and
data volumes explode. You simply can’t secure what you
can't see. Meanwhile, the data teams understand the data
but aren’t trained to spot malicious, invisible manipulation.

Neither team sees the full picture. This is how data pc;isohing

The challenge is no longer just securing the cloud; it's
understanding and securing everything that's running on
it in real time, from the first line of code to the applications
running on it.

A meaningful defense must unite these two domains on
a single platform. This starts with holistic observability

— using DSPM and AI-SPM to understand data risk,
posture and permissions from the developer’'s workbench
through the entire application lifecycle. But visibility
alone isn't protection. Second, it must provide true
runtime protection. This is the critical role of the modern
cloud runtime agent and software firewall (SWFW) — a
“firewall as code” that's distributed with the applications
themselves. Together, they're the only component that
can see and stop malicious data not only as it enters the
network but also as it moves between applications and is
processed by the Al models themselves.

In 2026, the organizations that can harness the
convergence of observability and security will win. Such

a unified platform is the foundation for trustworthy

Al. More importantly, it provides the “fuel” — a single,
comprehensive source of truth — that agentic Al needs to
move beyond human-scale analysis. By solving the human
silo, we create the data needed for the Al to autonomously
detect and stop sophisticated threats, creating the future
of secure cloud-native infrastructure.
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In 2026, the race for Al-driven advantage will slam
into a wall of legal reality. The question of who is
responsible when Al goes wrong will move from a

philosophical debate to a matter of legal precedent,

creating a new standard of direct, personal
executive liability for governing the Al enterprise.

The impetus stems from a convergence of two
powerful forces. First, the C-suite’'s mandate to
deliver Al transformation at all costs. Second, the
stark realization of this adoption gap: Gartner®
forecasts that 40% of enterprise applications

will feature task-specific Al agents by 2026,% yet
research shows that a mere 6% of organizations
have an advanced Al security strategy in place.®

This precipitous, unsecured adoption creates

a "new gavel” of accountability. The first major
lawsuits holding executives personally liable for
the actions of rogue Al agents — and the resulting
data or model theft — will completely redefine
security's role.

Al initiatives will stall not due to technical
limitations but from an inability to prove to the
board that the risks are managed. To unblock
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innovation, the CIO must evolve from a technical
guardian into a strategic enabler, or partner with a
new function, like a "Chief Al Risk Officer” (CAIRO),
tasked with bridging innovation and governance.

A new function such as this will require a
fundamental shift in philosophy, reframing Al

risk as a data problem. Fragmented tools fail
because they create data silos and blind spots,
making “verifiable governance” impossible. The
only viable fix is a unified platform that provides
this governance by creating a single source of
truth — from real-time monitoring and agent-level
“kill switches” to protecting the models, securing
the data and governing the agents. Security thus
sheds its reputation as an inhibitor and becomes
the essential enabler of a sustainable, long-term
advantage.
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The silent, invisible data heist of the future

is already complete. While the "harvest now,
decrypt later” threat we warned of in 2025 may
have seemed like a niche concern, the timeline
for that threat has been dramatically accelerated
by Al. By 2026, this reality will spark the largest
and most complex cryptographic migration in
history, as governments’ mandates compel critical
infrastructure and their supply chains to begin the
journey to post-quantum cryptography (PQC).

The tipping point will arrive with the first major
government mandates requiring a time-bound
plan for PQC migration, coupled with a public
quantum computing milestone that shifts the
threat from a 10-year problem to a 3-year one. The
combination of these events will force enterprises

* . to confront the massive operational complexity

of the transition from certificate management to
performance overhead.

For the C-suite, the challenge is threefold. First,
the journey to quantum readiness is a massive
operational undertaking, made infinitely more
complex by a fundamental lack of cryptographic
visibility: Most organizations can't distinguish

between which algorithms are simply available on

their systems versus those actively in use in a live
session. Second, all data stolen today becomes a
future liability, creating a problem of retroactive
insecurity. Finally, they lack the granular security
controls to discover and block the use of outdated,
vulnerable ciphers across their infrastructure,
making a managed migration nearly impossible to
orchestrate.

The goal, therefore, isn't a single, one-time
upgrade. It's a strategic evolution of an
organization’s entire security posture toward
crypto-agility — the ability to adapt and swap
cryptographic standards without rearchitecting
the enterprise. This is the new, non-negotiable
foundation for long-term security, and the journey
must begin now.

Continue the story:
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The browser is evolving from a tool for information
synthesis into an agentic platform that executes
complex tasks on a user’s behalf. Consequently, as
organizations race to deploy these browsers to drive
productivity, the CIO and CISO are faced with a
critical dilemma: How to enable this transformation
while securing a “new OS" that acts as the primary,
autonomous interface for the entire enterprise.
While endpoint controls and secure access
frameworks provide essential layers of defense, the
browser’'s new agentic capabilities create a unique
visibility gap, necessitating a specialized security
layer to fully protect this “front door” from advanced
Al interactions.

This new class of browser-borne threats is already
exploding. Our own research discovered that
GenAl traffic is up over 890%, and related data
security incidents have more than doubled in the
last year alone. The risks range from inadvertent
data leakage — a well-meaning employee pasting
confidential IP into a public LLM — to sophisticated
attacks, like a malicious prompt tricking an Al
support bot into revealing another customer’s
personal data or executing an unauthorized action.

While large enterprises will grapple with securing
this “Al front door,” small and medium-sized
businesses (SMBs) will face an existential threat.

v

Lacking dedicated security teams and operating

in a bring-your-own-device (BYOD) environment,
an SMB’s entire “network” could be the browser.
For these high-value, low-resistance targets, a
single data leak isn't just a breach —it's a potentially
company-ending event.

The critical need to govern these agentic
interactions will force the browser itself to evolve,
becoming the new architecture of control. This
new reality necessitates a decisive evolution

from protecting a physical place to protecting
data everywhere. Addressing this requires a
unified, cloud-native security model that enforces
consistent zero trust security at the point of
interaction — inside the browser. This allows for
the inspection of traffic before it's encrypted and
hits the network, providing the granular power

to dynamically mask sensitive data in prompts,
prevent unauthorized screenshots and block illicit
file transfers.
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Welcome to the Year of
the Defender

The narrative of the Al era has, oftentimes, been
dominated by fear.

Lee Klarich, our own Chief Technology and Product
Officer, believes it doesn’'t have to be the case:
“The prevalent assumption is that Al will benefit
attackers more than it will benefit defenders.

I actually believe it is one of those technology
inflections that can benefit defenders more. Far
more. But it takes a different approach.”

2026 will mark the definitive turning point where
the race tips in favor of one side. 2026 is “The Year
of the Defender.” Armed with the power of data,
automation and unified, Al-native platforms, the
defender will finally and decisively pull ahead.

This turning point finds its proof in outcomes,
whether it's the first major Al-driven global attack
thwarted in minutes by an autonomous platform, or
the moment cyber insurance carriers begin offering
significant premium reductions for organizations
with fully autonomous SOCs.
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The consequences for business will prove
substantial. Security will convert from a cost center
into a demonstrable competitive advantage,
allowing secure organizations to innovate faster
and with greater confidence. The conversation

in the boardroom will finally pivot from mitigating
risk to seizing opportunity. Ultimately, it helps
organizations achieve the ultimate goal of security
transformation: not merely to keep pace with
threats, but to outpace them.

The path forward is to embrace integrated, Al-
native security platforms that consolidate data,
automate defenses and ultimately deliver on the
promise of a secure, autonomous enterprise. This
is how the industry turns a narrative of fear into
one of opportunity.

Continue the story:
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