Executive Al governance
playbook: ISO 42001
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Introduction
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Al is reshaping core business operations at scale, but framework for Al management, ensuring ethical, efficient, and compliant Al

] ] ] deployment. This playbook offers a structured, Al-governance path to implement
with that transformation comes scruti ny. Reg ulators ISO 42001 for leaders on the front lines of security, risk/ethics/compliance, data
are moving fast. Stakeholders expect tra nsparency, and privacy, legal, and human resources. It offers actionable insight on:

leaders must ensure Al helps organizations achieve > Thegineie aieliiient el o a2t

AN .- . .
efficient, accurate, and audit-ready compliance.

 How to implement controls at both the organizational and system levels
» What to expect during certification

 How governance, done right, becomes a business enabler — not just a

As organizations increasingly integrate Al into their operations, the need for a
d 9 d P compliance checkbox

structured management system becomes paramount. ISO/IEC 42001 is the first

international standard specifically for artificial intelligence management systems As you read on, consider where your governance framework stands today — and
__ (AIMS), published by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) and where gaps may exist. When you are ready to explore the speed of Al governance
RN 4 the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC). It provides a comprehensive software with audit-ready guidance, we are here to support you every step of the way.
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Inside the ISO
42001 standard

In this chapter
What 5 core concepts does ISO 42001 introduce? 05
Evolving complexity: From predictive models to agentic Al 06

Broader risk considerations 07
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What 5 core concepts does
1ISO 42001 introduce?

ISO 42001 introduces several core
concepts that distinguish Al governance
from traditional IT management and
information security frameworks

such as SOC 2 and ISO 27001. These
concepts address the unique challenges
of managing artificial intelligence and
provide a foundation for continuous
governance of the technology.
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1. N

Risk Management

ISO 42001 places significant emphasis on identifying and
managing the risks and impacts posed by Al systems. These
risks generally fall into two categories:

1. Data risks: Organizations must assess the full
lifecycle of data — training data, real-time inputs, and
outputs. Each layer presents its own risk vectors,
from bias and privacy concerns to model drift and
misuse.

2. Use-case risks: The intended use—and foreseeable
misuse—of the Al system determine its risk profile.
For example, an Al system used in healthcare
diagnostics requires more stringent controls than
one used for website personalization.

ISO 42001 encourages a proportional risk approach,
meaning governance should scale with potential harm.
High-risk systems require more rigorous processes,
documentation, and oversight.
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Evolving complexity:
From predictive models to agentic Al

Traditional predictive models rely on learning methods
defined by their developers. But with the rise of agentic
Al, systems are now learning through interaction —
making decisions and adapting based on feedback from
their environments. This shift adds layers of complexity
to both risk assessment and governance.
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Broader risk
considerations

ISO 42001 requires that risk assessments
extend beyond technical evaluations.
Organizations must consider:

Biases in data

Limitations in explainability
Robustness and resilience
Privacy and data protection

Legal and ethical acceptability

Risk assessments must be deep and nuanced and take
into account:

» Severity and likelihood of potential harms
e Impact on individuals, subgroups, and society
» Criticality of the Al system’s decisions

» Vulnerability of affected populations
These insights should inform downstream governance
decisions, including development practices, testing

requirements, human oversight structures, and
documentation protocols.
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Impact assessment

Stakeholder engagement is a critical component
of ISO 42001. Al systems can affect diverse
groups with varying perspectives and priorities.
In an impact assessment, the organization must
identify affected stakeholders, understand their
concerns, and ensure their input factors into

Al governance decisions. For high-impact Al
applications, this may involve formal impact
assessments that systematically evaluate
potential effects across different stakeholder
groups, considering dimensions such as fairness,
safety, and privacy.
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3. @

Transparency

Transparency and traceability requirements
address the “enigma” nature of many Al
systems. To ensure visibility, ISO 42001 expects
appropriate documentation throughout

the Al lifecycle. This documentation must
cover everything from design decisions and
data provenance to testing procedures and
performance limitations. While recognizing
that complete technical transparency may not
always be feasible or desirable, the standard
requires organizations to provide meaningful
information about how Al systems operate, the

logic behind their decisions, and their limitations.

