
W o r k lo a d  I d e n t i t y  F e d e r at i o n

What is Workload

Identity Federation?
How it enables secret-less identity & access 
for AI agents and machine workloads.
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Static Credentials Are the Risk
Most workloads authenticate using long-lived secrets — API keys, service-account keys, 

shared secrets — stored in config files, environment variables, or pulled from a vault. The secret 

still exists, and wherever it exists, it can be stolen.
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API Key

Stored in env var or config file

Service Account Key

Never expires — never rotated

API Key

No workload identity attached

Shared Secret

Shared across environments
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R E S O U R C E

Even vault-retrieved secrets are static at the point of use — the workload still needs a secret to


get the secret. Any exposed credential grants access with no way to know which workload 

used it, or when. Rotation is manual and risky, so it rarely happens. The blast radius of a 

breach is everything that credential could reach.
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Two Trust Domains, One Boundary
With Workload Identity Federation, a workload proves who it is to its own platform's identity 

provider, then presents that proof across a federation boundary to a Security Token Service on 

the resource owner's side. The STS validates the identity token and issues a short-lived access 

token in return — no shared secrets, no pre-provisioned credentials. Every access request now 

carries a verified identity rather than a stolen or leaked key.

Federation boundary
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Identity token →
AI agent / Service

The workload requesting access

← Access token
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Security Token Service
Validates, issues access token


WIF provider

Identity Provider
Attests & issues token

Attest ID token Access

Resource Server
API · database · service

Authenticated request — uses the short-lived access token

03 / 05 C o m p l e m e n ta ry  l ay e r

What Service Meshes Do — And Don’t Do
Service meshes are often seen as an alternative, but they solve the credential


problem in one specific place. A mesh like Istio or Linkerd operates at the network layer  — 

controlling traffic between workloads via mTLS inside a consistent environment such as a 

cluster. It does not authenticate workloads to external resources or broker access across 

different environments and credential types. Workload IAM operates at the application 

identity layer and is built to do exactly that.

Service mesh and Workload IAM are complementary, not interchangeable. The mesh


handles network-layer traffic control inside the cluster; Workload IAM handles application-


layer identity and access across any environment, for any credential type.

I N C O N S I S T E N T
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Varies by provider

Batch Job
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Manual config

Third-party SaaS

Outside the network

S E R V I C E  M E S H  —  N E T W O R K  L A Y E R E X T E R N A L  S E R V I C E S

OAuth SaaS API
Salesforce · StripeService A Service B

+ sidecar proxy + sidecar proxy

SigV4Controls data 
flow via mTLS

Cloud Database
RDS · Cloud SQL

— network layer only

API key Data Warehouse
Service C AI Agent Snowflake · BigQuery

+ sidecar proxy + sidecar proxy

JWT / OIDC Internal API
Outside the cluster

Mesh Control Plane
Issues SPIFFE SVIDs to sidecars

mTLS — network layer (inside the mesh)

Application identity layer (Workload IAM, any environment)
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Relationship Sprawl
WIF solves the credential problem — but not the configuration problem. Every workload 

platform must establish a bilateral trust relationship with every resource owner. At scale this 

becomes unmanageable: a burden for developers building software, and for security teams 

auditing access.
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AWS Workloads Internal API

AI Agent on GCP
GKE · Cloud Run
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On-prem Cluster Secrets Manager

SaaS Platforms
Third-party workloads

SaaS APIs
Salesforce · Stripe · …

16 bilateral relationships — each manually configured and independently maintained

05 / 05 T h e  s o l u t i o n  at  s ca l e

A Workload IAM Platform as the Hub
A Workload IAM platform replaces the tangle with a single integration point on each side. 


Each workload platform integrates once. Each resource owner integrates once. Policy, audit, 

and access are managed centrally.

Adding a new workload platform or resource owner takes one new integration — not new


bilateral trust relationships, configurations, and policies.
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AWS Workloads

R E S O U R C E  O W N E R S

Internal API

AI Agent on GCP
GKE · Cloud Run

Data Warehouse

Workload IAM platform

Single integration point

On-prem Cluster Secrets Manager

SaaS Platforms
Third-party workloads

SaaS APIs
Salesforce · Stripe · …

Each side integrates once — policy, audit, and access managed centrally

Want to See Workload IAM In Action?
Aembit is the Workload IAM platform built for agentic AI and


machine-to-machine access. No secrets. No sprawl. Just


verified identity at every hop.

Request a demo at aembit.io


