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When you first create an AWS account and log in as the root user, AWS
emphasizes the importance of securing this highly privileged account. The
root user has unrestricted access to all resources and settings within the
AWS account, making it critical to implement best practices from the outset.
AWS recommends specific actions immediately after initial login to ensure
your account remains secure, manageable, and compliant with best security
standards. This article explores what AWS recommends as the best practice for
the AWS account root user after initial login, helping you safeguard your
cloud infrastructure effectively.

Understanding the Significance of the AWS Root
User

Before diving into the best practices, it’s vital to understand why the root
user requires special attention.

What Is the AWS Root User?

The root user is the account created when you first register for AWS. It has
full access to all AWS services and resources, including billing, account
settings, and security credentials. Because of its extensive permissions, the
root user must be protected rigorously.

Risks Associated with the Root User

If compromised, the root user can cause significant damage-ranging from data
breaches to unauthorized resource modifications. Therefore, AWS advises
treating the root user with a security-first approach and minimizing its
usage for everyday tasks.

Best Practices After Initial Login for the AWS
Root User

Following initial login, AWS recommends a series of actions to secure and
manage the root user account effectively.



1. Enable Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) on the
Root User

One of the most critical security measures is enabling MFA.
e Why: MFA adds an additional layer of security beyond just the password,
preventing unauthorized access even if credentials are compromised.

e How: Use the AWS Management Console to activate MFA, preferably a
hardware MFA device or a virtual MFA app like Google Authenticator.

e Best Practice: Do not disable MFA once enabled; maintain it as a vital
security control.

2. Secure the Root User Credentials

Ensure that the root account credentials are strong and stored securely.
e Use a Strong Password: Create a complex, unique password that is not
used elsewhere.

e Store Credentials Safely: Use a password manager to securely store and
manage the root account password and MFA device keys.

e Limit Credential Exposure: Avoid sharing root account credentials
unnecessarily.

3. Minimize Usage of the Root User

AWS strongly advises against using the root user for daily operations.
e Why: Regular use increases the risk of accidental changes or security
breaches.

e Best Practice: Create individual IAM (Identity and Access Management)
users with the necessary permissions for everyday tasks.

» Implementation: Use the root account only for critical actions, such as
changing contact information, closing the account, or managing billing.



4. Create IAM Users and Groups with Least Privilege
Access

Instead of root, use IAM users with specific permissions.
e Follow the Principle of Least Privilege: Grant only the permissions
necessary for each user to perform their tasks.

e Use Groups: Organize users into groups with predefined permission
policies to simplify management.

e Regularly Review Permissions: Periodically audit IAM policies and
permissions to ensure they align with current operational needs.

5. Set Up Billing and Cost Management Alerts

Monitor your AWS costs to detect anomalies early.
e Enable Budget Alerts: Use AWS Budgets to set spending thresholds and
receive notifications.

e Activate Billing Alerts: Configure alerts in the Billing Dashboard to
stay informed about your account’s financial activity.

e Best Practice: Keep the root user informed about billing and only access
billing info through secure, limited permissions.

6. Configure AWS Account Settings Securely

Adjust account settings to enhance security.
e Update Contact Information: Ensure contact details are correct for
account recovery and notifications.

e Set Up AWS Organizations: If managing multiple accounts, use AWS
Organizations for centralized management and security policies.

* Review and Enable Service Control Policies (SCPs): Use SCPs to enforce
permissions across linked accounts.



7. Enable CloudTrail for Auditing and Monitoring

Tracking account activity is crucial for security.
e Activate CloudTrail: Configure CloudTrail to log all API calls made by
the root account and other users.

e Store Logs Securely: Ensure logs are stored securely in S3 buckets with
proper permissions.

* Regularly Review Logs: Monitor logs for suspicious activity or
unauthorized changes.

Additional Recommendations for Managing the AWS
Root User

Beyond initial security setup, AWS recommends ongoing practices to maintain a
secure environment.

1. Periodic Security Reviews

Regularly assess your account security posture.

e Conduct security audits to verify MFA status, permissions, and account
activity.

e Update security policies and credentials as needed.

2. Limit Root User Access to Critical Operations

Implement strict controls around root account usage.

e Establish policies that restrict root user actions to only essential
tasks.

e Use AWS Service Control Policies (SCPs) to enforce restrictions across
accounts.



