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Abstract. Cryptographic security is usually deﬁned as a guarantee that
holds except when a bad event with negligible probability occurs, and
nothing is guaranteed in that case. However, in settings where a failure
can happen with substantial probability, one needs to provide guarantees
even for the bad case. A typical example is where a (possibly weak) password is used instead of a secure cryptographic key to protect a session,
the bad event being that the adversary correctly guesses the password. In
a situation with multiple such sessions, a per-session guarantee is desired:
any session for which the password has not been guessed remains secure,
independently of whether other sessions have been compromised.
Our contributions are two-fold. First, we provide a new, general technique for stating security guarantees that degrade gracefully and which
could not be expressed with existing formalisms. Our method is simple, does not require new security deﬁnitions, and can be carried out in
any simulation-based security framework (thus providing composability).
Second, we apply our approach to revisit the analysis of password-based
message authentication and of password-based (symmetric) encryption
(PBE), investigating whether they provide strong per-session guarantees.
In the case of PBE, one would intuitively expect a weak form of conﬁdentiality, where a transmitted message only leaks to the adversary once
the underlying password is guessed. Indeed, we show that PBE does
achieve this weak conﬁdentiality if an upper-bound on the number of
adversarial password-guessing queries is known in advance for each session. However, such local restrictions appear to be questionable in reality
and, quite surprisingly, we show that in a more realistic scenario the
desired per-session conﬁdentiality is unachievable.
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Introduction
Motivation of This Work

Human-memorable passwords represent one of the most widely deployed security mechanisms in practice. They are used to authenticate human users in
order to grant them access to various resources such as their computer accounts,
encrypted ﬁles, web services, and many more. Despite well-known problems associated with this mechanism, its practicality and simplicity from the users’ perspective is the main cause of its persisting prevalence. As an example, more than
90% of Google users employ passwords as the only authentication mechanism
for accessing their accounts [25]. Acknowledging this situation, it is extremely
important that security engineers, including designers of cryptographic protocols, have a precise understanding of the security guarantees that passwords
provide for multiple sessions (where one session corresponds to one password;
this is often referred to as the multi-user setting).
There has been signiﬁcant eﬀort in formalizing the use of passwords, but
the standard provable-security approach in cryptography, focusing on a single
session, falls short of modeling the expected guarantees. The main reason for
this is that passwords, in contrast to cryptographic keys, can be guessed by
the attacker with a probability that can hardly be considered insigniﬁcant in the
analysis (independently of whether a concrete or asymptotic security approach is
being used). This is because they are chosen by the users, and therefore typically
do not contain suﬃcient entropy. When inferring the security guarantees for
multiple sessions via the standard hybrid argument, these substantial terms from
the analyses of the individual sessions accumulate, and may render the overall
statement trivial.
To obtain practically relevant statements about systems that allow for many
sessions with passwords, we cannot resign on all security guarantees as soon as
any password is guessed. Ideally, one would instead hope that as long as not all
passwords were broken, the sessions with passwords that are still safe from the
attacker enjoy a non-reduced degree of security. This simple yet important observation has been emphasized before, most notably in the work of Bellare et al. [5]
on multi-instance security. At a very high level, their deﬁnition aims at ensuring
that, in a setting where the security of each single session cannot be guaranteed,
the amount of work needed for breaking many sessions cannot be amortized, i.e.,
it grows (linearly) with the number of sessions considered.
We believe that this approach, while bringing to light a problem of great
practical relevance, suﬀers from certain shortcomings that we illustrate on the
example of password-based cryptography. By focusing only on the number of
sessions that can be broken, multi-instance security cannot capture the intuition that sessions protected by strong passwords should be less vulnerable than
sessions protected by weak passwords. Indeed, as the resulting guarantees are in
the form of a global upper bound on the number of sessions that can be broken,
they do not give any speciﬁc guarantee for a session whose password was not
guessed, independently of whether other sessions were compromised.
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From a broader perspective, a setting with multiple sessions relying on passwords can be seen as an instance of a scenario where the considered resource (e.g.,
a webmail server) can be gradually weakened by the adversary (e.g., by guessing
the passwords in some of the sessions), while it is still expected to provide some
security guarantees (e.g., for the other sessions) after such weakening.
1.2

