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Servers Aren’t as Secure as You Think

Servers are the backbone of any enterprise. They power business-critical applications, support 
mission-critical services, and safeguard massive amounts of confidential data, making Linux and 
Windows servers a high-value target for cyberattackers. Unlike workstations, servers often support 
public-facing applications, are accessible via the internet, and play a crucial role in keeping an 
organization running—all of which significantly heighten their exposure to risk.

Servers Carry Distinct Threats and Higher Stakes
Both Linux and Windows servers pose a unique set of security challenges for organizations:

•	 A distinct threat model: Servers are more exposed to external threats than workstations and 
internal IT systems.

•	 Highly privileged users: Server users often have access to sensitive data and control over 
mission-critical applications and services.

•	 Higher stakes: The impact of a server compromise far outweighs its relatively small attack surface.

Linux and Windows Mean More Trouble
The unique security challenges of servers become even more pronounced 
in environments that include both Windows and Linux servers. These 
heterogeneous environments are critical for modern IT infrastructures, but 
they introduce significant complexities.

Linux servers, for instance, do not natively integrate with Microsoft 
Active Directory (AD), creating gaps in centralized identity governance, 
authentication, and access control. This lack of integration increases 
administrative overhead and introduces security issues such as mismanaged 
access rights, disparate privilege configurations, identity sprawl, and 
overlooked vulnerabilities. Combine these with human errors—such as 
misconfigurations, weak privilege management, or poor credential hygiene—
and the risk becomes even more pronounced. Threat actors are well aware 
of these challenges and exploit them to bypass defenses, escalate privileges, 
and gain unauthorized access to sensitive resources.

While servers might represent a smaller attack surface compared to desktops 
and laptops, the stakes are much higher. A single-server breach can lead to 
widespread business disruption, irreparable damage to brand reputation, and 
hefty financial consequences, including regulatory fines and legal settlements.

In This Whitepaper 
•	 The unique identity security 

challenges servers face: 
Understand how the critical role of 
servers, their exposure to external 
threats, and privileged user access 
increase their risk profile.

•	 Best practices for strengthening 
server privilege security: Learn 
actionable strategies to safeguard 
your servers, including implementing 
the least privilege principles, 
centralizing identity management, 
and improving access control.

•	 A comprehensive endpoint 
privilege management solution:  
See how adopting modern security 
tools can help mitigate server risks 
and enhance your organization’s 
overall security posture.



3Idira by Palo Alto Networks  |  Mitigating Linux and Windows Server Identity Security Risks  |  Whitepaper

Servers as a Prime Target for Attackers

Compared to desktops and laptops, most organizations manage a smaller number of servers. 
However, a smaller attack surface doesn’t mean a lower risk. Servers are widely attacked because 
they are among the most lucrative targets for attackers due to their:

•	 Public-facing nature: Unlike internal IT systems, many servers host public-facing applications or 
services, significantly increasing their exposure to external threats.

•	 High-value data: Servers often house sensitive business data, intellectual property, and customer 
information, making them a perfect target for cybercriminals.

•	 Administrative privileges: Servers are frequently accessed by IT administrators, developers, and 
automation processes that require elevated privileges, creating numerous potential entry points 
for attackers.

•	 Severe business impact: A single breach can lead to service disruptions, data exfiltration, and 
long-term reputational damage, far exceeding the potential harm of a compromised workstation.

Challenges in Securing Servers
Given their unique characteristics and functionality, servers introduce 
distinct endpoint security challenges:

•	 Complex privilege management: Unlike workstations, servers require 
granular, role-based access for database administrators, developers, 
security engineers, and other specialized roles. Without effective 
privilege management, these elevated permissions can become a 
major vulnerability.

•	 Increased risk of privilege exploitation: Privileged accounts on 
servers are prime targets for attackers aiming to escalate permissions 
and move laterally within the network. The absence of robust monitoring 
and control mechanisms increases the likelihood of privilege abuse.

•	 Diverse deployment models: Servers span on-premises data centers, 
virtualized environments, and cloud infrastructure. Security solutions 
must adapt to these varying deployment models while maintaining 
consistency in policies and protections.

•	 Insufficient standardized security practices: Organizations often 
struggle to implement uniform security controls across heterogeneous 
environments, leaving gaps that attackers can exploit.

