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YOUR COMPENSATING GONTROL IS NOTA
PERSONALITY TEST

Confidence is not a control. Tenure is not a constraint. A persuasive meeting is not
a Compensating Controls Worksheet.

PRACTITIONER POSITION

PCI DSS compensating controls are not awarded for effort, maturity, sincerity, familiarity, or the evaluator's
comfort with the team. They are a structured option within the defined approach when a legitimate technical
or documented business constraint prevents an applicable requirement from being met as stated. The case
must remain requirement-specific, address the intent and rigor of the original requirement, provide a similar
level of defense, go above and beyond other PCI DSS requirements, respond to the additional risk created
by not meeting the requirement as stated, and remain implemented, tested, maintained, documented, and
independently assessed. My practitioner position is simple: remove the advocate from the room. If the
maintained record cannot carry the claim by itself, the compensating-control case is not ready for
assessment.

THE FIELD PATTERN

WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

A long-lived payment environment cannot implement one defined requirement as stated. The control owner
explains the history, the complexity, the business importance, the team's experience, and several strong
controls already operating nearby. Everyone involved believes the environment is secure. The
Compensating Controls Worksheet, however, names three different constraints, does not bind the
alternative to one requirement instance and population, treats controls already required elsewhere in PCI
DSS as additional defense, contains no explicit threat path or coverage comparison, and points to a
successful annual assessment as proof of ongoing effectiveness. The people may be competent and the
surrounding controls may be valuable. Neither fact supplies the missing claim structure.

SIGNALS DETECTED

WHAT SHOULD MAKE YOU STOP

- The constraint changes depending on who is explaining it, or is really a preference for the current design.

- One compensating-control narrative is copied across different requirements, components, services, or
environments without instance-specific analysis.

- The proposed alternative is primarily made of controls already required elsewhere in PCI DSS and is
described as defense in depth without identifying what is truly additional.
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- The worksheet repeats that the environment is low risk but does not identify the additional risk created by not
meeting the requirement as stated.

- The explanation compares policy language and product features instead of comparing enforced behavior,
coverage, attack paths, and failure modes.

- A prior assessor's acceptance is treated as permanent inheritance even though the requirement, constraint,
population, design, threats, or evidence has changed.

- The control has an annual screenshot but no operating occurrences, failure records, monitoring, ownership,
maintenance, or change triggers.

- The assessor is expected to finish the design, write the missing rationale, or choose the evidence that makes
the case work.

- Compensating control and customized approach are used as interchangeable labels even though their
purpose, entry condition, documentation, and assessment path differ.

- A missed periodic activity is being repaired with a narrative that cannot recreate the occurrence that did not
happen.

WHY IT MATTERS

THE COST OF LEAVING IT UNEXPLAINED

Begin with eligibility, not eloquence. PCI SSC's June 2026 guidance distinguishes a compensating control
from the customized approach. A compensating control belongs inside the defined approach when a
legitimate technical or documented business constraint prevents the entity from meeting the requirement as
stated. The customized approach is a deliberate choice to satisfy a stated Customized Approach Objective
through a different control design. Choosing an inventive design is not itself a constraint.

Bind the case to one requirement instance. Record the exact requirement, system-component or process
population, environment, service, owner, period, and reporting path. A control may be appropriate for one
population and not another, even under the same requirement. PClI SSC expressly notes that compensating
controls and the customized approach can coexist for different system components under the same
requirement; each instance must be documented separately.

Write the constraint as a falsifiable operating fact. Name what prevents implementation as stated, the
evidence that demonstrates it, the alternatives evaluated, the decision authority, and the condition that
would end the constraint. Age, expense, complexity, inconvenience, schedule pressure, and fear of change
may describe the situation, but they do not automatically establish a legitimate constraint.

Separate baseline controls from additional defense. Inventory the PCI DSS controls already required for the
population, then identify what the compensating design adds beyond them. Re-labeling required patching,
access control, logging, monitoring, segmentation, or testing as compensation can create impressive
volume without filling the missing defense.

Model the uncovered risk before presenting the alternative. State the threat, precondition, path, affected
asset or account-data function, control gap, likelihood or exposure factors, consequence, and time horizon
created by not meeting the requirement as stated. Then map each compensating mechanism to that path.
Generic statements that the environment is secure cannot demonstrate commensurate treatment.

THECLUSTEROFWACK.COM / FIELD MANUAL / SCREEN EDITION 2



Compare behavior, not product names. Show how the original requirement would prevent, detect, limit, or
recover from the relevant event. Show how the alternative provides a similar level of defense across the
same material population and failure conditions. Record residual differences instead of smoothing them
away with adjectives such as robust, mature, industry-leading, or equivalent.

Turn the worksheet into an operating record. The control needs an owner, implementation evidence,
operating occurrences, monitoring, alerts, failures, exceptions, corrective work, test methods, test results,
retention, and change triggers. PCI SSC's guidance emphasizes that documentation must carry the case
without undocumented context and that the entity remains responsible for developing, implementing, and
maintaining the control.

Preserve assessor independence. The entity owns the control and its rationale. The assessor evaluates
whether the constraint, design, implementation, evidence, testing, and operation support the applicable
assessment conclusion. A helpful assessor can ask precise questions; the assessor cannot become the
author of the control and then independently assess the result.

