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Compliance as the
Core of SaaS Trust

The global SaaS market is projected to reach $887 billion by 2030,

growing at roughly 15% a year1, redefining how businesses operate, store

data and deliver services.

With that growth, and with increasingly international operations, comes the harder

problem: scaling while staying compliant and managing compliance risk.

Today’s SaaS customers demand more than product performance; they demand trust.

They expect their providers to protect sensitive data, comply with sanctions and

privacy laws, and act efficiently when risks arise. Compliance has evolved from a

back-office process into a core pillar of brand reputation.

Regulators now view SaaS companies as custodians of sensitive data and

gatekeepers in the digital economy. Authorities such as OFSI, OFAC, FINTRAC and the

European Commission have expanded their expectations, requiring SaaS firms to

demonstrate active screening, due diligence and incident readiness.2

Modern compliance teams are no longer reactive. They are architects of digital trust,

embedding risk controls into APIs, integrating sanctions checks into customer

onboarding and automating KYC workflows across entire customer bases.

$887bn
MARKET VOLUME BY 2030

~15%
ANNUAL GROWTH TO 2030

For SaaS leaders, compliance is not a constraint. It is a competitive
advantage. The companies that thrive will treat it as a strategic function

that scales with innovation.

SECTION 1 3

https://www.sanctions.io


THE SAAS COMPLIANCE PL AYBOOK sanctions.io

S E C T I O N  2

The SaaS Risk and
Regulatory Landscape
Global data laws, geopolitical volatility and third-party dependencies

have reshaped how SaaS risk must be managed. Four forces define

the landscape.

1 Global data regulations

New and evolving privacy frameworks, from the EU’s GDPR to the US’s CPRA

and emerging acts in Brazil, India and the Middle East, require SaaS

companies to handle data under strict transparency and localization rules.

Hosting data outside a user’s country of origin may now require explicit

legal justification.3

2 Sanctions volatility

Global sanctions lists have expanded dramatically since 2022, with new

entities added almost daily.4 SaaS platforms with international customer bases

must screen users, vendors and payment channels across OFAC, EU, UN, OFSI

and other lists in real time.5

3 Third-party risk expansion

SaaS businesses are built on interconnectivity: APIs, integrations and partner

ecosystems. Each connection introduces exposure. Regulators now expect

ongoing, continuous monitoring of vendors, data processors, third-party

services and customers.6
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4 AI regulation and explainability

The EU AI Act and similar frameworks demand that SaaS providers using

AI-driven processes maintain explainability and auditability in decision-

making. “Black box” automation is no longer acceptable in compliance-

critical functions.7

I N  S H O R T

SaaS compliance today is multi-dimensional. It requires real-time
visibility, continuous monitoring and cross-functional accountability
across legal, technical and operational teams.

AI is a double-edged sword: it strengthens compliance capability while

simultaneously enabling bad actors to carry out more advanced fraud and

illicit activity.
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The Compliance Mandate
for SaaS Businesses
Compliance is no longer a checkbox. It is a business-critical discipline

that touches every layer of the SaaS model.

Data governance and privacy protection

SaaS providers manage millions of sensitive data points every day, from credentials and

financial details to usage analytics and proprietary content. A single misconfigured data

pipeline can trigger multi-million-dollar penalties.8 Robust governance ensures encryption,

anonymization and compliance with local data-residency laws.

Customer and partner screening

With the rise in global sanctions enforcement, platforms must ensure that users, clients

and even trial sign-ups are not on jurisdictionally relevant watchlists. Integrating real-time

screening APIs directly into CRMs and billing systems reduces manual error and makes

coverage scalable.9

Cross-border risk management

Operating across borders means navigating multiple legal systems, data-sharing

agreements and export-control laws. Compliance teams should maintain a central risk

register mapping every jurisdiction served, with its regulatory obligations.

Audit readiness and documentation

Modern regulators expect auditability. Every screening result, data update and policy

change must be traceable. Automated audit logs and consistent documentation across

systems are essential for operational integrity and regulator trust.

Compliance is not about ticking boxes. It is about proving the right

to operate.
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Hidden Risks in
the SaaS Model
Five exposures quietly undermine compliance when they are not

managed proactively.