Our Contributions

We develop a technique for modeling resources that are available to parties and
used in protocols or applications and can be gradually weakened (we call this
“downgrading”). Later, we apply the technique to password-based cryptography in the random oracle model and analyze the security of schemes that use
password-derived keys.
downgradable resources. As our ﬁrst contribution, we provide a natural and
intuitive formalization of settings where a considered resource can be potentially
downgraded by the actions of an attacker, but still maintains some security guarantees afterwards. While there are many possible ways to analyze such settings,
our formalization allows for the natural decoupling of the descriptions of (1) the
resource’s behavior at various “levels” of the downgrade; and (2) the mechanism that controls how the system is currently downgraded (as a response to
the actions of the attacker). We believe that this modularity allows for simpler
analyses of a wide range of resources that can be seen in this way, we discuss the
concrete case of password-based cryptography below. The technique is, however,
more general, and may also ﬁnd applications in other scenarios where guarantees
may degrade gradually, such as the failure of (some) computational assumptions.
The modeling as proposed is carried out in the constructive cryptography
framework [19] and does not require any modiﬁcations of its security deﬁnitions.
We believe that a similar approach would be possible in any simulation-based
framework, although in particular an analogy in the universal composability
framework [7] would have to overcome certain technical hurdles that stem from
the diﬀerence between these two frameworks, as we detail in the full version [12].
Applications to password-based cryptography. As our second contribution, we apply this modeling approach to several settings that involve multiple
sessions using cryptographic keys derived from hashing passwords in the random
oracle model. The potential downgrading that we consider here corresponds to
guessing the passwords in some of the sessions.
Idealizing the hash function as a random oracle, a natural expectation for any
such setting is that one obtains a per-session guarantee, i.e. that as long as the
attacker does not guess a password in a particular session, the security guarantees
provided in this session remain identical to the case where a perfect key is used
(i.e., chosen uniformly at random from a large key space). In particular, the
security guarantees of one session are not inﬂuenced by other sessions, such as
by other users’ poor choice of a password.
We show that this intuitive view is not generally correct. Below we explain
the reason of this breakdown (which is a variant of the commitment problem
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that occurs in adaptive attacks on public-key encryption), and by giving a series
of results we draw a map of settings that do/do not succumb to this problem:
1. Password-based MACs. We show that if the password-derived keys are
used by a MAC to authenticate insecure channels, a per-session message
authentication is achieved.
2. Single-session PBE. For password-based (symmetric) encryption (PBE),
obtaining a composable statement (i.e., in a simulation-based framework) is
much more delicate even in a single-session case. The reason for this is that,
roughly speaking, the simulator in the ideal world is expected to produce a
simulated ciphertext upon every encryption and without any knowledge of
the actual plaintext. However, if the distinguisher later guesses the underlying
password (and hence can derive the encryption key), it can easily decrypt the
simulated ciphertext and compare the result to the (known) plaintext. But
the simulated ciphertext essentially committed the simulator to a message (or
a small subset of the message space), so the check will fail with overwhelming
probability. Nonetheless, we show that in the single-session setting designing
a simulator, while non-trivial, is possible.
3. Multi-session PBE. In line with our motivation, the desired result would
be to obtain per-session conﬁdentiality, an analogue of the above singlesession statement for the setting with multiple sessions. Surprisingly, as our
next contribution, we show that lifting this positive result to the multi-session
setting is unachievable. Roughly speaking, any construction of r secure channels from r authenticated channels and the corresponding r password-derived
keys will suﬀer from a simulation problem analogous to the single-session
case described above. However, this time we formally prove that it cannot
be overcome.
4. Multi-session PBE with local assumptions. To side-step the above
impossibility statement, our next result considers the setting of passwordbased encryption under an additional assumption that the number of adversarial password guesses in each of the sessions is a priori known.
This assumption seems implausible in general, in fact we show that it cannot
be achieved by the salting technique often used in the context of password
hashing; instead, as we also show, salting (only) guarantees a global upper
bound. (Yet, there may be speciﬁc settings in which the validity of the persession bounds can be argued.) We show, however, that the assumption of
local bounds is suﬃcient to overcome the commitment problem and prove
that the intuitively expected guarantees described above are indeed achieved.
We stress, however, that the simulator constructed in the proof depends on
the password distribution.
5. PBE scheme from PKCS #5. Finally, we observe that the arguments
underlying the above impossibility result in item 3 can also be applied to the
password-based encryption as standardized in PKCS #5 [15].
Composability. Overall, our results yield a characterization of when passwordderived keys can be used in a composable simulation-based security framework
for the task of secure communication. Our aim for strong, composable security
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guarantees is motivated by the particular relevance of password-based cryptography in the Internet, where various cryptographic schemes are used concurrently
and as building blocks of larger protocols. To the best of our knowledge, this
work represents the ﬁrst composable treatment of (non-interactive) passwordbased encryption and message authentication.
1.3

Related Work

Beyond the work on multi-instance security by Bellare et al. [5] that was discussed in the introduction above, there are large amounts of literature on passwords. On the empirical side, the weaknesses of passwords in practice were studied e.g. in [23]. We attempt to focus on the literature most relevant to our work.
For password-derived keys, most provable-security works focused on the
single-session setting, analyzing ways to augment the key-derivation process to
slow down oﬄine brute-force password-guessing attacks. Techniques to achieve
this include salting (which was introduced in a scenario with multiple users but
without a provable-security analysis) [15], iteration [11,21], and hashing with
moderately hard-to-compute functions [2,9,24]. However, the security analyses
of those works have a diﬀerent aim from ours as none of them considers the multisession scenario. A notable, already mentioned exception is [5] which studied key
derivation functions proposed in PKCS #5 [15] and did focus on security in a
setting with multiple users.
A key-recovery security deﬁnition for password-based encryption was given
in [1], but here also only single-session security was considered.
Finally, a separate line of work aims at realizing password-authenticated key
exchange (PAKE) protocols [4,8,13,16] that prevent the possibility of oﬄine
password-guessing attacks and result in keys that can then safely be used for
encryption or authentication. While some of these results are obtained in a composable, simulation-based framework and hence extend naturally to the multisession case, the protocols are intrinsically interactive and cannot be used in
non-interactive password-based settings such as ours.