This documentation serves multiple purposes,
from enabling internal governance to supporting
external communications with users, auditors,
and regulators.

4.

Accountability

ISO 42001 requires organizations to establish
clear roles and responsibilities for Al governance,
including executive accountability for Al impact.
The standard emphasizes that organizations
must maintain meaningful human oversight
proportional to the risk level, ranging from
periodic reviews of low-risk applications to
continuous supervision of high-risk systems.
This human-in-the-loop approach ensures that
Al remains a tool that supports human decision-
making rather than a replacement for human
judgment in consequential situations.

D. M

Testing & monitoring

Al must be tested before and after deployment
to ensure it is safe and fit for purpose. ISO
42001 recognizes that Al systems often
demonstrate different behaviors in deployment
than in development environments, requiring
continuous validation throughout their lifecycle.
Organizations must establish systematic testing
protocols that evaluate not only technical
performance but also broader effects, such as
fairness, safety, and alignment with intended
purposes. Testing requirements must scale
with risk, meaning high-impact Al receives
more rigorous validation and scrutiny than low-
impact models. The organization’s monitoring
must track Al performance, detect shifts in data
distributions, and identify emerging risks. This
process creates a feedback loop between Al
operations and governance decisions, enabling
quick detection and remediation of issues.

EXECUTIVE AI GOVERNANCE PLAYBOOK: ISO 42001 | 8


http://www.optro.ai
https://auditboard.com/resources?page=1
http://linkedin.com/company/optro/

" pre paring for ISO
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Strategic implications 15
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Let’s explore the operational realities of
implementing ISO 42001 across your
organization—beginning with assessments
and policy-setting at the organizational level,
then scaling down to system-level controls.
You'll also find guidance on preparing for
audit and certification, along with a look at
the broader strategic gains, from strengthening
stakeholder trust to enabling regulatory
alignment and competitive differentiation.

e What are the ISO 42001 control requirements?
o Comparing ISO 42001 with other Al management frameworks
« Understanding the journey from pre-audit to certification

» Strategic implications of ISO 42001 adoption

© OPTRO | BROWSE RESOURCES | FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN

ﬁ‘*
% "i:.ih.rﬁfi.-.-_ ;5*{ «hf ! "'r

What are the ISO 42001
control requirements?

ISO 42001 introduces a structured approach to

Al governance by delineating controls at both the
organizational and system levels. This dual-layered
framework ensures comprehensive Al governance and
adaptability to specific organizational contexts, enabling
each Al system to be managed according to its unique risk
profile and operational requirements, thereby enhancing
compliance and mitigating potential vulnerabilities.

How Cielo became the first
RPO to achieve ISO 42001
compliance in just 3.5 months

Cielo, the world’s leading talent acquisition partner,
uses over 50 different Al systems across its entire
organization, integral to sourcing, screening, and
matching talent, as well as driving general internal
productivity. The growth of Al has necessitated
stronger regulations, and Cielo sought ISO 42001
certification to stay ahead of the curve. However, as
the first international standard for Al governance, ISO
42001 naturally presented challenges for Cielo.

Read how Optro’s Al governance solution helped the
Cielo team establish an effective Al management
system that met ISO 42001 standards here.
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Organization-level controls

Establishing an Al governance framework under ISO 42001 is not
a one-step process. It involves a series of methodical phases that

organizations must approach with discipline.

<

1. Conduct a comprehensive
baseline assessment

Before defining new governance processes, organizations
should start with a clear-eyed assessment of their current

Al practices and how they diverge from ISO 42001
requirements. This exercise can take many forms, such as

a SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities,
threats). ISO also calls for mapping stakeholder expectations,
including customers, employees, and third parties. The goal
is to identify gaps to close to achieve compliance.

© OPTRO | BROWSE RESOURCES | FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN

2. Define the scope of the Al
Management system

With a clear understanding of the baseline, organizations
can then set the scope for their Al management system.

