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In today's complex regulatory landscape, organizations face the dual challenge of

reducing risk while optimizing operational efficiencies. However, often the

foundational practices necessary to establish a robust Governance, Risk, and

Compliance (GRC) program are missing.  

Whether starting a new GRC program or looking to enhance an existing one, this

guide provides a strategic blueprint for organizations looking to not only meet

compliance demands but quickly achieve a significant return on investment. 

From setting up a governance framework to integrating advanced risk assessment

workflows, this guide outlines the essential steps to build a scalable and efficient

GRC system, maximizing your return on investment while driving business

success. 
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A well-defined governance structure is fundamental in setting the stage for a scalable and

effective GRC program. The governance structure lays the foundational framework for how risk

and compliance are managed across the organization by defining security controls and aligning

the people, policies, processes, and technology necessary to support them. With this,

organizations also unlock the strategic reuse of controls and evidence across its compliance and

risk management programs. This ensures that all stakeholders are aware of their obligations

and processes to follow, therefore fostering a consistent approach to risk and compliance

management.  

At the core of strong governance is a centralized control set- a single source of truth that

documents the mechanisms put in place to meet various compliance frameworks and lower

residual risk.  

We recommend organizations use our built-in control library, the Secure Control Framework

(SCF). The SCF acts as the behind-the-scenes network, seamlessly linking compliance

requirements and risks through controls. And since ZenGRC maintains the mappings between

the SCF and relevant compliance frameworks, our solution easily finds gaps and non-

conformities as changes occur.  

Organizations that do not use the SCF can import bespoke controls or other industry-standard

sets, such as the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) Cybersecurity Framework

or the Center for Internet Security (CIS) Controls. Establishing a baseline control set ensures that

all stakeholders are aware of their obligations and the processes to follow, fostering a consistent

approach to risk and compliance management.  

Chapter 1: Setting the Foundation

Defining Centralized Controls for Comprehensive Coverage1.
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Aligning Business Object with Controls

ZenGRC defines business objects as the ways in which an

organization implements their controls and reduces

organizational risk. They are the building blocks that represent all

the critical elements within your business environment—ranging

from people to policies, processes, services and more. By tailoring

these business objects to mirror your organizational structure,

you unlock the power to streamline operations and enhance

compliance with ease.  

In addition, centralized control sets offer:  

Standardization: Using a common control set offers a standardized approach to managing risks and

compliance. This standardization is critical because it ensures consistency in how controls are applied

across various departments and functions within the organization. Consistent application of controls is

essential for effective risk management and regulatory compliance, as it reduces variability and

confusion.  

Efficiency and Scalability: When organizations use a common set of controls, they streamline the

implementation and management of their GRC programs. This approach eliminates the need to create

unique controls for different parts of the organization, saving time and resources. Additionally, a

common control set can be easily scaled as the organization grows or as regulatory requirements

change, allowing the GRC program to adapt without overhauling the foundational elements. 

Integration and Interoperability: Common control sets facilitate better integration of various

organizational processes and systems. Since the controls are standardized, they can easily align with

other systems and processes within the organization. This alignment helps in creating an interconnected

GRC ecosystem where data and insights can be shared efficiently across the organization, enhancing

overall risk visibility and response. 

Compliance and Audit Readiness: A common control set significantly aids in meeting regulatory

requirements and preparing for audits. Evidence is continuously collected and assessed at the control

level but shared with relevant compliance frameworks, ensuring that the organization can confidently

and quickly remediate non-conformities and demonstrate compliance during audits. 

Effective Risk Management: A common control set provides a comprehensive basis for identifying,

assessing, and mitigating risks systematically. It ensures that all potential risks are considered under a

unified framework, improving the organization's ability to manage and mitigate risks before they become

critical issues. 

 

2.
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Connectors are indispensable tools designed to enhance workflows by automating tasks and evidence

collection. They streamline processes within organizations, allowing for more efficient task management,

precise data collection, and minimal user action in evidence gathering.  

Getting the Most out of Business Objects: Custom Attributes 
 
Some organizations may require tracking data points that are not specifically addressed within
the default attributes of the ZenGRC solutions. Before importing any data, assess whether the
out-of-the-box attributes fit your needs and, if necessary, create custom attributes. Pre-
defining these attributes ensures that they are correctly included in the import template,
enhancing data consistency and utility. 

We recommend importing business objects and aligning them with the organization’s controls to ensure

the governance structure accurately reflects your operational nuances. Begin by aligning overarching

policies with each control, followed by supporting processes, responsible roles, and applicable services.

