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There's a phrase I hear from organizations every time data privacy comes up in a scoping call: 
"We're not a European company, so GDPR doesn't really apply to us." 

That statement is wrong more often than it's right. And even when it is technically correct, it 
misses the bigger point entirely. 

The General Data Protection Regulation — Regulation (EU) 2016/679, in force since May 2018 
— is the most consequential privacy law ever written. Not because of the fines, though those 
are real and substantial. Because it fundamentally changed what it means to handle personal 
data responsibly. And in the years since, it has reshaped privacy law globally, from California's 
CPRA to Brazil's LGPD to Canada's Bill C-27. If you understand GDPR, you understand the 
direction of travel for every data protection framework that matters. 

This post explains what GDPR actually is, whether it applies to your organization, and why — 
even if you could technically opt out — you probably shouldn't want to. 

What GDPR Actually Is 

GDPR is a regulation of the European Union that establishes how personal data about EU 
residents must be collected, stored, processed, and protected. It replaced the 1995 Data 
Protection Directive, which was written before smartphones, cloud computing, and social media 
existed, and was frankly unfit for the modern data economy. 

At its core, GDPR is built on seven principles (Article 5): 

Lawfulness, fairness, and transparency. You must have a legal reason to process personal 
data, and you must be honest with people about how you use it. 

Purpose limitation. Data collected for one purpose cannot be quietly repurposed for another. 

Data minimisation. Collect only what you actually need. If you don't need a birth date, don't 
collect it. 

Accuracy. Keep data up to date and correct when it's wrong. 

Storage limitation. Don't keep data longer than necessary. Define a retention period and 
enforce it. 

Integrity and confidentiality. Protect data against unauthorized access, loss, and destruction 
— through appropriate technical and organizational security measures. 



Accountability. Organizations must be able to demonstrate compliance, not just claim it. This is 
the principle that makes GDPR a living governance obligation, not a one-time project. 

These principles govern everything from how a SaaS startup handles customer emails to how a 
hospital stores patient records to how an e-commerce platform runs retargeting ads. 

Does GDPR Apply to Your Organization? 

Here's where it gets important. GDPR has an unusually broad territorial scope defined in Article 
3, and it does not care where your servers are or where your company is incorporated. 

You are subject to GDPR if you are established in the EU and process personal data — 
regardless of whether the processing itself happens in the EU. 

Or — and this is the part that catches most non-EU organizations off guard — you are based 
outside the EU but you either offer goods or services to people in the EU, or you monitor the 
behavior of people in the EU. 

Running a SaaS product with EU customers? Subject to GDPR. Running advertising 
campaigns targeted at users in France? Subject to GDPR. Tracking website visitors 
from EU countries with analytics cookies? Almost certainly subject to GDPR. 

The European Data Protection Board has consistently interpreted "targeting" broadly. The fact 
that your website is in English and your pricing is in dollars does not exempt you if EU residents 
can and do use your product. 

This is why "we're not a European company" is such a dangerous assumption. For any 
organization with a digital presence — which is essentially every organization — the question is 
not whether GDPR applies but how extensively it applies. 

What GDPR Requires of Organizations 

Compliance is not a single action. It is a governance program. The core obligations fall into 
several categories: 

Lawful basis for processing. Every processing activity must have a documented legal basis 
under Article 6. The six options are consent, contract, legal obligation, vital interests, public task, 
and legitimate interests. "We thought it was fine" is not one of them. 

Transparency and notices. When you collect data directly from individuals (Article 13) or 
obtain it from other sources (Article 14), you must tell people who you are, why you're 
processing their data, how long you'll keep it, who you share it with, and what rights they have. 

Data subject rights. Individuals have the right to access their data, correct it, erase it, restrict 
its processing, port it to another service, and object to certain uses. You need a process to 
handle these requests within one month. 

Data Processing Agreements. If you use third-party vendors who process personal data on 
your behalf, you need written contracts with each of them that meet the requirements of Article 
28. 

Security. Article 32 requires appropriate technical and organizational measures to protect 
personal data. This is outcome-based — organizations cannot hide behind a checkbox list. 



Breach notification. If a personal data breach occurs, you have 72 hours to notify your 
supervisory authority (Article 33). High-risk breaches require direct notification to affected 
individuals (Article 34). 

Data Protection Impact Assessments. High-risk processing activities require a formal DPIA 
before they begin (Article 35). 