•	 Lack of centralized identity management and governance: Linux servers often operate outside 
the centralized ecosystem of tools, like AD, making it harder to unify user authentication and 
authorization. Inadequate centralized identity governance leads to misaligned access controls, 
unmonitored privileged activity, and greater administrative overhead.

Endpoint privilege management for servers focuses on protecting these critical assets by closely 
monitoring and controlling the privileged actions performed by human and nonhuman identities. It 
aims to defend against privileged attacks, ensure the integrity of vital applications and services, and 
safeguard confidential data from unauthorized access.

Did You Know? 

Mission-critical servers are surprisingly 
unprotected. Currently, only 21% of 
organizations report having identity 
security controls in place for them.1 
This lack of protection makes them an 
incredibly high-value and vulnerable 
target. In one recent incident, attackers 
exploited overly permissive admin 
accounts to deploy ransomware across 
700 ESXi servers, crippling the company’s 
main business operations and impacting 
over 9,000 systems.2

1.	 2026 Identity Security Landscape, Palo Alto Networks, May 11, 2026.

2.	 Unit 42 Global Incident Response Report 2026, Palo Alto Networks, February 17, 2026.

https://www.paloaltonetworks.com/idira/identity-security-landscape-report
https://www.paloaltonetworks.com/resources/research/unit-42-incident-response-report
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Linux and Windows Servers Amplify Identity Security Risks

Though the environments that include both Linux and Windows servers are critical for modern IT 
infrastructures, they also introduce significant complexities.

Identity and Privilege Sprawl 
In environments that include both Windows and Linux servers, identity sprawl becomes a 
significant challenge. Windows servers often use AD for identity management, while Linux servers 
might rely on local accounts or standalone identity systems. The lack of a unified framework 
creates silos of user identities, authentication, and authorization, leading to inconsistent privilege 
configurations, excessive access rights, and administrative overhead. The absence of centralized 
tracking complicates visibility, making it difficult to monitor privilege escalation, revoke outdated 
permissions, or audit identity-related activities across both platforms. These gaps heighten the risk of 
unauthorized access and expose the organization to potential breaches.

Stalled IAM Modernization 
Heterogeneous server environments often impede the progress of strategic identity and access 
management (IAM) initiatives, such as unified identity governance, federated identity management, 
and zero trust frameworks. The coexistence of Linux and Windows systems can result in fragmented 
approaches to IAM modernization, with some systems tied to legacy directories, like AD and others, 
to isolated, cloud-based identity providers (IdPs). This fragmentation hinders an organization’s 
ability to implement cohesive, modern identity solutions, leading to vendor lock-in, operational 
inefficiencies, and reduced agility in adopting innovative identity management practices.

Weak or Inconsistent Authentication Methods
Mixed Linux and Windows server environments often exhibit disparities in authentication 
methods, further complicating security. While many Windows environments integrate with AD and 
support multifactor authentication (MFA), Linux servers might still rely on legacy authentication 
mechanisms that lack robust encryption and MFA support. These inconsistencies create exploitable 
vulnerabilities, providing attackers with multiple entry points. Managing these disparate systems 
also burdens IT teams, because they must address varying security requirements, patch cycles, and 
monitoring protocols, which increases resource overhead while diminishing an organization’s overall 
security posture.
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6 Ways to Defend Servers Against Attacks That Abuse Privilege

An endpoint privilege management solution can significantly improve your security posture by 
providing deep visibility and tight control over privileged server activity. By using a robust solution, 
your organization can safeguard confidential data and defend critical applications and services 
against cyberattacks.

1. Implement Role-Based Security Controls
Restrict the server commands and tasks users can perform based on their roles, such as developers, 
security admins, or backup admins. Enforcing the principle of least privilege ensures users access 
only what they need to fulfill their responsibilities, minimizing exposure to misuse or attack.

2. Institute Just-in-Time Access 
Limit the risk of standing privileges by granting users elevated permissions temporarily, only for the 
duration of specific tasks. Just-in-time access controls contain potential damage by reducing the 
attack surface.

Key Identity Security Requirements for Servers

When formulating an identity security strategy for server protection and selecting the right solution, 
consider the unique functional requirements of servers. A comprehensive endpoint privilege 
management solution should include the following capabilities.

