gMSA

Published
March 20, 2025



VATI ER

Whitepaper: Group Managed Service Accounts (gMSAs)

Overview of Group Managed Service Accounts (gMSAs)

As IT environments grow in complexity, managing service accounts securely becomes critical to reduce risks
associated with credential management and ensure high availability of critical services. Microsoft introduced
Group Managed Service Accounts (gMSAs) in Windows Server 2012 to address challenges with managing
service accounts securely, efficiently, and at scale.

What are gMSAs?

Group Managed Service Accounts (gMSAs) are a type of managed service account that provide automatic
password management, simplified administration, and enhanced security for services running across
multiple servers.

Unlike traditional service accounts, gMSAs:
* Eliminate the need for manual password updates.
¢ Are securely managed by Active Directory.

e Can be used by multiple servers in a group to run services and scheduled tasks.

This ensures high availability for services like 1IS, SQL Server, and other domain-based applications while
reducing the administrative burden.

Why Use Group Managed Service Accounts?

1. Security Enhancements
¢ Automatic Password Rotation: gMSAs automatically generate and update complex passwords without
administrative intervention. Passwords are randomized, long, and securely stored in Active Directory.

¢ Elimination of Credential Mismanagement: By automating password updates, gMSAs eliminate issues
like hard-coded passwords, weak credentials, or password reuse.

e Secure Authentication: gMSAs rely on Kerberos authentication, ensuring robust security for services.

2. Simplified Management

¢ Reduced Administrative Overhead: IT administrators no longer need to manually reset passwords or

manage service account credentials.

¢ Centralized Management: Password lifecycle and policies are managed within Active Directory, providing
visibility and control.
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e Group-Based Access: Servers in a designated group can securely access and use the gMSA credentials
without sharing passwords.

3. High Availability and Scalability

e Multiple Server Usage: gMSAs can be used by multiple servers running the same application or service.

e Scalable Solution: Ideal for clustered environments (e.g., Windows Failover Clustering or SQL Always On)
where shared credentials are required for seamless operations.

¢ Failover Support: In a high-availability scenario, gMSAs ensure continuity of operations without requiring
manual intervention during failovers.

Key Benefits of Using gMSAs

e e

Automatic Password ) - .
Reduces the risk of password leaks and administrative overhead.
Updates

Centralized Management Simplifies service account administration via Active Directory.

i Eliminates weak or hard-coded passwords and supports Kerberos
Enhanced Security

security.
Multi-Server Support Allows gMSAs to be securely used across multiple servers.
High Availability Supports clustered services and ensures reliability during failover.

i . Assists in meeting compliance requirements for credential
Compliance-Friendly
management.

Common Use Cases

1. SQL Server Services: Running SQL Server with a gMSA ensures secure and automatic credential
management without manual password updates.

2. 1IS Application Pools: IIS can securely use gMSAs for web application authentication.
3. Windows Services: Services running on multiple servers can securely share gMSA credentials.

4. Task Scheduling: gMSAs can be used for scheduled tasks that require a service account with password

rotation.

5. Clustered Environments: High-availability services like Windows Failover Clusters can use gMSAs for
consistent authentication.
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How gMSAs Work

1. Creation: gMSAs are created in Active Directory using PowerShell.

2. Automatic Password Management: The Active Directory Key Distribution Service (KDS) generates strong
passwords and securely stores them.

3. Permissions: Servers or groups are granted access to the gMSA credentials.

4. Service Association: Services or tasks on servers use the gMSA for authentication without storing or
exposing passwords.

Example PowerShell Commands:

¢ Create a gMSA

New-ADServiceAccount -Name MyGMSA -PrincipalsAllowedToRetrieveManagedPassword
MyServerGroup

e |Installa gMSA on a Server

Install-ADServiceAccount -Identity MyGMSA

e Test gMSA Installation

Test-ADServiceAccount -Identity MyGMSA

Best Practices for Implementing gMSAs

1. Plan Group Membership:

o Ensure that only trusted servers have access to the gMSA.

o Use Active Directory groups to manage permissions efficiently.
2. Use Least Privilege:

o Assign gMSAs only the permissions required for the service.

o Avoid granting excessive rights to mitigate risks.
3. Monitor Usage:

o Regularly audit service accounts and their usage.
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o Use tools like Windows Event Viewer for monitoring.
4. Adopt Automation:

o Use PowerShell scripts to create, manage, and monitor gMSAs for consistency and scalability.
5. Implement Failover Strategies:

o Test gMSAs in high-availability or clustered environments to ensure seamless failover.

Conclusion

Group Managed Service Accounts (gMSAs) offer a secure, automated, and scalable solution for managing
service account credentials in modern IT environments. By eliminating the need for manual password
management, enhancing security, and simplifying administration, gMSAs significantly reduce operational
overhead and security risks.

Organizations running critical services such as SQL Server, IS, or clustered environments can leverage gMSAs to
achieve high availability, compliance, and robust credential management.

By adopting gMSAs as part of your Active Directory infrastructure, you can improve security posture, streamline
operations, and future-proof your identity and access management processes.

Next Steps

To implement gMSAs in your organization:
1. Assess your current service account usage and security risks.
2. Plan your Active Directory groups and permissions.

Use PowerShell to create, install, and monitor gMSAs.

Test gMSA configurations in staging before production deployment.

o ~ »w

Regularly audit and monitor gMSA usage to maintain a secure environment.

For further guidance, consult Microsoft's official documentation or engage with qualified identity and access
management (IAM) experts to optimize your implementation.
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For more information on Avatier Solutions and how we can

reduce your cybersecurity risk, visit us at

or call us at (800) 609-8610.
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