Aligning controls and business objects in this way ensures the governance structure mirrors the

organizational structure. Further, this model offers: 

Enhanced Clarity and Ownership: By defining business objects that align with the actual roles, teams,

processes, and policies within the organization, you ensure that there is clear ownership and

accountability for each element. This clarity is crucial for maintaining control over compliance tasks and

risk management activities, as each business object has a designated owner responsible for its

management and compliance. 

Streamlined Compliance and Risk Management: Tailoring business objects to your organizational

structure facilitates the precise alignment of controls to the specific areas they are meant to protect or

regulate. This targeted alignment helps to reduce organizational risk by ensuring that controls are not

just broadly applied but are specifically designed to address the risks pertinent to the organization.  

Scalability and Flexibility: As organizations grow and evolve, their structures, processes, and compliance

requirements change. A GRC system that uses well-defined business objects tailored to the

organization's structure can more easily adapt to these changes. This scalability is essential for

maintaining compliance and managing risks effectively as the business expands or shifts focus. 

Automating Evidence Collection for Streamlined Compliance3.
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We recommend enabling connectors and start collecting evidence at this phase to significantly enhance the

effectiveness and efficiency of the ZenGRC solutions overall and see a return on investment swiftly.  

By doing so, organizations will see: 

Streamlined Data Collection: By setting up connectors early in the GRC process, organizations can ensure

that they are collecting the right data from the start. This automation reduces manual errors and ensures

data consistency, which is crucial for accurate risk assessment and compliance reporting. 

Efficiency in Task Management: Integrating with ticketing systems and enabling recurring tasks enhances

operational efficiency by reducing the manual effort needed to track compliance tasks and gather

necessary evidence. It ensures that evidence is collected timely and accurately, aligning with the compliance

schedule. 

Automated Evidence Collection: By automating evidence collection, organizations can minimize the need

for user intervention, which reduces the risk of human error and increases the reliability of the evidence

collected. Additionally, AEC connectors are pre-mapped to framework requirements, which ensures that

the evidence is relevant and organized according to compliance standards. Setting up AEC connectors from

the beginning accelerates the readiness for audits, as evidence is systematically collected and cataloged. 

Defining a centralized control set, aligning the controls with supporting business objects, and enabling

continuous and automated evidence collection fosters a proactive compliance culture that is essential for

sustaining long-term compliance and risk mitigation. 
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Fully Automated
Evidence Collection

captures evidence from
hosting service

providers, such as AWS,
Azure, and GCP, and

pre-maps it to relevant
compliance

frameworks.  

Custom Fetchers
allow users to specify

the data, cadence, and
mapping of evidence

from a SaaS
application, such as

KnowBe4, GitHub, or
Security Scorecard.  

Ticking System
integrations, including

Jira and Service Now,
empower organizations

to automate and
schedule manual

evidence requests. 

Our OpenAPI
empowers

organizations to truly
maximize evidence

collection from
bespoke systems.  

At ZenGRC, we have four main types of connectors, each offering unique benefits to your data

management and automation strategies. 

Getting the Most out of Business Objects: Policy Approval Workflows 
 
Many regulatory and statutory frameworks necessitate policy approvals to demonstrate
governance and accountability. When establishing connectors, consider setting up recurring
approval workflows to streamline this process. Pre-configuring these workflows ensures policies
are reviewed and approved consistently, and that evidence of approval is readily available.  
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Implementing Continuous Compliance Programs (CCPs) using a centralized control set allows
organizations to streamline their compliance efforts, ensuring they can proactively address non-
conformities outside of traditional audit processes, and easily add additional frameworks in the future.  

A well-structured CCP not only reduces the risk of non-compliance and associated penalties but also
enhances operational efficiencies and supports strategic decision-making. It shifts the compliance
posture from reactive to proactive, ensuring that the organization is always prepared for regulatory
changes, audits, and internal reviews. This ongoing commitment to compliance fosters trust among
stakeholders, customers, and regulatory organizations. 

 

Aligning controls with organizational and regulatory requirements begins with understanding the
overarching regulatory landscape and the organization's business needs. The process involves mapping
out controls against these requirements to ensure thorough coverage without redundancies.  

Organizations that use the built-in ZenGRC SCF control set will inherit mappings to any supported
Framework upon creating the CCP, making this step unnecessary. For organizations that do not use the
SCF or have bespoke compliance requirements, manual mapping is required for the first framework. 
We recommend starting with the most comprehensive framework to establish a robust baseline.  

