
Identity-first security
Why identity-first security is the key to  
effective risk management
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Overview

It’s no secret – organizations of all shapes and sizes are increasing investments 
in cybersecurity. For example, Gartner® estimates that spending on information 
security and risk management solutions will total $172 billion in 2022, and that figure 
is expected to rise in the coming years. And here’s why: the unfortunate reality is 
that the single thread tools that many organizations rely on – such as, Multi-Factor 
Authentication (MFA), Privilege Access Management (PAM) endpoint tools or a Security 
Information and Event Management (SIEM) – aren’t providing adequate protection from 
increasingly sophisticated attacks. Worse yet, the tools aren’t offering security teams a 
comprehensive picture of what’s happening in an environment. 

Recently, Gartner® highlighted the necessity for a layered defensive approach in their 
research titled “Enhance Your Cyberattack Preparedness With Identity Threat Detection 
and Response.”1 The research makes the case that existing identity and access 
management – including security preventive controls (MFA, PAM, EDR, SIEM, etc.) – 
have proven insufficient to keep attackers at bay, leaving organizational identity and 
access management vulnerable. Security, risk, and identity leaders must add Identity 
Threat Detection and Response (ITDR) capabilities to their security infrastructure to 
overcome these limitations.

So, what’s the best approach to managing risk and enhancing your organization’s 
security posture? The answer: Implementing a layered identity-centric security 
strategy. This eBook explains what an identity-first security strategy is, discusses its 
core components, and examines what to look for in a vendor when you’re beginning to 
implement these controls in your IT environment.

1 Gartner, Enhance Your Cyberattack Preparedness With Identity Threat Detection and Response, Henrique Teixeira, 
Peter Firstbrook, Ant Allan, Rebecca Archambault, Published 20 October 2022

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
https://www.csoonline.com/article/3645091/cybersecurity-spending-trends-for-2022-investing-in-the-future.html
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What is identity security?

All network access is based on identity security, which is the ongoing process of 
ensuring that a user (or bot or a piece of software) is who they say they are before 
granting them access to networks, systems, and data.

In the simplest terms, cybersecurity is about giving access to those who should have 
access to networks, systems, and data – while keeping unauthorized users  out. Identity 
plays a major role in every organization’s security strategy, yet it’s often the weakest link. 

Today it’s easier than ever for threat actors to impersonate identities, whether it’s from 
an on-premises Active Directory or cloud environments like Azure Active Directory 
and AWS. The increasing reliance on cloud exacerbates the problem, with an endless 
number of pathways an attacker could take to infiltrate  your Amazon Web Services, 
Google Cloud Platform, or Azure environment. Specifically, many recent high-profile 
cyber attacks – such as the SolarWinds breach and the Colonial Pipeline hack – started 
with attackers gaining initial access through traditional Active Directory.

There are countless ways for a bad actor to “become” an authorized user and gain 
access to a network to acquire resources and data for nefarious purposes. Which begs 
the question: How does an organization effectively manage user identities and access 
to its environment while supporting employee and contractor productivity and keeping 
malicious actors out?

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
https://www.infosecurity-magazine.com/opinions/solarwinds-on-premises-active/
https://www.qomplx.com/a-lesson-from-the-pipeline-hack-secure-active-directory-now/
https://www.qomplx.com/qomplx-analysis-recent-incidents-highlight-risk-of-active-directory-hacks/
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Identity is the new firewall

Remember the days when your network perimeter was located within the confines of 
your physical office space, and a firewall and good antivirus software were sufficient to 
keep your organization safe? 

Thanks to the rise in digital transformation efforts that are prompting more organizations 
to move their data and workloads to the cloud, the traditional network perimeter 
that security teams once knew no longer exists. Today’s extended boundary adds 
complexities that every security team has to manage – and with a seemingly endless 
number of access points and pathways to monitor and secure, there’s more room for 
error, like unforeseen misconfigurations and service exposures. 

Think of your perimeter as all the users you allow to access your IT environment over 
time – employees (current and former), contractors, vendors, service accounts, and 
many more. Addressing threats associated with the new perimeter requires a different 
set of security controls and a different approach overall – one that starts from the inside. 
Security must start at the core of your IT environment by validating basic critical control 
infrastructure related to authentication, authorization, and identity.

This modern-day perimeter is exactly why an identity-first security strategy is the 
foundation of any effective cybersecurity program.

Security must start at the core  
of your IT environment.

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
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Four components of a great 
identity-first security strategy

There are four core components of a strong identity-first security strategy: baseline 
your security health, harden and maintain, detect, and respond. Below, we’ll cover 
what these components are, why they’re important, and tips for implementing these 
processes in your own IT environment. 