3. Educate and Train Administrators

Ensure team members understand AWS security best practices.

e Provide training on IAM, MFA, and security policies.

e Encourage a security-first culture with regular updates and reminders.

Conclusion

After the initial login to your AWS account, following AWS's recommended best
practices for the root user is essential for maintaining a secure cloud
environment. Enabling MFA, securing credentials, minimizing root user usage,
establishing IAM policies based on the principle of least privilege, and
implementing monitoring and auditing are fundamental steps. AWS's security
guidelines are designed to help organizations protect their resources,
prevent unauthorized access, and ensure compliance with industry standards.
By adhering to these best practices from the outset, you set a strong
foundation for a resilient and secure AWS infrastructure, mitigating risks
associated with the most powerful account in your cloud environment.

Frequently Asked Questions

After initial login, what AWS best practice is
recommended for securing the root user account?

AWS recommends enabling multi-factor authentication (MFA) on the root user
account immediately after initial login to enhance security.

What is the recommended approach for managing the
AWS account root user credentials post-initial
login?

AWS advises avoiding the use of the root user for daily tasks, and instead

creating individual IAM users with appropriate permissions for routine
activities.

Should the root account be assigned permissions or
limited after the initial login?

Yes, AWS recommends restricting the root account's use and securing it with
strong passwords and MFA, while delegating daily operational tasks to IAM
users.



What steps should be taken immediately after the
first login to an AWS account regarding the root
user?

Immediately enable MFA, change the root account password, and set up secure
contact information to protect the account from unauthorized access.

Does AWS recommend creating IAM users or roles for
daily operations instead of using the root account?

Yes, AWS recommends creating IAM users and roles with the necessary
permissions for daily operations, reserving the root account for critical
account management tasks only.

Additional Resources
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After initial login, what does AWS recommend as the best practice for the AWS
account root user? This question is fundamental for anyone managing AWS
environments, whether they are small startups or large enterprises. The root
user in AWS holds unrestricted access to all resources and settings within an
account, making its management critical to overall security posture. AWS’s
best practices emphasize minimizing risk, implementing robust controls, and
establishing a secure operational environment from the outset. This
comprehensive article explores AWS's recommended practices after initial root
user login, detailing the rationale, procedures, and security considerations
that form the foundation of a secure AWS account management strategy.

Understanding the AWS Account Root User
What Is the AWS Account Root User?

The AWS account root user is created automatically during initial account
setup. It is associated with the email address used during account creation
and possesses full administrative privileges across the AWS environment.
Unlike IAM (Identity and Access Management) users, which are created for
individual users with specific permissions, the root user has unrestricted
access to all AWS resources, billing, account settings, and security
configurations.

Risks Associated with the Root User

Given its elevated privileges, the root user is a high-value target for
malicious actors. If compromised, an attacker could delete critical



resources, alter security settings, or incur significant charges. Therefore,
AWS emphasizes that the root user should be used sparingly and protected
meticulously.

AWS Best Practices for Managing the Root User After Initial Login

AWS’s guidance encompasses a multi-layered approach, emphasizing security,
access controls, and operational procedures. The core recommendations are:

- Limit Root User Usage

- Secure the Root User Credentials

- Implement Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA)
- Disable Root User Access Keys

- Establish Strong Password Policies

- Audit and Monitor Root User Activity

- Create and Use IAM Users and Roles

Let’s explore each in detail.

1. Limit Root User Usage

Principle: The root user should be used only for essential account and
service management tasks that cannot be performed via IAM users or roles.

Rationale: Regular operational activities—such as managing IAM users,
billing, or account settings—can and should be performed using IAM identities
with least privilege principles. Limiting root user activity reduces the
attack surface and minimizes risks of accidental or malicious changes.

AWS Recommendation:

- Log in as the root user only to perform initial setup, account recovery, or
critical account management tasks.

- After completing necessary tasks, switch back to IAM users with appropriate

permissions.
- Document and enforce policies that restrict root user access.

2. Secure the Root User Credentials
Principle: The security of the root user hinges on robust credentials.
Actions:

- Change the Default Password Immediately: Upon initial login, change the
autogenerated password to a strong, unique password.



- Use a Password Manager: Store root credentials securely in a password
management tool.