» Define which Al activities, applications, and business
units fall under governance.

« Draft organization-level controls, including:
o An overarching Al policy
o A consolidated Al risk assessment

o Standardized processes for impact assessments

SN
S

3. Secure executive buy-in and
accountability

Senior leadership must explicitly accept accountability for
Al governance. They must define:

» The organization’s objectives for responsible Al

» Acceptable risk tolerances based on the
organization’s values and operational realities

_7
il

4. Tailor the approach to
organizational size and
complexity

The rigor of ISO 42001 implementation should scale with
organizational context. Large enterprises may need formal
governance bodies, specialized roles, and integration with
existing frameworks (e.g., privacy and cybersecurity). Smaller
organizations can take a more agile approach, streamlining
documentation and combining responsibilities, initially
focusing governance efforts on high-risk applications and
expanding as needed.
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System-level controls

Once organization-level controls are in place, the next
step is to operationalize those commitments across

individual Al systems.

Q

1. Inventory all Al systems

Begin by creating a comprehensive inventory of Al systems
used across your organization. This includes both internally
developed models and third-party or vendor-integrated

Al tools.

This step is becoming increasingly complex, as vendors
frequently roll out Al features within existing platforms, often
without sufficient visibility. Education and coordination
across your value chain are essential.
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2. Document each system based
on risk

Once inventoried, teams must produce documentation for
each system. This includes:

» Design and technical specifications
» Description of training data and inputs
» Use case definitions and foreseeable misuses

» Monitoring procedures, testing protocols, and
compliance tracking

Documentation depth should match the system’s risk level.

Consider:
» Training data and real-time inputs
» QOutput types and downstream effects

» Intended use cases and potential misuse

© Example

1. A productivity tool (e.g., writing
assistant) may require
minimal documentation.

2. A system used in HR evaluations
or lending decisions should have
rigorous, audit-ready records.

/]

M

3.Address common
implementation challenges

Organizations frequently encounter roadblocks, such as:

« Data governance issues: Poor data quality, lack of
provenance, and privacy concerns can negatively
affect governance.

« Documentation fatigue: Compliance needs can
overwhelm teams if they’re not streamlined.

» Third-party opacity: Vendors may lack alignment
with internal governance standards.

Successful adopters of ISO 42001 mitigate these
challenges by:

o Using staged rollouts and templates to standardize
documentation

 Prioritizing high-risk systems for deeper oversight

* |nvesting in organization-wide training and role
clarity to build governance maturity
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Comparing ISO
42001 with other
Al management
frameworks

The Al and data governance landscape
features numerous frameworks and
standards that organizations must
navigate. ISO 42001’s focus on defining
a complete Al management system
complements other frameworks well.

© OPTRO | BROWSE RESOURCES | FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN

NIST Al RMF

The EU Al Act

o Shares ISO 42001’s emphasis on risk-based Al governance

» Provides detailed technical guidance on Al-specific risks and
mitigations

» Offers practical tools for implementing technical controls and
testing methodologies

o Complements ISO 42001 by supporting the operational execution
of risk management

» Functions as a non-certifiable guideline, unlike ISO 42001, which
can lead to formal certification

o Best used in tandem with ISO 42001:
o 1SO 42001 = governance system structure

o NIST Al RMF = technical implementation guide

» Takes a regulatory approach, setting legal obligations for Al systems
based on risk categories (e.g., prohibited, high-risk, limited-risk,
minimal-risk)

» |SO 42001 can serve as a foundation to help organizations align
with several EU Al Act requirements, including:

o Risk management
o Comprehensive documentation
o Human oversight

» Supports core governance capabilities that will ease future
compliance

» Especially useful for organizations deploying or developing high-risk
Al applications

» Provides a head start on implementation, as the EU Al Act
enforcement phases in over the coming years
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Understanding the journey from
pre-audit to certification

As Al risk management becomes a defining business challenge, ISO 42001
certification is quickly emerging as a competitive differentiator. For companies that
build, deploy, or procure Al systems—particularly in regulated industries—certification
provides a clear signal of governance maturity.