1. Baseline the health of your security strategy

What it is: 

Most identity and access management 
environments are seasoned and 
have not received the attention they 
deserve over the years. On-prem 
Active Directory, for example, is a 
perfect example of a system that has 
numerous exploitable security settings 
related to identity. Combining this 
outdated system with new cloud-
based solutions that are not well 
known, and not correctly configured, 
makes the sprawl of the identity 
environment highly complex and 
neglected from a security standpoint.

Why it matters: 

Attackers have had more than 
20 years of knowledge around 
attacking Active Directory and know 
exactly how to gather and analyze 
the exploitable areas within the 
environment. Most Active Directory 
environments are so complicated 
and neglected that attackers can 
easily find multiple areas that can 
be exploited within hours. Ensuring 
that the attacker does not have any 
easy to exploit security settings and 
identities can help protect the entire 
enterprise from an attack and breach.

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
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2. Harden and maintain

What it is: 

Identity and privilege assurance tools 
can help you harden and maintain 
your environment on an ongoing 
basis to keep your environment 
secure. These types of tech analyze 
the existing Active Directory data 
to identify security risks associated 
with privileged accounts, stale 
or outdated user accounts and 
machines, weaknesses in policies and 
configurations, and other exploitable 
areas within the Active Directory. 
This analysis is performed not only 
on the existing Active Directory 
infrastructure, but also with every 
Active Directory change that occurs, 
ensuring a hardened security level is 
maintained.

Why it matters: 

Attackers know that Active Directory 
accounts are attractive targets, as 
they often serve as the “mission 
control” for most organizations. 
What’s more, security teams make 
changes to the Active Directory 
constantly, inadvertently opening 
up opportunities for new risks to be 
introduced constantly. Compromising 
Active Directory accounts give 
crafty attackers access to your key 
network assets, yet their activity can 
be difficult to detect. This is why it 
is important to continually identify 
weaknesses in your Active Directory 
environment, spotlight accounts 
that pose a risk to your organization, 
and identify privileged account 
misconfigurations.

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
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3. Detect

4. Respond

What it is: 

Now that you know where your 
risks lie and efforts are being made 
to reduce this risk, it’s essential to 
create an ongoing threat detection 
strategy to keep your environment 
safe. Adding tools that perform 
identity threat detection and 
response to your security stack can 
help  bolster your detection strategy.

What it is: 

It’s no longer a question of if a breach 
will happen – it’s when. And the faster 
you’re able to recognize, contain, and 
respond to the breach, the better 
off you are. To help with that effort, 
the Respond phase is a three-step 
process that includes: 1) gaining 
insights on exploitable configurations; 
2) contextual descriptions of 
misconfigurations and detected 
attacks; 3) guidance on what needs 
to be done to respond to an attack or 
attack pathway.

Why it matters: 

Identity-centric tools like Active 
Directory are exploited in nearly 90% 
of breaches, making this technology 
(and many others) a prime target for 
crafty attackers. By monitoring all 
your cloud and on-prem resources 
24x7, you have the best chance of 
detecting and stopping attackers in 
their tracks.

Why it matters: 

Being able to respond quickly to an 
incident will not only help your team 
stop the attack sooner but can also 
inform the right steps to take after 
the fact and help strengthen your 
security posture for the future. 

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx
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Summary

These four steps (baseline your security health, harden and maintain, detect, and 
respond) are the foundation of any strong identity-first security strategy. It’s equally 
important that you verify authentication and re-authentication of every identity in a 
dynamic environment, as they’re also key parts of each step in the process. Nearly all 
organizations currently lack the ability to verify the validity of identities, which is why so 
many engage a trusted vendor to support them in implementing all these critical security 
controls. Without identity security, all other aspects of the network can be exploited.

Identity-centric security  
with QOMPLX

Detecting identity abuse in your network now – not months or years later – is table 
stakes for every business. QOMPLX finds and fixes vulnerabilities, to keep security 
maintained, detect attacks, and provide guidance on response. 

QOMPLX solutions reduce cyber risk and harden attack surfaces by mapping exposures 
and performing real-time detection of post-breach attacks. This approach increases 
network observability by closing the largest remaining gaps in cybersecurity: identity 
verification, cross-tool data fusion, and data interoperability. 

The results? You’ll get true visibility into potential risks across your entire environment, 
actionable information in real time that will help you quickly recognize when attackers 
have infiltrated your systems, and fewer false positives (yes, your SOC analysts will 
breathe a sigh of relief).

https://www.qomplx.com/
http://twitter.com/qomplx
https://www.linkedin.com/company/qomplx


Interested in learning more about how the QOMPLX 
identity-first security platform can help secure  

your identities and network? 

Please contact us for more information and   
to schedule a demo.

(703) 995-4199
info@qomplx.com

qomplx.com
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