- Avoid Sharing Credentials: Never share root credentials via email or
insecure channels.

Best Practice: Use a complex password that combines uppercase, lowercase,
numbers, and special characters, with a length of at least 12-16 characters.

3. Enable Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA)

Principle: MFA adds an extra layer of security by requiring a second
authentication factor.

Implementation:

- Activate MFA for the Root User: Enable MFA immediately after initial login.
- Use Hardware MFA Devices or Virtual MFA Apps: AWS supports both hardware
tokens (like a YubiKey) and virtual MFA apps (such as Google Authenticator or
Authy).

- Secure the MFA Device: Keep backup copies of MFA secrets, and store
recovery codes securely.

Impact: MFA significantly reduces the risk of unauthorized access even if the
root password is compromised.

4. Disable or Remove Root User Access Keys

Principle: Access keys for the root user are a common attack vector and
should be disabled or removed.

Actions:

- Check for Existing Access Keys: AWS account settings show if access keys
are associated with the root user.

- Disable or Delete Access Keys: If any exist, remove them unless absolutely
necessary.

- Use IAM Roles Instead: For programmatic access, create IAM users or roles
with appropriate permissions.

Note: AWS strongly recommends never using access keys attached directly to
the root user; instead, create IAM users with needed permissions.

5. Establish Strong Password and Credential Policies

Principle: Enforce policies that ensure root credentials are strong and



regularly reviewed.
Best Practices:

- Require periodic password changes.
- Enforce complexity requirements.
- Limit the number of individuals with root access.

Automation: Use AWS Organizations or AWS Config to enforce security policies
across multiple accounts.

6. Audit and Monitor Root User Activity

Principle: Continuous monitoring is essential to detect unauthorized or
suspicious activity.

Tools and Techniques:

- AWS CloudTrail: Enable CloudTrail logs to record all API activity,
including root user actions.

- AWS Config: Track resource configurations and compliance.

- AWS CloudWatch: Set up alerts for root user activity, such as login events
or changes to sensitive settings.

- AWS Security Hub & GuardDuty: Use these services for centralized security
findings and threat detection.

Best Practice: Regularly review logs and audit trails for anomalies or
unauthorized activities.

7. Create and Use IAM Users and Roles

Principle: To adhere to the principle of least privilege, create dedicated
IAM users and roles for operational tasks.

Implementation:

- Create IAM Users: Assign permissions based on specific job functions.

- Use IAM Groups and Policies: Organize permissions efficiently.

- Implement Role-Based Access Control (RBAC): Use roles for cross-account
access or temporary elevated permissions.

- Avoid Using Root for Day-to-Day Tasks: Reserve root user for only essential
account management.

Benefit: This reduces reliance on the root user and minimizes security risks.



Additional Considerations for Secure AWS Account Management
Establishing a Security Baseline
AWS recommends establishing a security baseline that includes:

- Multi-layered identity management
- Regular access reviews
- Deployment of security best practices

Implementing a Credential Rotation Policy

Regularly rotating root user credentials and MFA devices reduces the window
of opportunity for attackers.

Developing an Incident Response Plan

Prepare procedures for responding to potential security incidents involving
root user credentials or activities.

Regularly Reviewing Permissions and Access

Conduct periodic audits of all account access, especially root-related
activities, to ensure compliance with security policies.

Conclusion

After initial login, what does AWS recommend as the best practice for the AWS
account root user? The core message is clear: treat the root user with utmost
caution and restrict its usage to essential tasks. AWS’s best practices
advocate for securing root credentials through strong passwords and MFA,
disabling unnecessary access keys, and diligently monitoring activity.
Simultaneously, organizations should establish a robust identity and access
management framework utilizing IAM users and roles to delegate permissions
according to the principle of least privilege.

By adhering to these guidelines, AWS account owners can significantly reduce
the risk of security breaches, safeguard sensitive data, and ensure a
resilient operational environment. The initial setup phase is crucial;
implementing these practices from day one sets the foundation for ongoing
security and compliance in the dynamic landscape of cloud computing.
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In summary, the best practice after initial login is to immediately secure
the root user with MFA, limit its usage strictly to essential operations,
disable access keys, and implement comprehensive monitoring. Establishing
these procedures early ensures the security integrity of the AWS environment
and aligns with AWS’s recommended security architecture.
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