2

Preliminaries

We denote sets by calligraphic letters or capital Greek letters (e.g., X , Σ). A
discrete random variable is denoted by an upper-case letter X, its range by the
corresponding calligraphic letter X , and a realization of the random variable
X is denoted by the corresponding lower-case letter x. Unless stated otherwise,
$
X denotes a random variable X selected independently and uniformly at
X ←
random from X . A tuple of r integers (q1 , . . . , qr ) will be denoted by a bold
∗
letter q . The set of bit strings of ﬁnite length is denoted {0, 1} and xy denotes
the concatenation of two bit strings x and y. The empty bit string is denoted ,
while is used as an error symbol.
Discrete systems. Many cryptographic primitives (e.g. block ciphers, MAC
schemes, random functions) can be described as (X , Y)-random systems [18]

Per-Session Security: Password-Based Cryptography Revisited

413

taking inputs X1 , X2 , . . . ∈ X and generating for each input Xk an output Yk ∈
Y. In full generality, such an output Yk depends probabilistically on all the
previous inputs X1 , . . . , Xk as well as all the previous outputs Y1 , . . . , Yk−1 .
Resources and converters. The security deﬁnitions in this work are stated
in terms of the resources available to parties. The resources in this work are
discrete systems with three interfaces, which we naturally label by elements of
the set {A, B, E}, for Alice’s, Bob’s and Eve’s interface, respectively. We generally
use upper-case bold-face letters, such as R or S for generic resources, and uppercase sans-serif letters for more speciﬁc resources, such as KEY for a shared secret
key resource or AUT for an authenticated channel resource.
A protocol machine employed locally by a party is modeled by a so-called
converter. Attaching a converter α at the i-interface of a resource, where
i ∈ {A, B, E}, models that party i uses α to access this resource. A protocol
then corresponds to a pair of converters, one for each honest party. Converters are denoted by lower-case Greek letters (e.g., α, σ) or by sans-serif fonts
(e.g., enc, dec). The set of all converters is denoted by Σ. Attaching a converter
α to the i-interface of a resource R is denoted by αi R. Any two resources R
and S can composed in parallel, denoted by [R, S]. For each i ∈ {A, B, E}, the
i-interface of R and S are merged and can be accessed through the i-interface
of [R, S].
The construction notion. We formalize the security of protocols by the
following notion of construction, as introduced by Maurer and Renner [19,20].
To be considered secure, a protocol must satisfy two requirements. First, the
protocol must construct the desired resource in a setting where no attacker is
present. This condition is referred to as the availability or correctness condition
and excludes trivial protocols. Second, the protocol must also construct the
desired resource when the adversary is present, which we refer to as the security
condition. This condition requires that everything the adversary can achieve in
the real world he can also accomplish in the ideal world. To state these two
conditions, we consider pairs of resources (R, R⊥ ), where R⊥ stands for the
resource R when no adversary is present.
Definition 1. Let ε1 and ε2 be two functions mapping each distinguisher D
to a real number in [0, 1]. A two-party protocol π := (α, β) ∈ Σ2 constructs a
pair of resources (S, S⊥ ) from an assumed pair of resources (R, R⊥ ) relative to
simulator σ ∈ Σ and within ε := (ε1 , ε2 ), denoted (R, R⊥ )




ΔD αA β B R⊥ ,
S⊥


ΔD αA β B R , σ E S

(π, σ, ε)

≤

ε1 (D)

(availability)

≤

ε2 (D)

(security),

(S, S⊥ ), if



for all distinguishers D, where ΔD (U, V) := PDU (B = 1) − PDV (B = 1)
denotes the advantage of D in distinguishing between U and V.
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An important property of Deﬁnition 1 is its composability. Intuitively, if a
resource S is used in the construction of a larger system, then the composability
implies that S can be replaced by αA β B R without aﬀecting the security of the
composed system. More details can be found in [19,26]. All the constructions
stated in this paper are such that the availability condition is trivially satisﬁed
and we therefore omit it from now onwards. That is, we write R for (R, R⊥ ).
Message authentication. A message authentication code (MAC) scheme
∗
n
with message space M ⊆ {0, 1} , key space K := {0, 1} , and tag space
∗
U ⊆ {0, 1} is deﬁned as a pair (tag, vrf ), where tag is a (possibly probabilistic)
function taking as input a key k ∈ K and a message m ∈ M to produce a tag
u ← tag (k, m), and vrf is a deterministic function taking as input a key k ∈ K,
a message m ∈ M and a tag u ∈ U to output a bit b := vrf (k, m, u) asserting the
validity of the input tag u. A MAC scheme is correct if vrf (k, m, tag (k, m)) = 1,
for all keys k ∈ K and all messages m ∈ M.
Symmetric encryption. A symmetric encryption scheme with message space
∗
n
∗
M ⊆ {0, 1} , key space K := {0, 1} , and ciphertext space C ⊆ {0, 1} is deﬁned
as a pair (enc, dec), where enc is a (possibly probabilistic) function taking as
input a key k ∈ K and a message m ∈ M to produce a ciphertext c ← enc (k, m),
and dec is a deterministic function taking as input a key k ∈ K and a ciphertext
c ∈ C to output a plaintext m := dec (k, c). The output of dec can also be the
error symbol to indicate an invalid ciphertext. An encryption scheme is correct
if dec (k, enc (k, m)) = m, for all keys k ∈ K and all messages m ∈ M.