Aligning controls in this manner also provides: 
Comprehensive Coverage: Initiating the alignment with the strictest framework ensures the most
critical and expansive set of controls are considered from the outset. This approach minimizes gaps
in compliance and security postures, providing a solid foundation that can be adapted to additional
frameworks with fewer modifications. 
Efficiency in Compliance: Assessing the largest framework first allows for greater efficiency in
meeting multiple compliance requirements. Many frameworks have overlapping controls, so starting
with the most extensive set reduces the need for duplicative efforts. 
Enhanced Security Posture: This method supports a "security by design" philosophy by embedding
comprehensive security controls early in the control design phase.  
Cost-effectiveness: While initially more resource-intensive, starting with a stringent framework can
lead to cost savings over time. Implementing the broadest set of controls initially prevents the need
for significant overhauls later, reducing the long-term costs associated with adapting to new or
missed requirements. 

Chapter 2: Optimizing Oversight
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Conducting control assessments is a crucial phase in the governance, risk management, and compliance

process. Once controls are created, business objects aligned, connectors established, and at least one

framework is mapped, assessing these controls becomes imperative to ensure they are effective and

mature.  

Specifically, control assessments provide: 

Verification of Control Design and Operation: The main goal of conducting control assessments is to

verify the design and operational efficacy of each control. This involves evaluating whether the controls

are appropriately designed to mitigate applicable risks and satisfy the organization’s obligations, and if

they operate as intended in the organization’s daily activities.  

Assessment of Control Maturity: Another critical aspect of control assessments is evaluating their

maturity. This involves determining how ingrained and standardized the control processes are within

the organization. Assessing maturity helps organizations understand the evolution and reliability of

their control environment, indicating areas where controls may need to be strengthened or updated. 

Identification of Gaps and Weaknesses: Through control assessments, organizations can identify any

gaps or weaknesses in their current control framework which is crucial for continuous improvement.

Assessments provide a clear picture of where controls may be failing or where risks are not fully

mitigated, allowing organizations to make informed decisions about where to allocate resources to

enhance their control environment. 
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We recommend you begin by examining the design of the control to ensure it is adequate for the risks

it is intended to mitigate and the requirements it is mapped to. This step will be straightforward if

your controls align with your strictest framework requirements. 

Next, utilize the evidence collected through connectors or recurring evidence requests to validate the

control's operational efficacy. This evidence should directly support the control's design and

demonstrate its effectiveness over time. 

Then, evaluate the maturity of the control by assessing factors such as integration into daily routines,

employee awareness and training regarding the control, and the frequency of control updates and

reviews. Maturity models, such as the Capability Maturity Model Integration (CMMI), can be helpful in

benchmarking and quantifying control maturity. 

Regular assessments of controls are often a regulatory requirement because they ensure that an

organization remains compliant with laws and standards, thus avoiding potential fines and penalties.

But more importantly, these assessments enable organizations to identify issues and resolve them at

a faster pace. Further, centralizing assessments around controls empowers organizations to share

them across applicable framework requirements.  

Conducting Control Assessments2.
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Integrating controls into your continuous compliance program is akin to seamlessly incorporating existing

tools and resources into your operational framework. A continuous compliance program takes the

information from your control assessments and demonstrates how those controls apply to your various

framework requirements. This strategic mapping ensures a holistic and adaptable approach to compliance,

making it simpler to demonstrate how each requirement is met. 
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In addition, continuous compliance aids

organizations in:

Streamlining Compliance Across Frameworks: By pulling controls and evidence from the centralized

control set, you can demonstrate compliance across multiple frameworks simultaneously. This

eliminates redundant control implementation and provides a clear view of how your control

environment satisfies various compliance requirements. 

Proactive Compliance Management: Continuous compliance enables a proactive compliance posture

by continuously assessing control effectiveness and adjusting accordingly. This reduces the risk of non-

compliance and ensures timely responses to regulatory changes or new framework requirements. 

Automated Evidence Collection: Through automated connectors and recurring evidence requests,

organizations can gather evidence of control effectiveness in real-time. This automation simplifies audits

and helps identify control failures quickly. 

Dynamic Risk Assessment: As you’ll see in the next chapter, a CCP supports dynamic risk assessment

by linking control effectiveness to applicable risks. This real-time feedback allows organizations to

prioritize risk mitigation efforts and allocate resources effectively. 

