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The True Cost of an Elasticsearch Security Incident: 5 Mistakes
That Can Turn Into a Breach
Organizations invest heavily in securing their applications, networks, and infrastructure. Yet Elasticsearch
security is often treated as a one-time setup task rather than an ongoing process. In many cases,
security incidents are not caused by sophisticated attacks or unknown vulnerabilities. Instead, they result
from small oversights: permissions that were never reviewed, accounts that are shared across teams, or
audit logs that were never enabled. These issues may seem minor at first. However, when combined, they
can create the conditions for data exposure, compliance violations, and costly incident response efforts.

In this article, we look at five common Elasticsearch security mistakes, how they can contribute to a
breach, and the real costs organizations face when security gaps are left unaddressed.

A Typical Scenario
Imagine an e-commerce company that relies on Elasticsearch for product search, customer analytics, and
operational monitoring. Over time, the cluster grows. More teams gain access, new applications are
connected, and additional data sources are indexed. The environment evolves quickly, but the security
configuration remains largely unchanged.

Everything works as expected — until unusual activity is detected. A review reveals that sensitive
customer information has been accessed by an unauthorized user. The incident triggers an internal
investigation, security reviews, and compliance assessments. This type of scenario is not hypothetical.
Exposed Elasticsearch instances have repeatedly leaked structured customer data, order records, and
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billing information, in some cases remaining accessible for days or weeks before detection. The breach
itself may have taken only minutes. The consequences can last for months.

Let's examine some of the security gaps that often contribute to situations like this.

Mistake #1: Overly Broad Permissions
As organizations grow, access requirements change. A developer may temporarily receive elevated
permissions to troubleshoot an issue. An analyst may be granted access to additional indices for a
specific project. The problem arises when these permissions are never revisited. Overly broad access
rights violate the principle of least privilege and increase the potential impact of both accidental mistakes
and malicious actions. If an account is compromised, excessive permissions can provide access to far
more data than originally intended. This is not purely theoretical: privilege escalation vulnerabilities in
Elasticsearch environments have allowed accounts with limited read access to gain full administrative
control, underscoring how important it is to keep permissions tightly scoped from the start.

Potential consequences include:

Unauthorized access to sensitive information

Accidental modification or deletion of data

Increased scope of a security incident

Regular reviews of user roles and permissions help ensure that access remains aligned with actual
responsibilities.

Mistake #2: Shared Administrative Accounts
Shared accounts are still surprisingly common, especially in smaller teams or fast-moving environments.
At first glance, they may seem convenient. However, they introduce significant security and operational
challenges.

When multiple users share the same credentials, it becomes difficult to answer important questions:

Who accessed the cluster?

Who modified a security setting?

Who deleted an index?

During a security investigation, the inability to attribute actions to specific individuals can significantly
increase the time required to identify the source of an issue. What might otherwise be a contained,
traceable incident can turn into a lengthy forensic exercise with an unclear outcome. Strong
authentication practices and individual user accounts improve accountability and simplify incident
response.

Mistake #3: Missing Audit Logging
Security teams cannot investigate what they cannot see.

Without comprehensive audit logs, organizations may struggle to determine:
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Which user accessed sensitive data

Which queries were executed

When configuration changes occurred

How an attacker moved through the environment

Consider a scenario where unusual search activity is detected. Without audit logging, investigators are
forced to work with incomplete information, making it difficult to assess the extent of the incident. This
uncertainty often results in longer investigations, higher consulting costs, and increased compliance
challenges.

Audit logging not only helps organizations respond to incidents but also provides valuable visibility into
everyday cluster activity.

Mistake #4: Unencrypted Communication
Encryption is frequently associated with external traffic, but internal communication deserves equal
attention. Without proper TLS encryption, data exchanged between clients, nodes, and services may be
exposed to interception if another system within the network is compromised.

Unencrypted communication can potentially expose:

User credentials

Sensitive business data

Internal operational information

Modern environments often include cloud infrastructure, containers, and distributed services, making
strong encryption an essential security measure rather than an optional enhancement.

Mistake #5: Security Configurations That Are Never Reviewed
Perhaps the most common mistake is assuming that security is finished once the initial deployment is
complete. In reality, Elasticsearch environments are constantly changing. New users join teams. New
applications are integrated. New indices are created. Existing workflows evolve. A security configuration
that was appropriate one year ago may no longer reflect current business requirements.

Without periodic reviews, organizations often accumulate:

Unused accounts

Outdated permissions

Legacy integrations

Unnecessary access paths

The window of exposure that results from neglected configurations can be significant. Research has
shown that unsecured or misconfigured Elasticsearch instances can be discovered and attacked within
hours of being reachable, leaving very little margin for error.

Over time, these issues increase complexity and create opportunities for security gaps to emerge.
Regular security assessments help ensure that protections remain effective as environments evolve.

© 2026 floragunn GmbH · search-guard.com Page 3 of 5



What Does a Security Incident Actually Cost?
When discussing security, the focus is often placed on preventing attacks. Equally important is
understanding the cost of responding to them.

The financial impact of a security incident extends far beyond the initial breach.

Direct Costs

Organizations may face expenses related to:

Incident response activities

Forensic investigations

External security consultants

Legal support

System recovery efforts

Indirect Costs
The operational impact can be equally significant:

Reduced productivity

Delayed projects

Service interruptions

Increased workload for engineering teams

Long-Term Consequences

Some of the most difficult costs to measure include:

Loss of customer trust

Reputational damage

Compliance violations and regulatory fines

Increased regulatory scrutiny

Under GDPR, organizations can face fines of up to €20 million or 4% of annual global turnover, whichever
is higher. European regulators issued approximately €1.2 billion in fines in 2025 alone. In many cases, the
most expensive part of a breach is not the attack itself but everything that happens afterward.

Prevention Is Usually Less Expensive Than Recovery
Reducing risk does not necessarily require a complex security architecture. Many common security issues
can be addressed through fundamental controls such as:

Fine-grained access control

Role-based permissions

TLS encryption

Comprehensive audit logging
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Regular security reviews

Search Guard helps organizations implement these controls directly within their Elasticsearch
environments. It provides granular, role-based access control that restricts what individual users and
applications can see and do, down to the index, field, and document level. All communication between
clients and nodes is secured through TLS encryption, and comprehensive audit logging captures who
accessed what and when, giving security teams the visibility they need to detect and investigate
incidents. For organizations in regulated industries, Search Guard also supports compliance with
standards such as GDPR, HIPAA, and PCI DSS by providing the access controls and audit trails that
auditors typically require. The goal is not only to prevent unauthorized access but also to reduce the
likelihood that small operational mistakes develop into costly security incidents.

Conclusion
Most Elasticsearch security incidents do not begin with advanced attack techniques or sophisticated
exploits. They begin with ordinary oversights: permissions that were never reviewed, accounts that were
shared for convenience, audit logs that were never enabled, or communication channels that were left
unencrypted. Individually, these issues may appear harmless. Together, they can create the conditions
for significant security and compliance problems. Addressing these risks proactively is typically far less
expensive, and far less disruptive, than dealing with the consequences of a breach after it occurs.

This article was published on the Search Guard blog: https://search-guard.com/blog/the-true-cost-of-an-elasticsearch-
security-incident-5-mistakes-that-can-turn-into-a-breach/
Search Guard is Security and Alerting for Elasticsearch and Kibana — search-guard.com · Start a free trial
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