3

Transformable Systems

In this section, we present our approach to modeling systems that can be gradually transformed, in a way that clearly separates the eﬀects of the transformation
from how it can be provoked.
As a warm-up example, consider a key obtained by hashing a secret password shared between two users Alice and Bob. Idealizing the hash function as
a random oracle, the resulting key is completely random from the perspective
of any third party Eve unless she also queried the random oracle on the same
input; in other words, unless she correctly guessed the password. If we model the
key obtained by this process as a resource, we consider two separate parts of it.
The ﬁrst one speciﬁes the behavior of the resource before and after the transformation (a “strong” version gives the key only to Alice and Bob, a “weak”
version also gives it to Eve); the second part triggers one of these two versions
based on Eve’s actions (providing a password-guessing game for her, triggering
the weaker version as soon as she wins).
In general, a transformable system is therefore the combination of two random systems: a core and a trigger system. The core system speciﬁes how it
behaves as an internal switch value changes, while the trigger system speciﬁes
how this switch value can be changed. More formally, a core system S is simply
an (X ∪ S, Y)-random system, where the set of inputs is partitioned into two
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sets X and S with X ∩ S = ∅. The set X is the set of “normal” inputs, while
S is the set of possible switch values. A trigger system T is a (T , S)-random
system which outputs a switch value. Elements of T are called trigger values
and correspond to password guesses in our example above.
Definition 2. Let X , Y, S and T be four discrete sets such that X ∩ S = ∅ and
X ∩ T = ∅. An (X ∪ S, Y)-random system S and a (T , S)-random system T
form an (X ∪ T , Y)-random system, denoted ST , deﬁned as follows. On input
x ∈ X , the system ST outputs y ∈ Y, where y is the output of the system S when
queried on the input x. On input t ∈ T , the system ST outputs y  ∈ Y, where y 
is the output of S when queried on the output s ∈ S of the system T which was
queried on the original input t (see Fig. 1).
The random system ST will be referred to as a transformable system, the random
system S as a core system, and the random system T as a trigger system.

Fig. 1. A transformable system ST formed by combining a core system S with a trigger
system T. “Normal” inputs x ∈ X are processed directly by S, while trigger values
t ∈ T go instead ﬁrst through the system T whose output s ∈ S is then used as an
input to the system S.

Fixed Switches. Given an (X ∪ S, Y)-core system S, it will be sometimes
convenient to argue about the behavior of S for a particular ﬁxed switch value s ∈
S. To do so, we denote by Ss the (X , Y)-random system obtained by initializing
S as follows: the switch value s is initially input to S and its resulting output is
discarded. In other words, Ss corresponds to the system S where the value of its
switch is ﬁxed from the beginning to s and cannot be changed. In particular, the
input space of Ss is only X and not X ∪ S. Given a random variable S over S,
we denote by SS the system selected at random in {Ss | s ∈ S} according to S.
downgradable Keys and downgradable Secure Channels. The core
systems that we will consider will actually be resources, i.e., random systems
with 3 interfaces A, B and E for Alice, Bob, and Eve, respectively, where the
switch values are controlled via the interface E. Formally, we model this interface
as being split into two sub-interfaces: EN (for “normal” inputs/outputs) and ES
(for switch values). Typically, Eve will not have a direct access to the interface
ES of the core resource, instead she will only be allowed to access a trigger
system T, which itself produces the switch values. Neither Alice nor Bob have
access to T. Such a core resource combined with a trigger system will be called
a downgradable resource.
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Alg. 1. Core resource KEYr
n
$
sj := 0 and kj ←
{0, 1} , for all
j ∈ {1, . . . , r}
on input (j, getkey) at i ∈ {A, B}
output (j, kj ) at i
r

on input s ∈ {0, 1} at ES
(s1 , . . . , sr ) := s
on input (j, getkey) at EN
if sj = 0 then output (j, ) at
EN
else output (j, kj ) at EN

Alg. 2. Core resource SECr
sj := 0 and mj := , for all j ∈ {1, . . . , r}
on first input (j, m) at A
mj := m
output (j, mj ) at B
output (j, |mj |) at EN
r

on input s ∈ {0, 1} at ES
(s1 , . . . , sr ) := s
on input (j, getmsg) at EN
if sj = 0 then output (j, ) at EN
else output (j, mj ) at EN

