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Passphrases

Long, memorable secrets built from words that are both stronger and easier to recall.

§ Executive Summary

A passphrase is a password made from a sequence of words rather than a short string of mixed
characters. Because it is long, it can be far harder to crack while remaining easy for a human to
remember. Choosing several truly random, unrelated words is the key to its strength.

§ What It Is

A passphrase is simply a longer form of password built from multiple words, often four or more,
sometimes separated by spaces or symbols. Instead of relying on a short string packed with
substitutions, it relies on length and word choice for its strength. A strong passphrase uses
words selected at random rather than a familiar quote, song lyric, or common phrase, because
predictable phrases can be guessed with wordlists. The idea trades the difficulty of
remembering a jumble of symbols for the ease of remembering a short, odd sentence that no
one else would ever produce.

§ Why It Matters

Passphrases matter because they resolve the central tension in password security. Users
struggle to remember long, complex strings, so they reuse and weaken them, while short
passwords are easy to crack. A random passphrase gives real strength through length while
staying memorable, which reduces reuse and unsafe workarounds. For organizations,
encouraging passphrases and allowing generous length limits and spaces produces stronger
credentials without frustrating people. For professionals, understanding why length dominates
password strength is essential to writing sound authentication policy and to explaining it
convincingly to non technical users.
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§ How It Works

The strength of any secret comes from entropy, a measure of how unpredictable it is. Each
additional random element multiplies the number of possibilities an attacker must try. A
passphrase built from several words chosen at random from a large list can reach very high
entropy while staying short enough to type and recall. The critical word is random. If you pick
the words yourself, you tend to choose predictable ones, so a common method is to select
words by chance, for example with dice against a numbered word list, so no human bias creeps

in. The system then treats the passphrase like any password, salting and slow hashing it for
storage.

§ Architecture Diagram

( Pick several truly random words J -> [ Join them into one phrase ) ->

{ High length yields high entropy J - ( Easy to remember, hard to guess )

Randomly chosen words combine into one long secret whose strength comes from length and
unpredictability.

§ Visual Workflow

( Choose four or more words selected at random, not a familiar quote or phrase. } >

( Combine them into a single passphrase, adding a separator or number if the site requires it. ]

-> { Confirm the site allows long inputs and spaces so the full phrase fits. ) ->

[ The system salts and slow hashes the passphrase for storage. J >

{ Use a unique passphrase per important account, ideally stored in a password manager. ) ->

{ Back it with multi-factor authentication for accounts that support it. )




Common Attacks

Dictionary and phrase attacks that guess common quotes, lyrics, and sayings
Wordlist attacks that combine popular words in likely orders

Credential stuffing when the same passphrase is reused across sites
Phishing pages that capture the passphrase regardless of its strength

Shoulder surfing when a long phrase is typed slowly in public

Common Mistakes

e Using a famous quote, movie line, or song lyric as the passphrase

® Choosing related words that form a predictable, guessable sentence
® Picking the words yourself instead of selecting them at random

® Reusing one favorite passphrase across many accounts

® Assuming a passphrase alone removes the need for multi-factor authentication

} Best Practices

® Select words at random from a large list rather than composing a phrase by hand
e Use at least four words, and more for high value accounts

e Keep each important passphrase unique to a single account

e Allow generous length limits and spaces in your systems so passphrases fit

® Store passphrases in a password manager to support uniqueness

® |ayer multi-factor authentication on top for critical accounts

§ Quick Checklist

Passphrase is four or more truly random words
It is not a known quote, lyric, or common saying
Length limit on the system is high enough to accept it

Spaces and long inputs are permitted at login



Passphrase is unique to this account

MFA enabled where the account supports it

§ Recommended Tools

Password manager
Generates and stores long random
passphrases so each stays unique

Breached password screening service
Flags passphrases that already appear in
leaked credential lists

§ Industry Standards

NIST SP 800-63B

Supports long memorized secrets and
generous length rather than forced
complexity

CIS Critical Security Controls
Account and access management
practices that credential strength
supports

§ Career Relevance

Random word generator
Selects words by chance to remove
human bias from the phrase

Authenticator app
Adds a second factor beyond the
passphrase itself

OWASP Authentication Cheat Sheet
Guidance on accepting long inputs and
safe password handling

Passphrase guidance shows up whenever a professional writes or explains authentication policy.

Identity and access management engineers set length limits and screening; GRC analysts justify

policy choices to auditors and users; security awareness leads teach people to build strong,

memorable secrets; and SOC analysts see the downstream effect of weak credentials in real

incidents. The ability to explain why length beats complexity clearly is a practical, everyday skill

for the roles Al-Governance-Jobs.com serves.



B Interview Questions

® What is a passphrase, and how does it differ from a traditional password?

e Why is randomness in word selection so important to a passphrase's strength?

e How does entropy explain why a long passphrase can beat a short complex password?
® Why can a famous quote make a weak passphrase despite being long?

e What system settings must be right for passphrases to work well?

§ Related Certifications

[ CompTIA Security+ ][ ISC2 Certified in Cybersecurity (CC) ] [ ISC2 SSCP ]

8 Further Reading

® NIST SP 800-63B Digital Identity Guidelines
® OWASP Authentication Cheat Sheet
® CISA: Use Strong Passwords

§ Key Takeaways

® A passphrase is a long secret made of words, both stronger and easier to recall.
e Strength comes from length and true randomness, not from clever substitutions.
® Pick words at random rather than composing a memorable sentence yourself.

® Avoid famous quotes and lyrics, which wordlists guess quickly.

® Keep passphrases unique and still add multi-factor authentication.

§ FAQ

» Is a passphrase really stronger than a complex password?

» How many words should a passphrase have?


https://pages.nist.gov/800-63-3/sp800-63b.html
https://cheatsheetseries.owasp.org/cheatsheets/Authentication_Cheat_Sheet.html
https://www.cisa.gov/secure-our-world

» Canl use a favorite quote as a passphrase?

§ Related Careers

RELATED ROLES RELATED CERTIFICATIONS
lam Engineer Grc Analyst CompTIA Security+
Security Engineer ISC2 Certified in Cybersecurity (CC)
ISC2 SSCP
CURRENT OPENINGS GUIDES & SALARY

Live roles are on the job board. Career guides Role roadmaps

Browse all jobs Salary data Career tools

SUGGESTED LEARNING PATH

Ground the basics with CS-001 Cybersecurity
Study this sheet: Passphrases

Go deeper: Passwords

Go deeper: Password Managers

Validate it: work toward CompTIA Security+

000000

Find the role: browse current openings

RELATED SHEETS
CS-022 Passwords CS-024 Password Managers CS-025 Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA)

CS-029 Brute Force Attacks CS-062 Authentication
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