	 Flexibility to avoid vendor 	
	 lock-in
A privilege management security solution 
should be agnostic to directories or IdPs, 
enabling organizations to adapt to evolving 
identity management needs. This flexibility 
ensures consistent policy enforcement across 
different environments, facilitates integration 
with modern identity systems, and avoids 
dependency on a single vendor.

	 Support for multiple server 	
	 operating systems
A privilege management security solution 
must address the distinct characteristics, 
capabilities, and risk profiles of both 
Windows and Linux servers. It should ensure 
comprehensive security, visibility, and 
functionality across diverse environments, 
offering flexibility to manage heterogeneous 
systems effectively.

	� Support for traditional, 	
virtualized, and cloud 
deployment models

A privilege management security solution 
must be versatile enough to secure physical 
servers in corporate data centers, virtualized 
on-premises servers, and cloud-based 
deployments. This adaptability ensures robust 
protection across diverse infrastructure 
models and evolving IT landscapes.

	 Privilege security at its core

	� Most server attacks exploit administrative privileges. Look for an endpoint privilege management solution that is specifically designed 
to enforce the principle of least privilege and block or contain attacks involving administrative rights. Endpoint security solutions, like 
endpoint detection and response (EDR), extended detection and response (XDR), and next-generation antivirus (NGAV) products, 
simply aren’t designed to detect and defend against attacks that abuse privilege.

	 Strong and modern  
	 authentication methods

Legacy authentication methods pose 
significant security risks. Choose a solution 
that supports strong, phishing-resistant MFA 
and modern approaches like passwordless 
authentication. These methods reduce the 
risk of unauthorized access, protect sensitive 
data, and streamline identity management 
processes, especially in complex environments.

	� Centralized management of 
user access, authentication

Decentralized identity management increases 
administrative complexity and security risks. 
The ideal solution should centralize the 
management of user access, authentication, 
and authorization across all servers, eliminating 
the need for separate local accounts. This 
reduces administrative overhead, simplifies 
enforcement of least privilege policies, 
and enhances visibility and tracking of user 
activities across the infrastructure.

	� Role-specific security 
controls

Servers often host a range of critical 
applications accessed by different 
administrators, such as database admins, 
backup admins, security admins, and 
developers, each requiring a unique set of 
admin privileges. Look for a solution that 
supports granular, policy-based security 
controls and enforces least-privileged 
access tailored to the specific roles and 
responsibilities of each user.
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3. Employ Step-Up MFA for Sensitive Tasks
Ensure users provide multiple forms of authentication when 
performing high-risk server tasks by implementing strong 
authentication methods, including phishing-resistant MFA and 
passwordless authentication. These advanced methods protect 
sensitive data and reduce the risk of unauthorized access and 
cyberattacks.

4. Implement Granular Application Controls 
Use allowlists and denylists to manage the execution of server 
applications. This practice can block malicious software, disrupt 
command-and-control (C2) communications, and prevent 
unauthorized applications from escalating privileges or spawning 
new processes.

5. Defend Against Ransomware 
Ransomware attacks often exploit elevated privileges. Reinforce 
defenses by enforcing least privilege principles, limiting the 
behavior of unknown applications, and removing standing 
privileges to prevent unauthorized activities.

6. Mitigate Credential Theft
Protect against credential compromise by continuously 
discovering and onboarding privileged accounts in a system 
that rotates credentials regularly and on use. Leading endpoint 
privilege solutions help ensure that critical credentials are 
safeguarded, even on high-risk endpoints like domain controllers.

Extend Zero Trust and Identity Security 
to Linux Servers 
While server-level security controls are often 
administered via AD for Windows servers, securing 
Linux servers requires a different approach. Many 
Linux environments operate outside centralized 
identity directories, creating gaps in access control, 
authentication, and authorization policies. 

Idira™ Identity Bridge, by Palo Alto Networks, addresses 
these challenges by integrating Linux servers into 
the organization’s directory of choice—whether it’s 
legacy AD or a modern, cloud-based IdP. With the Idira 
Identity Bridge, you can enable:

•	 Centralized management of user access, 
authentication, and authorization across all 
servers, reducing administrative overhead.

•	 Strong and phishing-resistant MFA and 
passwordless authentication options, enhancing 
the security posture and protecting sensitive data.