Why Compliance Is Worth It — Even When It's Hard 

I want to be direct here, because I think the compliance industry sometimes buries this point 
under an avalanche of framework language. 

GDPR compliance is difficult. It requires real investment in governance, documentation, 
technical controls, vendor management, and ongoing monitoring. For a small organization, that 
can feel overwhelming. 

Organizations that take GDPR seriously end up with better security, better data 
governance, and better relationships with their customers. Not as a side effect. As a 
direct consequence of doing the work. 

When you inventory your data to understand what you're collecting and why, you often discover 
data you didn't know you had — data sitting in forgotten storage buckets, data retained far past 
any reasonable purpose, data shared with third parties that were never properly contracted. 
GDPR forces you to find it and deal with it. That process is inherently a security improvement. 

When you implement proper consent mechanisms and privacy notices, you build a relationship 
with your users based on transparency rather than hidden defaults. That builds trust. And in a 
market where data scandals regularly make headlines, trust is a competitive differentiator. 

And when you can demonstrate to a prospective enterprise customer that you have a mature 
privacy program — that your DPA is ready to sign, that your processing activities are 
documented and lawful — you close deals faster. GDPR compliance is not just a legal 
obligation; for many B2B organizations, it is a commercial necessity. 

The Cost of Non-Compliance 

Under Article 83, GDPR fines reach up to €20 million or 4% of global annual turnover — 
whichever is higher. These are not theoretical numbers. Meta has been fined over €1.2 billion 
by the Irish Data Protection Commission. Amazon faced €746 million in penalties. Enforcement 
has accelerated steadily since 2018. 

But I would be doing a disservice to frame compliance purely as fine avoidance. Organizations 
that treat GDPR as a floor — a minimum to avoid punishment — miss the point. The 
organizations that handle privacy best treat it as a design principle: privacy by default, data 
minimisation by default, transparency by default. 

They don't ask what they can get away with. They ask what they actually need, and how to 
protect it properly. That posture, consistently applied, is what produces durable compliance. It 
also tends to produce better products. 

Introducing the DISC GDPR Advisor 



To support organizations navigating this terrain, we've built the DISC GDPR Advisor — an AI-
powered compliance tool embedded in our platform at deurainfosec.com. The Advisor is 
purpose-built around four workflows that reflect the real work of GDPR compliance: 

Compliance Q&A. Ask any GDPR question and receive a precise, article-cited answer. The 
Advisor covers the full regulation including current EDPB guidance, the UK Data (Use and 
Access) Act 2025, recent CJEU rulings, and the EU-US Data Privacy Framework's current legal 
status. 

Code and system audits. Paste a database schema, system architecture, or code snippet and 
receive a structured audit with findings, severity ratings, article citations, and remediation 
priorities. 

Document drafting. The Advisor drafts GDPR-compliant documents — privacy notices, Data 
Processing Agreements, DPIAs, data subject rights procedures, and Records of Processing 
Activities entries — in plain language as required by Article 12. 

Data flow review. Describe your application stack, third-party vendors, and transfer 
destinations. Receive a compliance analysis covering lawful basis, cross-border transfer 
safeguards, and documented gaps. 

The tool is designed for GRC professionals, DPOs, security engineers, and compliance teams 
who need fast, authoritative answers without wading through regulatory text. 

Privacy Is Not a Burden. It's a Standard. 

Privacy regulation exists because the default behavior of organizations, left to their own 
economic incentives, is to collect as much data as possible, retain it indefinitely, share it 
broadly, and protect it minimally. GDPR — imperfect as any regulation is — exists to correct 
that default. 

The organizations that genuinely internalize this understand that their users are not data 
sources. They are people who have made a choice to share information in exchange for a 
service, and that exchange creates an obligation. GDPR puts legal teeth on that obligation. But 
the ethics of it precede the law. 

When your organization treats personal data with the care it deserves — collecting 
less, protecting more, being honest about what you do and why — you are not just 
achieving compliance. You are building something worth trusting. 

That, in my view, is the real return on GDPR investment. 

 

DISC InfoSec (Deura Information Security Consulting) specializes in AI governance, ISO 42001, ISO 27001, and 
GDPR compliance. The DISC GDPR Advisor is available at deurainfosec.com. 

This post is informational and does not constitute legal advice. For high-stakes GDPR matters, consult a qualified 
data protection lawyer or your DPO. 