We now introduce downgradable key resources and downgradable secure channels, examples of such resources that will be used throughout the paper. These
resources are parameterized (among other) by a ﬁxed number r of sessions. Intuitively, these resources provide a graceful deterioration of security by associating
each session with a password and guaranteeing that a session remains secure as
long as its password is not guessed, irrespectively of the state of other sessions.
We ﬁrst describe the corresponding core resources and then the trigger systems.
Example 1 (Key). The core resource KEYr for r sessions takes as switch at
interface ES an r-bit string (s1 , . . . , sr ) which speciﬁes for each session whether
it is “broken” (sj = 1) or not (sj = 0). Alice and Bob can retrieve a uniform and
independent key for a given session, while Eve can only retrieve it if the session
is marked as “broken”. The resource KEYr is formalized in Algorithm 1.1
Example 2 (Secure Channel). The core resource SECr for r sessions also takes
as switch value at interface ES an r-bit string which speciﬁes for each session
whether or not conﬁdentiality is “broken”. The resource SECr allows Alice to
send one message per session to Bob. Eve learns nothing about the transmitted
message but its length, unless this session was marked as “broken”, in which case
the message is leaked to her. The channel SECr does not allow Eve to inject any
message, regardless of the value of the switch, and is formalized in Algorithm 2.
Example 3 (Local and Global Password-Guessing Triggers). Eve will not be
allowed to inﬂuence the switch values of KEYr or SECr directly, instead she
will have to interact with a trigger system which captures the guessing of persession passwords. We consider two diﬀerent such trigger systems, in both of
them the number of guesses allowed to Eve is restricted. These two systems differ in whether the restriction on the number of guesses is local to each session or
global over all r sessions. We refer to them as local and global (password-guessing)
triggers and denote them by LT and GT, respectively.
Formally, both triggers are parameterized by a password distribution P over
∗
W r (where W ⊆ {0, 1} is a set of passwords) and the number of password
1

Each session corresponds to a single use of a password. The re-use of passwords is
modeled by password distributions that output multiple copies of the same password.
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guesses allowed, either locally for each of the sessions (a tuple q := (q1 , . . . , qr ))
or globally (a parameter q). Both LT (P, q ) and GT (P, q) initially sample r
passwords (w1 , . . . , wr ) according to P. When a password guess (j, w) for the
j th session is received, both triggers change the state of this session to “broken”
if the password guess is correct and their respective constraint on the number of
password-guessing queries is satisﬁed. Both triggers LT (P, q ) and GT (P, q) are
only accessible by Eve and are detailed in Algorithms 3 and 4.
Alg. 3. Local trigger LT (P, q )

Alg. 4. Global trigger GT (P, q)

(w1 , . . . , wr ) ← P
sj := 0 and j := 0, for all
j ∈ {1, . . . , r}
on input (j, w) at ES
j := j + 1
sj := sj ∨ ((w = wj ) ∧ (j ≤ qj ))
output (s1 , . . . , sr ) at ES

(w1 , . . . , wr ) ← P
sj := 0 for all j ∈ {1, . . . , r}
 := 0
on input (j, w) at ES
 :=  + 1
sj := sj ∨ ((w = wj ) ∧ ( ≤ q))
output (s1 , . . . , sr ) at ES

Combining the core systems and triggers given above via Deﬁnition 2 leads
to four downgradable resources: two with local restrictions, KEYrLT(P,q ) and
SECrLT(P,q ) , where the number of password-guessing queries is restricted per session; and two with a global restriction, KEYrGT(P,q) and SECrGT(P,q) , where only
the total number of password-guessing queries is limited. To simplify the notation, we will often drop the parameters P, q, q when clear from the context. The
results presented in the next sections hold for any distribution P of r passwords,
including correlated distributions.

4

Password-Based Key Derivation

The simple protocol for deriving a key from a password via hashing as considered
in Sect. 3 can be proven to construct, from a pre-distributed password and a
random-oracle resources in each session, a downgradable key resource. Multiple
independent random oracles can be constructed from a single one via salting
(i.e., domain separation), a point that we will discuss in Sect. 6.4.
More formally, we model the shared passwords as an explicit resource denoted
PW. It is parameterized by a joint distribution P of r passwords. The resource
PW (P) ﬁrst samples from the distribution P to obtain r passwords (w1 , . . . , wr )
and then outputs (j, wj ) at interface i ∈ {A, B} whenever it receives as input
(j, getpwd) at the same interface i. Note that Eve does not learn anything about
the sampled passwords except for the a priori known distribution P.
Each hash function is modeled as a random oracle available to all parties,
denoted by RO. Notably, we model the restriction on Eve’s computational power
by a restriction on the number of invocations of the random oracles that she is
allowed to do. (For a rationale behind this choice and how it allows to model
complexity ampliﬁcation via iteration, see [11].) We consider either a tuple of random oracles with local restrictions denoted [ROq1 , . . . , ROqr ], where each random
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oracle has its own upper bound qj on the number of adversarial queries it allows;
or a tuple of random oracles with one global restriction denoted [RO, . . . , RO]q ,
where at most q adversarial queries are allowed in total.
The key-derivation protocol KD := (kd, kd) consists of both parties applying
a converter kd. Upon a key request (j, getkey) for the j th session, kd queries
PW (P) to retrieve the shared password wj for this session, then queries the j th
random oracle on wj and returns its output. The following simple lemma proved
in the full version shows that the protocol KD constructs downgradable keys.
Lemma 1 For the key derivation protocol KD := (kd, kd) described above, there
exists a simulator σkd such that for all distributions P of r passwords, for all
integers q := (q1 , . . . , qr ) and q, we have
[[ROq1 , . . . , ROqr ] , PW (P)]


[RO, . . . , RO]q , PW (P)

(KD, σkd , 0)
(KD, σkd , 0)

KEYrLT(P,q)

and

KEYrGT(P,q) .