Continuous Improvement: By regularly evaluating control performance and compliance status,

organizations can engage in continuous improvement. This iterative process helps fine-tune the control

environment to better align with evolving requirements and organizational objectives. 

Getting the Most out of Continuous Compliance Programs: Audit Preparation 

 

Preparation is key to a successful audit. Organizations can collect evidence and conduct self-assessments

within the Continuous Compliance Program, then export the evidence, the raw results, or a formatted

report. Additionally, the Audit Request import process empowers users to leverage and share preexisting

evidence with external auditors.  

Implementing Continuous Compliance3.
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Chapter 3: Maximizing Organizational Success

Risks: It’s important to keep in mind that Risks are the possibility of harm, not a

realized event. Whether they’re financial, operational, strategic, or cybersecurity

related, organizations must anticipate and prepare to reduce the impact and

likelihood of the outcome occurring. 

Threats: Threats are specific events or circumstances that could exploit

vulnerabilities and cause a risk to materialize. They include intentional threats

like cyberattacks or unintentional threats like natural disasters or human error.

Think of threats as nouns - they are people, things, or events that may cause

damage or harm.    

To truly maximize organizational success, you must look beyond compliance and consider the risk

associated with your business. Risk can come from various sources, and impact organizations in a variety

of ways. Understanding the threats, vulnerabilities, controls, and exceptions for each risk aids in data-

driven decision making and clear stakeholder communication.  

 
Risk management is a critical process that organizations use to

identify, assess, and mitigate potential harm, protect their assets,

and achieve their objectives. It involves a structured approach to

dealing with uncertainties that could adversely affect the

organization's ability to function effectively and achieve its goals.  

Too often organizations use a Risk Register to capture all adverse

events or activities requiring remediation, which are not risks. 

 

We recommend leveraging the industry-standard Cybersecurity &

Data Privacy Risk Management Model (CP-RMM) to assess and

address risk holistically. Central to this is recognizing how risks,

threats, vulnerabilities, controls, and exceptions interrelate and

shape the overall risk landscape.  

Clarifying the Relationships in 
Risk Management

1.
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Vulnerabilities: Vulnerabilities represent actual materialized or realized gaps, findings, or weaknesses.

This shouldn’t be confused with a risk; vulnerabilities are not hypothetical. Vulnerabilities are generally

identified through compliance activities, third-party assessments, technical vulnerability scanners, or are

self-reported.   

Controls: As we learned in Chapter One, controls are the safeguards or countermeasures put in place to

meet compliance requirements and reduce risk. 

Exceptions: Exceptions are instances where a particular control cannot be implemented due to business

needs or other constraints. They represent a deviation from standard controls and require careful

management to ensure that risks remain within acceptable levels. 

These elements of risk management interact to form a cohesive ecosystem. Threats exploit vulnerabilities,

creating risks that require the implementation of controls. When controls can't be implemented fully,

exceptions must be made to maintain acceptable risk levels.  

When implemented properly, this dynamic interplay forms a continuous view of Risk across an organization,

enabling data-driven decision making and better alignment with organizational objectives.  

Further, establishing risk management in this structured way provides: 

Holistic Understanding of Risk Landscape: By clearly defining and differentiating between risks,

threats, and vulnerabilities, organizations gain a comprehensive understanding of their risk landscape.

This clarity helps prioritize efforts and allocate resources effectively, ensuring that the most critical risks

are addressed. 

Proactive Risk Mitigation: With a detailed understanding of threats and vulnerabilities, organizations

can proactively implement controls to reduce the likelihood of risks materializing. This approach

minimizes the potential impact of adverse events and enhances organizational resilience. 

Consistent Framework for Risk Assessment: A standardized approach to risk management ensures

that risk assessments are consistent across different departments and functions. This consistency

reduces variability in risk evaluation and enables more accurate benchmarking and tracking of risk

trends over time. 

Determining Inherent Risk

Identifying and assessing the threats, vulnerabilities, controls, and

exceptions associated with organizational risk ensures that

mitigating considerations help organizations meet legal and

regulatory requirements while minimizing the likelihood and

impact of security and privacy incidents.   

2.
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Inherent risk represents the baseline risk an organization faces without any controls in place. The average

likelihood multiplied by the average impact of any mapped threats equals the inherent score for a risk. 

