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Introduction: Why Compliance Is Your
Product’s Foundation
In October 2024, the Irish Data Protection Commission fined LinkedIn €310
million for collecting user data for behavioral analysis and targeted advertising
without a valid legal basis. The fine was not about a data breach, hacked
servers, or stolen passwords. It was about a company that treated user
privacy as an afterthought and built its product on a foundation of unlawful
processing.[7]

Six months earlier, TikTok received a €530 million penalty from the same
authority for illegally transferring European Economic Area user data to China.
In August 2024, Uber was fined €290 million by the Dutch regulator for
transferring sensitive EU driver data to the United States without adequate
safeguards.[1]

These are not isolated incidents. Since the GDPR entered into force in May
2018, European regulators have issued over 2,800 fines totaling more than €7.1
billion. More than 60 percent of that total has been imposed since January
2023 alone.[2] In 2025, regulators handed down approximately €1.2 billion in
new penalties. Data protection authorities received an average of 443 breach
notifications per day, a 22 percent increase over the previous year.[2]

The message is unambiguous: compliance is not optional, it is expensive,
and the consequences for getting it wrong are growing every year.

The Cost of Getting It Wrong

For a SaaS startup, a €300 million fine is existential. Even a €3 million penalty
can derail a Series A or force a pivot. But the financial damage is only part of
the story. When a company faces regulatory scrutiny, the operational toll is
enormous: engineering teams pull back from product development to answer
auditors’ questions, sales cycles lengthen as enterprise buyers demand security
reviews, and customer trust erodes faster than any competitor’s marketing
campaign can rebuild it.
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The good news is that most of these penalties are preventable. An analysis
of the ten largest GDPR fines between 2024 and 2025 found that nine out
of ten could have been materially reduced or eliminated through proper
data anonymization or pseudonymization.[3] Cross-border transfer violations,
which account for the highest individual penalties, disappear entirely when
data is anonymized before it leaves the EU, because properly anonymized data
falls outside the scope of the GDPR altogether.[3]

The EU as a Regulatory Superpower

The European Union has become the world’s most powerful regulatory force in
the digital economy. This phenomenon, known as the “Brussels Effect,” means
that global SaaS companies typically apply EU standards worldwide rather than
maintaining separate compliance regimes for different markets. The GDPR set
this precedent: its extraterritorial reach means that a startup in San Francisco,
Berlin, or Bangalore processing the personal data of EU residents must comply,
regardless of where the company is headquartered.[2]

The EU’s regulatory momentum has not slowed. The AI Act, which entered
into force in August 2024, creates the world’s first comprehensive binding
framework for artificial intelligence. The NIS2 Directive expanded cybersecu-
rity obligations to an estimated 160,000 entities across the EU. The European
Accessibility Act came into force for new products and services on June 28,
2025. The EU Data Act, effective September 12, 2025, gives customers the right
to switch SaaS providers with a maximum two-month notice and bans exit fees
by January 2027.[4][5]

Together, these regulations form a comprehensive compliance landscape
that every SaaS company must navigate. The complexity is daunting, but
the underlying principles are consistent: protect personal data, secure your
systems, be transparent with your users, and document everything.

Who This Book Is For and How to Use It

This book is written for SaaS founders, CTOs, developers, product managers,
and compliance officers who are building or operating a software product that
serves customers in the European Union. You do not need a law degree to
benefit from it. What you need is technical literacy and an understanding
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that compliance is not a legal checkbox but an architectural and operational
discipline.

The book is organized to take you from foundational concepts to advanced,
real-world application:

• Chapters 1 and 2 establish the regulatory landscape and the GDPR’s core
requirements for SaaS companies.

• Chapters 3 through 5 translate legal obligations into technical and op-
erational decisions: how to architect a GDPR-compliant product, how
to handle cookies and consent, and how the AI Act applies to your AI-
powered features.

• Chapters 6 through 8 cover cybersecurity (NIS2, ISO 27001, SOC 2),
accessibility (EAA, WCAG), and VAT/tax compliance.

• Chapters 9 through 11 address the contracts, operational practices, and
scaling strategies that keep a SaaS company compliant as it grows.

• Chapter 12 looks ahead at emerging regulations and enforcement trends.

Each chapter includes concrete examples, checklists, and templates you
can adapt for your own business. The references section at the end provides
authoritative sources for every major claim.

The Compliance Mindset: From Checkbox to Culture

The most successful SaaS companies do not treat compliance as a project with
a start date and an end date. They treat it as a design principle, baked into
product decisions from the first line of code. This is what the GDPR calls “data
protection by design and by default” (Article 25). It sounds like legal boilerplate,
but it has profound practical implications.

Consider the LinkedIn case: the €310 million fine arose because user
data was processed for behavioral advertising without a valid legal basis. A
compliance-by-design approach would have meant evaluating the lawful basis
for this processing before building the feature, rather than discovering the
problem during a regulatory investigation. Consider TikTok: the €530 million
fine resulted from data transfers to China that lacked adequate safeguards. A
compliance-by-design architecture would have kept EU user data within the
EU or applied robust anonymization before any cross-border transfer.[2]
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The companies that thrive under the EU’s regulatory regime are not the
ones that hire the most lawyers. They are the ones that build their products
with compliance as a first-class concern. This book will show you how to do
exactly that.
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