This lemma is very similar to [5, Theorem 3.3], although the results are
technically slightly diﬀerent. While [5, Theorem 3.3] is stricter in terms of the
information given to the distinguisher (which obtains the passwords in clear),
our statement comes with an explicit composition guarantee.

5

Password-Based Message Authentication

We investigate the use of password-derived keys for message authentication using
MACs. We prove that such a construction meets the intuitive expectation that in
a multi-user setting, as long as a password for a particular session is not guessed,
the security (in this case: authenticity) in that session is maintained at the same
level as if a perfectly random key was used. We present these results partly to put
them in contrast with those on password-based encryption, where the situation is
more intricate. As a consequence, in this section we deliberately remain slightly
informal and postpone the full formal treatment to the full version [12].
Assumed resources. The construction statement shown below assumes the
availability of a password-derived key and an insecure communication channel
for each of the r considered sessions. For password-derived keys, we simply use
the downgradable resource KEYrT which can be constructed e.g. via one of the
statements in Lemma 1 (here T stands for either LT or GT). The insecure channels are formalized as the resource INSECr which forwards any message sent by
Alice to Eve, while any message injected by Eve is forwarded to Bob.
MAC schemes as protocols. A MAC scheme is used by Alice and Bob in
the natural way (we denote their converters tag and vrf, respectively). When
tag receives as input a message m for the j-th session, it retrieves the key kj
associated to this session from the resource KEYrT , computes the tag u according
to the MAC scheme and outputs to the insecure channel INSECr in the j-th
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session the message mu. On the other end of the channel, whenever vrf receives
a message and a tag m u for the j  -th session, it ﬁrst retrieves the key kj  from
KEYrT , veriﬁes the tag and outputs m only if the veriﬁcation succeeds.
Constructed resource. The channel that Alice and Bob obtain by using the
protocol (tag, vrf) guarantees that any message that Bob receives for a particular session must have been sent before by Alice, unless this session was “broken.” This (core) unordered authenticated channel, denoted UAUTr takes an r-bit
string (s1 , . . . , sr ) as a switch value, specifying for each session j whether it is
broken (sj = 1), in which case Eve can send any message to Bob for this particular session, or not (sj = 0), in which case the messages that Eve can send to Bob
for session j are limited to those that Alice already sent. The channel UAUTr
does not oﬀer any secrecy: messages input by Alice are directly forwarded to Eve.
The channel UAUTr only prevents Eve from to injecting a fresh message, it does
not prevent the injection of a legitimate message multiple times, the reordering
of legitimate messages, or the loss of some messages.
If the MAC scheme used by the protocol (tag, vrf) is weakly unforgeable,
then it constructs the downgradable unordered authenticated channel UAUTrT
by using the downgradable key KEYrT and the insecure channel INSECr . The
formal statement together with its proof are in the full version [12].
Theorem (Informal). There exists a simulator σMAC such that for every distribution P of r passwords, every number of queries q := (q1 , . . . , qr ) and q, and
any trigger T ∈ {LT (P, q) , GT (P, q)},
[KEYrT , INSECr ]

((tag, vrf) , σMAC , ε)

UAUTrT ,

where the distinguishing advantage ε can be reduced to the weak unforgeability of
the underlying MAC scheme.

6

Password-Based Encryption

We investigate the use of password-derived keys for symmetric encryption. In a
multi-session setting, one may expect that as long as a password for a particular
session is not guessed, the conﬁdentiality in that session is maintained. This
would, roughly speaking, correspond to a construction of (downgradable) secure
channels from authenticated channels and password-derived keys.
Assumed resources. We assume the availability of a password-derived key and an authenticated communication channel for each of the
r sessions. For the keys, we use the downgradable resource KEYrT , where T typically stands for
either LT (P, q ) or GT (P, q). We also assume an
authenticated channel AUTr described in Algorithm 5. The channel AUTr takes in each session
a message c at Alice’s interface A, and outputs it
at both Eve’s interface E and Bob’s interface B.

Alg. 5. Channel AUTr
on first input (j, c) at A
output (j, c) at B
output (j, c) at E
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Fig. 2. Left: The assumed resource, a downgradable key KEYrT and an authenticated
channel AUTr , with protocol converters enc and dec attached to interfaces A and
B, denoted encA decB [KEYrT , AUTr ]. Right: The desired downgradable secure channel
SECrT with simulator σ attached to interface E, denoted σ E SECrT . The simulator σ
must emulate Eve’s interface in the left picture, i.e., key retrieval queries at E1,N , trigger queries at E1,S and the authenticated channel at E2 .

