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PCI DSS
The payment card industry standard for protecting cardholder data.

Executive Summary
PCI DSS, the Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard, is a set of security requirements

for organizations that store, process, or transmit payment card data. It is maintained by the PCI

Security Standards Council, an industry body established by the major payment card brands.

Compliance is generally required by contract for merchants and service providers that handle

card payments, and its scope centers on protecting the cardholder data environment.

What It Is
PCI DSS is a contractual security standard, not a government law, created to reduce payment

card fraud by requiring consistent protection of cardholder data. It applies to merchants and

service providers that store, process, or transmit cardholder data, and to organizations that can

affect the security of that data. The standard groups its requirements into broad goals such as

building and maintaining a secure network, protecting stored cardholder data, managing

vulnerabilities, implementing strong access control, monitoring and testing networks, and

maintaining an information security policy. A defining concept is scope: the cardholder data

environment, meaning the systems that touch or can affect card data, and reducing that scope

is a central strategy for lowering both risk and compliance effort. The current major version of

the standard is 4.x.

Why It Matters
Payment card data is directly monetizable, which makes it a constant target. A breach can lead

to fraud losses, fines from the card brands, forensic investigation costs, higher processing fees,

and loss of the ability to accept cards, on top of reputational harm. Because compliance is

enforced contractually through banks and payment processors, organizations that accept cards
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effectively must comply. For professionals, PCI DSS knowledge is valuable across retail,

hospitality, e-commerce, fintech, and any business that takes card payments, and it

demonstrates the ability to translate a prescriptive standard into working controls.

How It Works
Compliance begins with defining scope: identifying every system, process, and person that

stores, processes, or transmits cardholder data, or that could affect its security. Many

organizations then work to shrink that scope, for example by outsourcing payment handling or

segmenting networks so fewer systems are in the cardholder data environment. Within scope,

the organization implements the required controls, such as protecting stored data, encrypting

transmission, restricting access on a need-to-know basis, and logging and monitoring activity.

Validation depends on the organization's transaction volume and role: some complete a self-

assessment questionnaire, while larger merchants and service providers undergo an assessment

by a qualified assessor and may need scans by an approved scanning vendor. Because the

environment and threats change, validation is repeated on an ongoing basis rather than treated

as a single event.

Architecture Diagram

Define the cardholder data environment (scope) →

Reduce scope through segmentation and outsourcing →

Protect stored and transmitted cardholder data →

Restrict access and monitor and test systems →

Validate compliance (self-assessment or qualified assessor)

PCI DSS protects the cardholder data environment: define scope, reduce it, apply controls, then validate on

an ongoing basis.

Visual Workflow



Identify every system, process, and person that touches or can affect cardholder data. →

Reduce scope where possible through segmentation, tokenization, or outsourcing. →

Protect stored cardholder data and encrypt it in transit. →

Apply need-to-know access control, network security, and vulnerability management. →

Log, monitor, and regularly test the cardholder data environment. →

Validate compliance at the required level and repeat validation on schedule.

Common Attacks

Common Mistakes

Best Practices

Underestimating scope so systems that handle card data are left unprotected

Storing sensitive cardholder data that never needed to be retained

Weak network segmentation that pulls the whole environment into scope

Treating annual validation as the finish line rather than maintaining controls year round

Skipping regular scanning and testing, leaving vulnerabilities unaddressed

Assuming a payment processor's compliance covers all of the merchant's obligations

Retaining full card numbers or sensitive authentication data unnecessarily

Confusing self-assessment eligibility with a full assessment requirement

Failing to keep logging and monitoring active between assessments

Overlooking service providers and third parties that affect card data security

Map scope precisely and work continually to reduce the cardholder data environment

Avoid storing cardholder data you do not truly need, and never store what is prohibited



Quick Checklist

Recommended Tools

GRC platform

Tracks PCI requirements, scope, controls,

and evidence

Tokenization or payment gateway

Keeps card data out of the merchant

environment to reduce scope

Vulnerability scanner

Supports required scanning of the

cardholder data environment

Logging and monitoring tools

Provide the audit trail and alerting the

standard requires

Industry Standards

PCI DSS

The core standard for protecting

cardholder data, current major version 4.x

PCI SSC supporting standards

Related standards for payment

applications, PIN, and point-of-interaction

devices

Use segmentation and tokenization to keep sensitive data out of scope

Enforce need-to-know access and strong authentication

Log, monitor, scan, and test the environment continuously, not just at validation

Confirm which validation path applies and keep evidence ready year round

Cardholder data environment and full scope are documented

Unnecessary cardholder data is not stored, and prohibited data is never retained

Segmentation or outsourcing reduces scope where practical

Access is restricted on a need-to-know basis with strong authentication

Logging, monitoring, scanning, and testing run continuously

The correct validation path is identified and evidence is maintained



NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF)

2.0

Broader framework that maps well to

many PCI controls

Career Relevance
PCI DSS is a practical, in-demand skill for GRC analysts, compliance analysts, security auditors,

and CISOs in retail, hospitality, e-commerce, and fintech, who define scope, implement controls,

and manage validation. Security engineers implement the technical requirements, and qualified

assessors specialize in the standard. For the privacy and AI governance professionals AI-

Governance-Jobs.com serves, PCI DSS is a clear example of a prescriptive, contractually

enforced standard and how scope reduction lowers risk.

Interview Questions

Related Certifications
PCI Professional (PCIP) Qualified Security Assessor (QSA) ISC2 CISSP

Further Reading

Key Takeaways

What is PCI DSS, and who is required to comply with it?

Explain the cardholder data environment and why scope reduction matters.

What are some techniques for reducing PCI scope?

How does the validation path differ by merchant level or role?

Why is it a problem to store sensitive authentication data?

PCI Security Standards Council

PCI SSC Document Library

NIST Cybersecurity Framework

https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/document_library
https://www.nist.gov/cyberframework


FAQ

Is PCI DSS a law?

How do organizations reduce PCI scope?

Does using a payment processor make a merchant fully compliant?

Related Careers

RELATED ROLES

Grc Analyst Compliance Analyst

Security Auditor Ciso

RELATED CERTIFICATIONS

PCI Professional (PCIP)

Qualified Security Assessor (QSA)

ISC2 CISSP

CURRENT OPENINGS

Live roles are on the job board.

Browse all jobs

GUIDES & SALARY

Career guides Role roadmaps

Salary data Career tools

SUGGESTED LEARNING PATH

PCI DSS is a contractual standard for protecting payment card data, maintained by the

PCI SSC.

It applies to organizations that store, process, or transmit cardholder data.

Scope, the cardholder data environment, is central, and reducing it lowers risk and

effort.

Validation varies by transaction volume and role, from self-assessment to a qualified

assessor.

The current major version is 4.x, and compliance must be maintained continuously.
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RELATED SHEETS

CS-110 GDPR CS-108 HIPAA CS-001 Cybersecurity CS-085 Risk Ratings

CS-009 Core Security Principles

Ground the basics with CS-001 Cybersecurity1

Study this sheet: PCI DSS2

Go deeper: GDPR3

Go deeper: HIPAA4

Validate it: work toward PCI Professional (PCIP)5

Find the role: browse current openings6
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