 

Inherent Risk = Average (Threat Impact * Threat Likelihood) 

We recommend starting with our pre-built Threat Library that contains a comprehensive list of industry-

standard threats sourced from the Secure Controls Framework, NIST, and the SANS Institue. With Threats

pre-scored by experts and pre-mapped to a built-in Risk Library, organizations obtain an inherent risk

baseline out of the box. Adjusting these scores and re-evaluating them regularly as internal and external

circumstances change is crucial for ensuring your controls adapt to emerging challenges. 

For organizations, this method provides: 

Threat Identification and Assessment: Utilizing a pre-built Threat Library provides access to a

comprehensive list of industry-standard threats, enabling organizations to quickly identify and assess

potential risks. This speeds up the assessment process and ensures that no significant threat is

overlooked.  

Improved Compliance: Identifying and assessing threats and vulnerabilities aligns an organization

with legal and regulatory requirements. This proactive approach ensures that the organization remains

compliant while minimizing the chances of security and privacy incidents. 

Adaptive Risk Management: By quantifying inherent risk through a standardized methodology

(likelihood multiplied by impact), organizations gain clear insights into risk exposure. This information

supports better decision-making and strategic planning.  

 

Understanding inherent risk in detail encourages a more holistic approach to security and privacy. By

recognizing the interdependence of threats, vulnerabilities, and controls, organizations can better plan

their mitigation strategies. 

Getting the Most out of Risk Management 

 

ZenGRC Pro empowers organizations to manage multiple risk registers aligned with asset groups,

business units, product lines, or even specific projects. Whether using our built-in risk and threat

libraries, or adding your own, creating multiple registers allows organizations to pinpoint risk areas

and allocate resources for focused mitigation, safeguarding the organization's operations and

success. 
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Tying it Together3.

Once an organization has laid the governance groundwork and implemented on-going

compliance, it's time to leverage these foundational elements to get a comprehensive,

continuous view of residual risk. Residual risk refers to the risk that still exists despite mitigation

efforts. The inherent risk score multiplied by the average mitigating factor of any mapped

controls equals the residual score for a risk.  
Residual Risk = Inherent Risk * Average of Control Mitigating Factors 

 

Aligning controls with relevant organizational risks ensures thorough oversight and efficient risk

reduction. Organizations that use the built-in Z SCF control set will inherit mappings to

applicable risks, making this step unnecessary. For organizations that do not use the SCF or have

bespoke risks, manual mapping is required to see automated risk reduction.  

Determining residual risk in his manner aids organizations in 

Calculating Real-Time Risk Postures: Through continuous compliance activities,

organizations always know their controls’ performance. Appling each control's weight,

maturity, and effectiveness as mitigating factors to mapped risks updates residual risks

scores in real time.  

Reducing Silos As new evidence is collected and assessed, and vulnerabilities are discovered

and remediated, the residual risk dynamically adjusts to provide organizations with a

continuous view of their risk posture. This ensures all relevant stakeholders have a clear view

of the relationship between risk and compliance. 
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By embracing these future steps and applying the best practices outlined in this document, organizations

can evolve their GRC programs into more efficient and scalable systems. This strategic approach, backed by

ZenGRC, empowers organizations to better navigate an ever-changing regulatory landscape, mitigate

emerging risks, and maintain operational success. Such an approach will undoubtedly enhance

organizational resilience, ensuring that businesses are well-prepared to face current and future challenges. 
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Conclusion
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As organizations navigate the evolving landscape of governance, risk, and compliance, maintaining a

proactive stance is crucial for sustainability and resilience. With the foundational components in place, it's

time to look ahead and map out the next steps for a comprehensive and adaptive GRC program.  

Defining and Assessing Providers and Services: In today's interconnected world, understanding the

risks associated with third-party providers and services is more critical than ever. We recommend

defining and assessing these relationships to evaluate risk and enable informed decision-making.

Regular assessments, along with diligent tracking of findings, provide a holistic view of the risk

landscape. Setting up continuous evidence collection here, like other business objects, will bolster this

oversight and enhance monitoring capabilities. 

Expanding and Enhancing the GRC Program: Once the initial continuous compliance program is

established, adding new frameworks and integrating external audits help reinforce continuous

oversight. This ensures that each new framework contributes to a stronger compliance and risk

management posture. Expanding the program in a structured manner enables organizations to

address emerging requirements and potential non-conformities while maintaining a unified approach. 

Managing Risks: Effective risk management is not a one-time effort but an ongoing process of

balancing vulnerabilities, findings, and exceptions. Regularly conducting assessments ensures that

organizations stay on top of emerging threats and regulatory changes. 

Chapter 4: Future Proofing GRC
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