Using the authenticated channel UAUTrT as constructed in Sect. 5 is also possible,
but requires to encompass a mechanism to decide when a message is delivered
to Bob based on Eve’s actions (similarly to UAUTrT ).
Encryption schemes as protocols. Given an encryption scheme (enc, dec),
the encryption protocol (formalized by converters enc and dec, respectively)
proceeds similarly to the message authentication protocol in Sect. 5. For each
transmitted message, both enc and dec obtain the key from KEYrT , and the
ciphertexts are transmitted over the channel AUTr . Throughout this section, we
will assume the encryption scheme (enc, dec) to be correct.
Constructed resource. The channel that Alice and Bob wish to obtain by
using the protocol SE := (enc, dec) is the downgradable resource SECrT described
in Sect. 3, which guarantees that any message sent by Alice for a particular
session is transmitted conﬁdentially to Bob, unless this session was “broken”.
6.1

PBE for a Single Session

We start by focusing on PBE with a single session, where we are interested
in the possibility of constructing the downgradable secure channel2 SECLT(P,q)
from a downgradable key KEYLT(P,q) and an authenticated channel AUT using
the protocol SE = (enc, dec). According to Deﬁnition 1 we must thus ﬁnd a
simulator σ that makes the systems according to Fig. 2 indistinguishable.
The commitment problem. In the real world, whenever a message m is
input at Alice’s interface A, the corresponding ciphertext is output at Eve’s
interface E2 . On the other hand, in the ideal world only the length |m| of the
transmitted message m is output by the channel SECLT(P,q) to the simulator σ.
2

In the particular case of a single session, the local password-guessing trigger LT (P, q)
and the global one GT (P, q) are identical, for any P, q.
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The simulator must therefore emulate that a ciphertext was sent by only knowing
the length |m| of the transmitted message and not the message m itself.
A naı̈ve simulation strategy could initially select a key k uniformly at random
and emulate the transmission of a ciphertext by encrypting a fresh random message v of the correct length under key k, while password-guessing queries are simply forwarded to the trigger LT (P, q) of the downgradable channel SECLT(P,q) .
This approach fails when the password is guessed and the session is broken.
In the real world, the distinguisher can retrieve the key k used for encryption
and check that a previously seen ciphertext c is indeed an encryption of the
transmitted message m. In contrast, in the ideal world the simulator σ can
retrieve the transmitted message m, but note that it cannot output the key k
that it chose at the beginning to simulate encryption since dec (k, c) = v is a
random message which (with overwhelming probability) is diﬀerent from the
actual transmitted message m. The simulator σ must therefore “decommit” by
ﬁnding a key k  such that the decryption of the simulated ciphertext c under
that key k  yields the transmitted plaintext m, i.e., dec (k  , c) = m. However, it
is not hard to see that unless the key space of the encryption scheme contains
as many keys as there are messages (which is only true for impractical schemes
such as the one-time pad), it is highly unlikely that such a key even exists and
the simulation therefore fails.
Brute-force to the rescue. The previous paragraph only shows that one
particular simulation strategy fails. The source of the commitment problem is
that the simulator σ only breaks the session after having output the simulated
ciphertext. The key insight is that this does not have to be the case: consider a
simulator σLT which attempts to break the session before having to output any
ciphertext. Instead of faithfully forwarding the q password-guessing queries, the
simulator σLT initially exhausts all of the allowed q queries to optimally bruteforce the session by querying the q most likely passwords. If the brute-force
step fails, σLT encrypts a random message of the correct length and declares any
password guess as incorrect. If the brute-force step succeeds, σLT has access to
the transmitted message and can therefore perfectly simulate the corresponding
ciphertext, while password-guessing queries can easily be responded appropriately.
In this setting with a single session, password-based encryption is therefore
possible with respect to the simulation strategy σLT sketched above. The generalization of the above statement for multiple r sessions is discussed in Sect. 6.3.
The below corollary then follows by taking r = 1 in the result of Sect. 6.3.
Corollary (Informal). For every distribution P of a single password and every
integer q, there exists a simulator σLT such that


KEYLT(P,q) , AUT

(SE, σLT , ε)

SECLT(P,q) ,

where the distinguishing advantage ε can be reduced to the IND-CPA security of
the underlying encryption scheme.
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General Impossibility of PBE

The positive result for a single session can in general not be lifted to multiple
sessions. Our impossibility result consists of providing a lower bound on the
distinguishing advantage of a particular distinguisher D in distinguishing the
systems encA decB [KEYrT , AUTr ] and σ E SECrT depicted in Fig. 2, for any trigr
ger system T with output space {0, 1} and any simulator σ. The lower bound
depends on the properties of the trigger system T and while giving a clear
impossibility result for some triggers, for others it becomes moot. In particular,
while it gives a strong bound for the case of the global password-guessing trigger
GT (P, q), the bound is inconclusive for the local trigger LT (P, q ) and independently distributed passwords, where in Sect. 6.3 we show that password-based
encryption is actually possible.
The core of our impossibility result lies in exploiting the commitment problem
explained in Sect. 6.1. The simulator σ = σLT there avoids this commitment
problem by trying to break the session associated with the plaintext before having
to output the corresponding ciphertext. This works out if σ follows the optimal
strategy for breaking this particular session, since an arbitrary distinguisher
would no be able to do better. However, since σ does not a priori know which
session will have to be “decommitted”, the simulator σ must be able to follow
the optimal strategy for each session. This might be possible depending on the
trigger system T (such as in the case of LT (P, q ) with independent passwords),
but in general following the optimal strategy for a particular session may prevent
σ from following the optimal strategy for another session. This is the case for
the trigger GT (P, q) where following the optimal strategy for a particular session
consists of exhausting all the q allowed password-guessing queries on this session.
The high level idea of the distinguisher D is therefore to ﬁrst force the
simulator to be committed to a ciphertext in every session; and second, to pick
a session j ∗ uniformly at random and to follow the optimal strategy to break it.
To avoid the commitment problem, the simulator must in contrast try to break
the maximum number of sessions before simulating the ciphertexts since it does
not know which session j ∗ will be chosen by the distinguisher.
Theorem 1. Let SE := (enc, dec) be a correct encryption scheme with key
n
∗
space K := {0, 1} and message space M ⊆ {0, 1} , and consider the associated
r
protocol SE := (enc, dec). Let T be a trigger system with output space {0, 1}
and let M denote a non-empty set of messages of ﬁxed length  in M, for some
integer . Then, there exists a distinguisher D such that, for all simulators σ
T
and with δ T := ΓT
opt − Γavg ≥ 0, we have

