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Abstract: This "active directory attacks cheat sheet” provides a comprehensive overview of common attack
methodologies targeting Microsoft Active Directory (AD). It details various attack vectors, from credential
harvesting to domain compromise, offering actionable insights for security professionals to enhance their
defensive strategies. This guide serves as a valuable resource for understanding and mitigating the risks

associated with Active Directory vulnerabilities.

1. Understanding the Active Directory Landscape

Active Directory (AD) is the cornerstone of many enterprise networks, managing user accounts, group
policies, and access control. Its crucial role makes it a prime target for attackers. This active directory attacks
cheat sheet will focus on the most prevalent attack techniques. Before diving into the attacks themselves,
understanding the underlying AD architecture is crucial. This includes comprehending the different
domain controllers, Organizational Units (OUs), Groups, and the relationships between them. Attackers

exploit these relationships to move laterally within the network.

2. Credential Harvesting: The Foundation of Many Attacks

The "active directory attacks cheat sheet” begins with the most fundamental step: gaining initial access. This

often involves credential harvesting. Methods include:



Phishing: Tricking users into revealing their credentials through deceptive emails or websites.
Brute-force attacks: Attempting numerous password combinations until a valid one is found. This can be
accelerated through tools that utilize password dictionaries and optimized cracking algorithms.

Password spraying: Trying a small set of common passwords against multiple user accounts.
Keyloggers: Installing malicious software that records keystrokes, capturing usernames and passwords.

Man-in-the-middle (MitM) attacks: Intercepting network traffic to capture credentials.

3. Exploitation of Active Directory Vulnerabilities

Once initial access is gained, attackers exploit vulnerabilities within Active Directory itself. This active

directory attacks cheat sheet highlights key vulnerabilities:

Weak or default passwords: Easily guessed or cracked passwords are a significant weakness.

Unpatched systems: Outdated domain controllers and other AD components are susceptible to known
exploits.

Misconfigured group policies: Incorrectly configured policies can grant excessive privileges to users or
groups.

Vulnerable applications: Applications integrated with AD may contain vulnerabilities that can be exploited
to gain access.

Shadow credentials: Forgotten or unused accounts often hold elevated privileges and represent a significant

security risk. Finding and disabling these is key to a secure AD environment.

4. Privilege Escalation: Expanding Access

After gaining initial access, attackers aim for privilege escalation — gaining access to higher-privileged

accounts. Techniques include:

Exploiting vulnerabilities in AD components: Using exploits to gain administrative privileges.

Exploiting weak local administrator passwords on domain controllers: A common target for attackers.
Using stolen credentials to access higher-privileged accounts: Leveraging harvested credentials to elevate
access.

Exploiting trust relationships between domains: Moving laterally between domains using trust

relationships.

5. Lateral Movement: Spreading the Infection

This active directory attacks cheat sheet emphasizes the importance of lateral movement. After gaining
elevated privileges, attackers move laterally within the network to access sensitive data or systems.

Techniques include:

Pass-the-hash: Using stolen NTLM hashes to authenticate to other systems without needing the actual



password.

Pass-the-ticket: Using stolen Kerberos tickets to authenticate to other systems.

Using group memberships: Leveraging group memberships to access resources and systems.
Exploiting trust relationships: Moving between domains using trust relationships.

Utilizing tools like Mimikatz: A powerful post-exploitation tool used to extract credentials and tickets.

6. Domain Compromise: The Ultimate Goal

The ultimate goal for many attackers is domain compromise — gaining complete control of the Active
Directory domain. This allows them to manipulate user accounts, group policies, and other critical aspects of

the network.

7. Active Directory Attack Mitigation Strategies: An Active Directory
Attacks Cheat Sheet for Defense

This active directory attacks cheat sheet wouldn't be complete without detailing mitigation strategies:

Strong password policies: Enforce complex, unique passwords with regular changes.

Multi-factor authentication (MFA): Add an extra layer of security to account logins.

Regular patching and updates: Keep AD components and related software up-to-date.

Regular security audits: Identify and address vulnerabilities within the AD environment.

Least privilege access: Grant users only the necessary permissions.

Monitor for suspicious activity: Use security information and event management (SIEM) tools to detect
anomalous behavior.

Regular security awareness training: Educate users about phishing and other social engineering attacks.
Implement robust access control: Use granular access controls to restrict access to sensitive resources.
Deploy advanced threat protection solutions: Utilize solutions that detect and mitigate advanced persistent

threats.

8. Tools and Technologies Used in Active Directory Attacks

This active directory attacks cheat sheet mentions some of the tools often employed:

Mimikatz: A powerful post-exploitation tool used to extract credentials and tickets.

PowerShell Empire: A post-exploitation framework for controlling compromised systems.

BloodHound: A graph database that maps relationships within Active Directory, helping attackers identify
attack paths.

Metasploit: A penetration testing framework containing various exploits.

Empire: A post-exploitation framework utilizing PowerShell.



Conclusion

This active directory attacks cheat sheet provides a valuable overview of common attack vectors and

mitigation strategies. By understanding these techniques, security professionals can strengthen their

defenses and protect their Active Directory environments from malicious actors. Remember that staying

informed about the latest threats and regularly updating your security posture is crucial in the ever-

evolving landscape of cybersecurity.

FAQs:

. What is the most common type of Active Directory attack? Credential harvesting through phishing

is frequently the initial attack vector.

. How can I detect a compromised Active Directory domain? Monitor for unusual login attempts,

account modifications, and changes to group policies using SIEM tools.

. What is the importance of multi-factor authentication (MFA) in securing Active Directory? MFA

adds a significant layer of protection against credential theft, making it much harder for attackers to

gain access even if they obtain usernames and passwords.

. What are some common vulnerabilities in Active Directory? Weak passwords, unpatched systems,

misconfigured group policies, and vulnerable applications are all common vulnerabilities.

. How can I perform regular security audits of my Active Directory? Use specialized auditing tools

and regularly review security logs for suspicious activity.

. What is the role of least privilege access in securing Active Directory? Granting users only the

necessary permissions minimizes the impact of a compromised account.



1. What are some advanced persistent threats (APTs) targeting Active Directory? Highly sophisticated

and persistent attacks often employ lateral movement and exploitation of internal vulnerabilities.

1. What are some open-source tools for Active Directory security assessment? BloodHound and other
open-source tools can be used to map the Active Directory environment and identify potential

vulnerabilities.

1. How frequently should I update my Active Directory environment's patches? Patches should be

applied as soon as they are released to address known vulnerabilities.

Related Articles:

1. "Advanced Persistent Threats Targeting Active Directory™: A deep dive into sophisticated attacks

that evade traditional security measures.

1. "Mitigating Lateral Movement in Active Directory Environments": Strategies to prevent attackers

from spreading within the network.

1. "Implementing Robust Password Policies for Active Directory": Best practices for creating strong and

secure password policies.

1. "The Importance of Security Auditing for Active Directory™ Details on conducting effective security

audits and interpreting the results.



1. "Understanding and Preventing Pass-the-Hash Attacks" Explains the mechanics of pass-the-hash

attacks and how to prevent them.

1. "Active Directory Security Best Practices: A Comprehensive Guide": Covers a wide range of security

measures for protecting Active Directory.

1. "Detecting and Responding to Active Directory Breaches": Outlines steps to take when an Active

Directory breach is suspected.

1. "The Use of PowerShell in Active Directory Attacks and Defense": Explores the role of PowerShell
in both attacking and defending Active Directory.

1. "BloodHound: A Powerful Tool for Mapping Active Directory Vulnerabilities": A guide to using

BloodHound for security assessments.
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