YN 1. What certification represents 3. Choosing the right auditor

>
U ISO 42001 certification is a formal attestation that an e » Ensure auditors are accredited by national accreditation
organization’s Al management system meets the requirements of the bodies to confirm technical competence and impartiality.
standard. It validates both the design of governance processes and

. , , _ _ « Choose a certification body with industry-specific Al
their operational effectiveness in practice.

expertise and recognition from top-tier organizations.

—1 2. The certification process 4. The strategic value of certification

(V’ The process typically unfolds in three phases: Externally, certification:
e Pre-audit (Readiness Assessment): Determine the scope,  Demonstrates responsible Al governance to customers,
identify gaps, and prepare documentation. regulators, and partners
« Stage 1Audit: Review policies, documentation, and the Al » Enhances trust in high-risk use cases

management system’s structure. : :
 May become a procurement requirement for enterprise

« Stage 2 Audit: Evaluate live implementation through buyers

interviews, observations, and evidence reviews. e
Internally, certification:
» Drives discipline and accountability across teams

e Surfaces gaps and improvement opportunities through a
third-party review

» Establishes Al governance as a continuous process, not a
one-time fix.

© OPTRO | BROWSE RESOURCES | FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN
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“Certifiers must be backed by top-
tier bodies like ANAB. Their deep
technical reviews and ongoing
audits ensure credibility — it's

no coincidence that regulators,
partners, and Fortune 500 clients
specifically look for the ANAB stamp.

— José Manuel Mateu de Ros, CEO of Zertia
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Pro tip

Treat governance as a practice, not
a project

Don’t view ISO 42001 as a one-time effort. Build
governance into your workflows—with automated
testing, real-time oversight, and living documentation
that evolves with your systems.

Achieve Al governance
certification and meet
new standards with Optro.
Book a demo or explore
Optro Al governance to
learn more.

© OPTRO | BROWSE RESOURCES | FOLLOW US ON LINKEDIN

Strategic implications

Adopting ISO 42001 does more than demonstrate technical
compliance. When implemented thoughtfully, it becomes

a lever for broader business transformation and long-term
competitive advantage.

1. A pathway to governance maturity

ISO 42001 helps organizations evolve from ad hoc controls to systematic Al governance by:
o Establishing structured, repeatable practices

» Enabling staged implementation, starting with high-risk applications, then scaling
across business units

e Supporting continuous improvement, not just one-time audits

This aligns governance with digital transformation, helping companies innovate
responsibly while maintaining control.

2. Support for cross-border compliance

For global organizations, ISO 42001 provides a regulatory foundation they can

tailor to meet local legal requirements. It doesn’t replace jurisdiction-specific rules, but
creates a baseline system that simplifies regional customization. As Al regulation evolves
worldwide, ISO 42001 provides consistency and flexibility amid increasing complexity.

3. Turning ethical Al into operational practice

Ethical Al isn’t just a mission statement—it requires embedded processes. ISO
42001 operationalizes ethical goals through:

» Risk assessments that weigh societal and individual impacts
« Stakeholder engagement for transparency and fairness
» Testing protocols that flag bias, drift, and failure conditions

This helps prevent reputational harm and builds long-term stakeholder trust.

4. Competitive differentiation for early adopters

Getting certified early brings tangible advantages:

« Earn trust from enterprise clients and regulators

e Win business from risk-conscious buyers

 Influence industry norms by shaping the implementation of certification
Forward-looking companies that invest now will stand apart—especially as ISO

42001 adoption expands and expectations rise.
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About
Optro

Optro (formerly AuditBoard) helps enterprises transform risk
into opportunity, redefining GRC through an agentic system
of action. More than 50% of the Fortune 500 trust Optro

to elevate audit, risk, and compliance in addressing a new
era of risk. Optro is top-rated by customers on G2 and was
named a Leader in the 2025 Gartner® Magic Quadrant™ for
Governance, Risk and Compliance (GRC) Tools, Assurance
Leaders. To learn more, visit: optro.ai.
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