Multi-tenant data
exposure

Shared infrastructure creates risk when tenants are not logically

segregated; a misconfiguration can expose data across clients.10

Unmonitored APIs Third-party integrations can bypass core compliance controls,

potentially letting bad actors reach sensitive information and

connected ecosystems.

Shadow IT Internal teams deploy tools without security or compliance

review, creating blind spots in governance.

Incomplete
offboarding

Failure to deprovision users or partners after contract end

leaves lingering data and active credentials, a hidden

compliance gap.

Vendor chain
vulnerabilities

SaaS firms rely on vendors for hosting, payments and analytics.

Each one introduces new jurisdictional and legal exposure.

T H E  A N S W E R Layered defense: continuous monitoring, vendor

due diligence, and compliance embedded across
every infrastructure layer.
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When SaaS Companies
Get It Wrong
Even the most advanced SaaS organizations have faced costly

compliance lapses.

Zoom 2020–2021 · Privacy

Privacy gaps, including calls mistakenly routed through servers in China and overstated

encryption claims, triggered regulatory investigations, reputational damage and an $85

million class-action settlement.11

C O N S E Q U E N C E S

Bans by schools, companies and government

bodies while trust was rebuilt. A 90-day

feature freeze to fix security. Heightened

scrutiny from privacy regulators globally.

K E Y  L E S S O N S

Data routing must be transparent and

jurisdictionally compliant. Privacy-by-design is

not optional. Once trust is lost, remediation is

slow and costly.

Twilio 2022 · Social engineering

A phishing-based breach exposed weaknesses in employee verification workflows and

showed how human error defeats otherwise sophisticated systems.12

C O N S E Q U E N C E S

Compromise of customer OTP and 2FA

delivery. Regulatory inquiries and deeper

enterprise audits. Multi-million-dollar security

investment to rebuild confidence.

K E Y  L E S S O N S

Identity verification must be layered, not

dependent on human review. Access controls

need continuous testing. Social engineering

remains the biggest SaaS threat.
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Cloudflare 2019–2026 · Sanctions and export controls

Cloudflare discovered that its network had been used by, and in some cases paid for by,

parties on OFAC’s SDN list and users in embargoed regions. It voluntarily disclosed the

issue to OFAC, the Bureau of Industry and Security and the Census Bureau in 2019.13

C O N S E Q U E N C E S

Nearly seven years of regulatory review, with

OFAC closing the case without penalty only in

2026. New screening controls, ongoing

disclosure in every SEC filing, and sustained

legal cost.

K E Y  L E S S O N S

Infrastructure SaaS is in scope for sanctions

law even when it never touches money.

Voluntary disclosure and remediation are what

keep a violation from becoming a penalty.

Automated entity screening is essential for

global products.

CAS E  S T U DY  ·  DATA . WO R L D

How data.world partnered with sanctions.io to strengthen its
compliance program and automate sanctions screening.

Read the case study 
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Compliance as a
Strategic Growth Lever
Compliance is not a cost center. Done well, it is a growth multiplier.

1

Accelerated onboarding

Automated due diligence and real-time

screening cut onboarding delays by

up to 70%, improving the customer

experience14 and reducing poor

first impressions.

2

Investor and
enterprise confidence

Enterprise buyers and investors

demand visible compliance maturity:

SOC 2, ISO 27001, sanctions readiness.

It moves valuation and deal velocity.15

3

Global market entry

Strong foundations open markets.

Automated screening and localized data
handling allow faster expansion into

regulated jurisdictions.

4

Brand differentiation

In an age of data mistrust, brands that

can prove ethical handling and
governance win customer loyalty and

keep it.

70% reduction in onboarding delay is achievable with
automated due diligence and real-time screening.
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Building the SaaS
Compliance Framework
An effective strategy is built in five phases.

P H AS E  1 Assess

Map every regulatory touchpoint: privacy, sanctions, data residency.

Identify risk exposure across customer journeys and integrations.

P H AS E  2 Design

Define controls, escalation routes and screening triggers. Establish

policies for vendor oversight and periodic review.

P H AS E  3 Integrate

Use compliance APIs to embed real-time screening and reporting across

CRMs, billing systems and data lakes.

P H AS E  4 Monitor

Implement continuous monitoring for new sanctions updates, system

anomalies and vendor non-conformance.