ΔD encA decB [KEYrT , AUTr ] , σ E SECrT

≥

δT −

|K|
.
|M |

(1)

The value ΓT
opt is the average advantage of optimal strategies per-session,
is
the
optimal advantage of a global strategy. The formal deﬁnitions
whereas ΓT
avg
and a discussion on the bound obtained in (1) are in the full version.
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PBE with Local Assumptions

Our impossibility result does not apply to the particular case of the local password-guessing trigger LT (P, q ) if the passwords are independently distributed,
allowing for the existence of password-based encryption under these assumptions.
Intuitively, since each session has its own restriction on the number of passwordguessing queries, the simulation strategy can optimally brute-force each session
independently to avoid the commitment problem, as in the simpler case of a
single session discussed in Sect. 6.1.
The next informal theorem states that under these assumptions PBE achieves
per-session conﬁdentiality if the encryption scheme is IND-CPA secure. The
formal statement and its proof are postponed to the full version [12].
Theorem (informal). For every distribution P of r independent passwords
and every tuple of r integers q := (q1 , . . . , qr ), there exists a simulator σLT such
that


(SE, σLT , ε)
KEYrLT(P,q) , AUTr
SECrLT(P,q) ,
where ε can be reduced to the IND-CPA security of the encryption scheme.
6.4

Salting and PKCS #5

We examine in the full version [12] the well-known salting technique, a standard tool to achieve domain separation in password hashing. This technique
consists of preﬁxing all queries made to a single random oracle ROq , where q
is an upper bound on the number of queries made by Eve, by a distinct bit
string in each of the r sessions, making the queries from diﬀerent sessions land
in diﬀerent subdomains of the random oracle. In practice, a randomly chosen
bit string is used for every session, maintaining the same properties with high
probability. Indeed, the salting technique constructs r globally restricted random oracles [RO, . . . , RO]q but it cannot construct r locally restricted random
oracles [ROq1 , . . . , ROqr ], at least not unless qj ≥ q for all j ∈ {1, . . . , r} (which
would render this construction uninteresting due to the blow-up in the number
of adversarial queries). Intuitively, since the preﬁxes used are public, a distinguisher can use the same preﬁx for all its q queries, thereby forcing the simulator
to query the same random oracle.
Consequences for local restrictions and PKCS #5. The above observation implies that relying on local query restrictions for multi-session security
of password-based encryption appears to be in general rather unrealistic. The
salting technique employed in PKCS #5 [15] (and more generally, any domain
separation technique which is public) fails to construct locally restricted random
oracles [ROq1 , . . . , ROqr ] from a single random oracle ROq for any meaningful
values of q1 , . . . , qr . As a consequence, we show in the full version that the same
arguments used to prove Theorem 1 imply that PKCS #5 does provably not
achieve per-session conﬁdentiality.
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Conclusion

The work of Bellare et al. [5] initiated the provable-security analysis of the techniques used in the password-based cryptography standard [15] and its application
in password-based encryption. As discussed in Theorem 1, however, they do not
prove the desired per-session security guarantee for PBE.
Even though we show that the results of [5] carry over to a composable model
with per-session guarantees, this requires corresponding per-session assumptions
on the distribution of adversary computation, and the simulation strategy we use
is already quite peculiar: the simulator needs to know the password distribution
and it must also make all password-guessing attempts before simulating the
ﬁrst ciphertext. This means that the constructed resource allows the attacker to
aggregate its entire “computational power” and spend it in advance rather than
distributed over the complete duration of the resource use, which results in a
weaker guarantee than one might expect.
Our general impossibility result in Theorem 1 shows that bounding the adversary’s queries per session, although an unrealistic assumption (as discussed in
Sect. 6.4), is necessary for a simulation-based proof of security of PBE. Otherwise, a commitment problem akin to the one in adaptively secure public-key
encryption (PKE) surfaces. Does that mean that we should stop using PBE in
practice? In line with Damgård’s [10] perspective on adaptively secure PKE,
where a similar commitment-problem occurred [22], we view this question as
being a fundamental research question still to be answered.3 On the one hand,
we lack an attack that would convincingly break PBE, but on the other hand
we also lack provable-security support, to the extent that we can even show the
impossibility in our model. Applications using these schemes should therefore be
aware of the potential risk associated with their use. We believe that pointing
out this commitment problem for PBE, analogously to adaptively secure PKE,
is an important contribution of this paper.
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