Keep the compliance-accepting entity in the correct lane. The acquirer, payment brand, or other
compliance-program authority may define validation and reporting expectations. That direction does not
replace the entity's control design or the assessor's evaluation, and the assessor should not introduce
unsupported risk or promise acceptance on the receiving organization's behalf.

Do not use compensation as a time machine. PCl SSC FAQ 1572 explains that required periodic activities
cannot be completed retroactively and addresses the boundary on compensating controls. Current
corrective work can establish current facts and reduce future risk; it cannot manufacture the occurrence that
was missed. Preserve the historical fact and its assessment and reporting treatment.

Reopen the case when any premise changes. Requirement text, implementation population, business
process, architecture, constraint, threat model, provider, control mechanism, ownership, test method, failure
history, or accepting-entity direction can invalidate the old analysis. A prior accepted worksheet is evidence
of a prior decision, not a perpetual passport.

Use a cold-reader test before assessment. Give the exact record to a qualified reviewer who was not
present for the design meetings. If that reviewer cannot reconstruct eligibility, constraint, intent, added risk,
additional defense, coverage, operation, test results, residual limitations, authority, and reopening
conditions, the case still depends on personality.

QUESTIONS

QUESTIONS THAT EXPOSE THE WACK

01 Which exact PCI DSS requirement instance, population, environment, service, period, and reporting path
does this compensating-control case address?

02 What legitimate technical or documented business constraint prevents meeting the requirement as stated,
and what evidence makes that constraint falsifiable?

03 Which alternatives were evaluated, who decided they were infeasible, and what future condition would end
the constraint?
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04 What intent and rigor does the original requirement provide for this population and threat path?

05 Which controls are already required elsewhere in PCI DSS, and which mechanisms are genuinely above
and beyond that baseline?

06 What additional risk exists because the requirement is not met as stated, and how does each mechanism
address that risk?

07 How does the alternative provide a similar level of defense across the complete population, material
variants, negative paths, and failure conditions?

08 What implementation, operation, monitoring, failure, corrective-action, and testing evidence covers the
assessment period?

09 What residual differences or limitations remain, who has authority to disposition them, and how are they
represented in the assessment and submission?

10 Could a cold reviewer reach the same bounded conclusion from the maintained record without interviewing
the control's most persuasive advocate?

THE CLUSTER OF WACK
FIND / MAP / EXPLAIN / REDUCE / PROVE

ESCAPE THE WACK

01/FIND

Identify every compensating-control claim, the exact requirement instance it addresses, its asserted
constraint, affected population, current owner, worksheet, assessment treatment, and accepting-entity
reporting expectation.

02 / MAP

Join constraint evidence, original requirement intent and rigor, additional-risk paths, baseline controls,
genuinely additional mechanisms, implementation records, operating occurrences, testing, failures, residual
limitations, authorities, and reopening triggers.

03 / EXPLAIN

Demonstrate eligibility and similar defense with behavior, coverage, evidence, and explicit limitations. Keep
entity design, assessor judgment, PClI SSC source language, and compliance-program direction separately
attributable.

04 / REDUCE

Remove copied narratives, expired constraints, redundant mechanisms, inherited acceptance claims, and
compensating designs that are harder to operate than implementing the requirement as stated.
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05/ PROVE

Run the cold-reader test, validate the complete population and material variants, inspect operating and
adverse evidence, test negative paths, record the bounded assessment conclusion, and schedule
revalidation against explicit change triggers.

THE FIELD LAW

THE LINE WORTH REMEMBERING

IF THE CONTROL ONLY WORKS WHEN ITS BEST STORYTELLER IS IN THE ROOM,
THE RECORD IS NOT CARRYING THE CLAIM.

Download the Compensating Control Claim and Evidence Record. Take one proposed case through
eligibility, constraint, intent and rigor, added risk, additional defense, coverage, operating evidence, testing,
decision authority, and reopening conditions before it reaches the assessment interview.

TECHNICAL GROUNDING

START WITH THE SOURCE MATERIAL

These references ground the practitioner interpretation. They do not turn the metaphor or method into official PCI DSS terminology.

- WACK-SOURCE-0001 / PCI DSS v4.0.1 / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0004 / Guidance for Compensating Controls and the Customized Approach / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source
- WACK-SOURCE-0031 / FAQ 1572: Periodic controls cannot be completed retroactively / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0013 / PCI SSC Document Library / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

AUTHORITY CLASSIFICATION / PCI_SSC_SOURCE / ASSESSOR_JUDGMENT / PRACTITIONER_POSITION / PRACTITIONER_METHOD /
AI_ASSISTED

Practitioner reviewed by Scott Norton on 2026-09-12 against canonical digest
a0476b9ec67a505208339daeab36522c35898c4b954a805068bd8f68ab7e841f. Educational content, not a compliance determination.
Independent practitioner resource; not affiliated with or endorsed by PCI SSC. Authorship and authority classification do not determine legal
intellectual-property ownership.
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https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/document_library/?class=pcidss&doc=pci_dss
https://blog.pcisecuritystandards.org/pci-ssc-publishes-new-guidance-on-compensating-controls-and-the-customized-approach
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1572/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/document_library/