P H AS E  5 Audit and optimize

Review outcomes quarterly, benchmark against KPIs such as false-

positive rate and screening latency, and refine continuously.

The result is a proactive, data-driven compliance engine that supports

operational scale and regulatory readiness at the same time.
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Automation, AI and the
Next Era of Compliance
AI is moving compliance from reactive to predictive to proactive,

identifying risk earlier and cutting false positives.

Machine learning Refines name-matching accuracy, identifying patterns across

languages and spelling variations.

Natural language
processing

Applies contextual understanding to detect risk indicators

in unstructured data, including adverse media and

email communications.

API-driven workflows Enable automated decision-making at scale across CRMs,

ERPs and billing systems while maintaining a complete

audit trail.

Continuous list
monitoring

Ensures sanctions updates are reflected instantly across the

entire user database.

With AI, compliance teams shift from endless manual review to strategic

oversight, letting SaaS firms grow without compliance bottlenecks.
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Creating a Culture of
Continuous Compliance
Technology cannot replace a compliance mindset. Leadership drives the

cultural adoption that makes controls hold.

Leadership commitment

Executive teams champion compliance KPIs as business metrics, not

departmental reporting.

Cross-functional awareness

Every department, from product to marketing, is trained on data handling, risk signals

and escalation.

Positive reinforcement

Transparency is encouraged by rewarding risk reporting rather than punishing it.

Continuous learning

Regular updates and scenario-based exercises keep teams aligned with

new regulation.

Culture turns compliance from a requirement into a shared value,
consistent and resilient across every SaaS process.
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Turning Compliance
into a Competitive
Edge with sanctions.io

The SaaS leaders defining the next decade treat compliance as a growth driver,

not an operational burden. In a landscape of rapid product innovation, distributed

data and constant regulatory change, compliance maturity is the clearest signal of

trustworthiness and scalability.

By embedding compliance into every layer of their operations, SaaS companies

move faster, expand globally and keep the confidence of regulators and enterprise

clients alike. Doing it manually is no longer viable: the speed of sanctions updates,

the complexity of global data law and the interdependency of third-party APIs

demand automated, intelligent infrastructure.

With its real-time API, sanctions.io screens users, transactions and business

partners instantly against major global sanctions, PEP and watchlist sources,

including OFAC, EU, UN and OFSI, with support for custom lists, without disrupting

customer experience or slowing onboarding.

Smart-matching technology, powered by machine learning and NLP, minimizes

false positives so compliance teams focus on genuine risk. Beyond accuracy,

sanctions.io provides continuous monitoring and the auditable records needed to

prove regulatory readiness during reviews and due diligence.

400+
CUSTOMERS

60 min
UPDATE FREQUENCY

200k
ADVERSE MEDIA SOURCES
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In a world where SaaS products power critical infrastructure, data
ecosystems and financial flows, trust is the ultimate differentiator.

For SaaS providers serving global customers, sanctions.io removes the operational

friction of managing multiple screening tools and manual list updates, building trust

through precision, automation and transparency.

E M B E D D E D  I N  T H E  WO R K F LOW, SA AS  T E A M S  CA N

Reduce false positives by up to 70% through AI-enhanced screening.

Automate rescreening and reporting across millions of users.

Achieve faster onboarding with embedded API integration.

Demonstrate audit-readiness and regulator confidence at scale.
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Conclusion: Compliance
as a Growth Engine
sanctions.io turns compliance from a regulatory requirement into a growth-

enabling advantage, one that safeguards reputation, accelerates expansion

and strengthens the trust underpinning every successful SaaS business.

Fast, accurate screening for sanctions, PEPs and adverse media, powered by a

modern API that integrates cleanly into SaaS workflows. Real-time updates, high-

precision matching and audit-ready reporting help teams detect risk early, reduce

false positives and keep compliance scalable.

In short, compliance is not just protection; it is momentum.

YO U R  N E X T  S T E P S

1 Assess your current compliance and sanctions screening process for
vulnerabilities and inefficiencies.

2 Read the Sanctions Screening Guide to learn how to implement
better screening.

3 Explore our vendor selection resources, including the Vendor Selection

Guide and checklist builder, to understand which features matter in a
screening solution.

Book a call
See how leading SaaS companies turn
compliance into growth.
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