•	 Future-ready flexibility to move beyond AD to 
cloud-based directories, improving operational 
efficiency and reducing costs. As organizations 
modernize their identity infrastructure, Idira 
Identity Bridge plays a critical role in extending 
zero trust and the principle of least privilege to 
Linux environments.

Endpoint Privilege Management Solutions Reduce Sudo Command Risk and Complexity
The Linux “sudo” command lets you temporarily elevate a user to run specific commands without logging in as a root 
account. You can use sudo to enforce the principle of least privilege, but configuring sudo access control lists is no easy 
matter because sudo configuration files are long and complex and frequently misconfigured. Threat actors can take 
advantage of sudo configuration mistakes to compromise privileged accounts and wage attacks.

To make matters worse, most Linux distributions provide no native capabilities for provisioning, administering, or auditing 
sudo configurations across systems. Most organizations rely on manual processes to manage privileges across Linux 
endpoints—a time-consuming, error-prone approach that squanders resources and is difficult to scale. 

When evaluating endpoint privilege management tools, look for a solution that reduces sudo risk and complexity. Leading 
endpoint privilege management solutions enable you to centrally configure sudo and enforce the principle of least 
privilege across Linux systems, at scale.
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Idira in Action 

Windows and Linux servers are critical to business operations but remain prime targets for advanced 
cyberattacks. Their internet-facing nature and reliance on privileged access create significant identity 
security challenges.

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager helps reduce risk on Linux and Windows servers by enforcing least 
privilege, removing local admin rights, automating policy-based privilege elevation, and safeguarding 
sensitive data against privilege abuse. Complementing Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager, Idira 
Identity Bridge centralizes identity and access management across heterogeneous environments, 
extending zero trust principles to Linux systems while enabling strong, phishing-resistant 
authentication. Together, these solutions reduce your organization’s cyber risk exposure, enhance 
operational resilience, and ensure secure access for all your identities—human or machine—to any 
resource or environment from anywhere.

Explore all the ways Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager can secure the identities across your 
organization. Request a demo.

Reduce Risk Systematically with Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager, by Palo Alto Networks, is a comprehensive solution specifically 
designed for desktops, laptops, and servers running on Linux, macOS, or Windows operating 
systems. By enforcing the principle of least privilege, Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager provides 
foundational security controls to help organizations block and contain attacks at the endpoint, 
protecting data and mitigating risk. This solution enables granular controls over both human and 
nonhuman identities to defend against a wide array of threats.

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager Key Features and Capabilities

	� Just-in-time privilege 
elevation

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager allows for 
dynamic privilege adjustments, elevating 
administrative rights only when necessary 
and for the duration required. This approach 
minimizes the attack surface and reduces the 
risk of privilege abuse.

	� Policy-based sudo 
management

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager provides 
fine-grained control over sudo access, helping 
organizations enforce least privilege policies 
on Linux servers and ensuring that users have 
only the necessary permissions for their roles.

	� Integration with threat 
detection solutions

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager integrates 
with various third-party threat detection 
solutions for automated file analysis, enabling 
rapid response to potential threats and 
enhancing the overall security posture.

	� Flexible reporting for 
audit-readiness

A flexible reporting engine and detailed event 
journal make it easy to support forensics 
investigations, provide evidence of compliance 
for auditors, and demonstrate readiness to 
cyber insurance underwriters.

	� Centralized identity 
governance across 
environments

Idira Endpoint Privilege Manager offers Idira 
Identity Bridge—a modern, user-friendly 
solution that extends zero trust and identity 
security principles to Linux machines.

Idira Identity Bridge centralizes the 
management of user access, authentication, 
and authorization, ensuring consistency across 
heterogeneous environments. It supports 
strong, modern authentication methods, 
including certificate-based authentication and 
passwordless, phishing-resistant MFA.

	� Hit the ground running 
with a few clicks

Idira’s innovative QuickStart Least Privilege 
Framework enables you to jump-start your 
identity security with preconfigured Idira 
Endpoint Privilege Manager security policies. 
In just a few clicks, QuickStart reduces risk, 
streamlines operations, accelerates time-to-
value, and provides a robust foundation to 
defend against ransomware and other threats.

https://www.paloaltonetworks.com/idira/endpoint-privilege-manager/demo

