
A Z
guide
Corporate ownership  
and compliance terms



Welcome to the  
business of certainty

We capture and treat private company 
information for better decision making and 
increased efficiency.

A key benefit of our information is how 
simple we make it to compare companies 
internationally – and we excel in corporate 
ownership. 

A
AML4

The European Union’s Fourth Anti-Money 
Laundering Directive – often shortened to AML4 
– is scheduled for commencement in the national 
legislatures of all 28 member states on 26th June 
2017.

Two key points of note are that:

It aims to harmonise anti-money laundering laws 
in the EU with those in the USA; and

• It places emphasis on the identification of the 
beneficial owners of the companies you  
deal with.

People of significant control (PSCs) are 
sometimes included in the definition of beneficial 
owners. 

A common lower limit for beneficial ownership 
is 25% at any hierarchical level in a corporate 
ownership structure. But AML4 stipulates that for 
“high-risk” companies, 10% should be used.

Anti-bribery and corruption (ABC)

Gaining traction in compliance, the term ABC relates to 
banks’ and other companies’ processes (some of them 
legal requirements) for cracking down on corruption 



generally and on bribes specifically. Bribes refer to 
inducements given or offered to individuals or entities to 
benefit the briber.

Also see Politically exposed person.

Anti-money laundering (AML)

See Money laundering.

B 
Beneficial ownership

FATF’s definition of a beneficial owner is a “natural 
person(s) [individual(s)] who ultimately owns or 
controls a customer and/or the natural person on 
whose behalf a transaction is being conducted. It 
also includes those persons who exercise ultimate 
effective control over a legal person or arrangement”.

Given its influence and that it helps set the agenda 
for compliance beyond its official regulatory reach of 
the financial sector, FATF (see Laws and influential 
bodies) is a good starting point as a source.

But it’s definition doesn’t present the full picture, 
and those with a lower risk appetite or reputational 
risk concerns should look at other overlapping 
definitions and considerations.
See also AML4 and People of significant control.

Bribery

See Anti-bribery and corruption (ABC).

C
Cascade-down effect

See Sanctioned by extension.

Client on-boarding

See Know your customer.

Company

See Entity and Third party.

Compliance

Compliance is the discipline of making sure that 
companies conform to the appropriate national 
and international rules of conduct, both in their 
internal operations and their dealings with third 
parties.

As a discipline, it often falls within the broader 
catch-all area of governance, risk and compliance 
(GRC). Governance tends to focus more on  
internal propriety so falls largely beyond the  
scope of this guide.

In relation to corporate ownership research, 



third-party dealings are key. Researchers must 
perform due diligence – often the specific area 
of customer due diligence (CDD) – not just on 
their third parties but on some of their owners, 
and identifying the types of owner and their 
percentage shares is crucial.

Whether for regulatory reasons or for reputation 
protection, compliance relates to the overlapping 
areas of anti-money laundering (AML), know your 
customer (KYC), terrorist financing, bribery and 
corruption, and sanctions enforcement.

These are all linked to ownership.

Compliance Catalyst

Bureau van Dijk’s Compliance Catalyst platform 
streamlines users’ compliance and due diligence 
work. Tapping into Orbis, it: holds data centrally; 
helps users blend their own data into their research; 
creates workflows (or integrates with users’ existing 
workflows); and delivers 
robust reporting with 
full audit trail and 
annotations. Easy to 
implement, Compliance 
Catalyst can be tailored 
to users’ risk profiles.

Controlling ownership

The concept of control has many meanings, ranging 
from voting rights, to decision-making and general 
influence. In compliance, it’s strongly associated 
with sanctions, one of the key influential bodies 
overseeing sanctions being OFAC (see Laws and 
influential bodies).

You can’t do business with individuals or entities 
that are sanctioned. Crucially an entity can be 
sanctioned by extension through its ownership 
relationships.

Controlling ownership of an entity by an 
individual or other entity is determined purely by that 
individual’s or other entity’s total direct ownership 
percentage share of the entity.

50% is the usual lower limit. But note that, for 
compliance research, in some jurisdictions the 
cut-off is 50% plus one share, while in others it’s 
exactly 50% (despite the potential voting stalemate). 
Mathematically the concept is simple. But in practice, 
determining if an individual or entity exceeds the limit 
can be difficult for complex ownership structures.

Note that total integrated ownership isn’t usually 
relevant for determining control. What matters is 
control at each level in a corporate structure. (See 
Sanctioned by extension.)
See also People of significant control, a related term but 
one with different applications.



Corruption

See Anti-bribery and corruption (ABC).

Customer due diligence (CDD) / due diligence

Due diligence is the general process of investigating an 
individual or entity before signing a contract or entering 
a significant business relationship with them. While some 
types of due diligence are done to assess the commercial 
viability of a such a relationship, other types are legal 
obligations. Due diligence generally and CDD specifically 
are strictly controlled in banks, and are related to know 
your customer programmes.

Also see Compliance.

E
Entity

In corporate ownership research, entity is a near-
synonym for company. A bit broader than company, it 
extends to include other organisations, such as charities 
and not-for-profits, trusts, partnerships, and public 
authorities. The term is closely related to third party.

On the Orbis database, BvD IDs are pegged to all entities 
to aid their positive identification and verification, particularly 
those with names similar or identical to others.

Entities in the financial services sector carry internationally 
recognised legal entity identifiers (LEIs), regulated by the 
Global LEI Foundation (GLEIF).

G 
Global ultimate owner

A global ultimate owner (GUO) is the individual or 
entity at the top of corporate ownership structure.

Flagged up on Orbis and Orbis ownership explorer, 
GUO identification is increasingly important, given the 
tightening of supranational sanctions regimes and other 
compliance considerations. For some applications, it’s 
also useful to identify domestic ultimate owners (DUOs), 
i.e. the highest owning entity in a country.

Note that being a GUO doesn’t necessarily imply being 
either a controlling owner or beneficial owner.

Governance, risk and compliance (GRC)

See Compliance and Risk.

I 
Individual

Individual, person and natural person are usually 
interchangeable terms used in corporate ownership 
research to indicate people, as distinct from entities.

Individuals can own or part-own entities (as can other 
entities), and can be directors of them.



Human owners and directors of any entity under investigation 
need to be established in case they’re on any sanctions list 
or are in some other way a compliance concern.

Integrated ownership

Integrated ownership is a catch-all term used to 
describe the summed percentage ownership by 
an individual or entity of another entity.

To figure this out means looking at all the intricate 
paths through to that individual or entity, 
multiplying percentages between each level, and 
adding up the resulting figures for each path. (These 
calculations are done automatically within Orbis.)

These totals are useful in some areas of 
compliance, as well as elsewhere in business, 
such as company valuation. And the term has 
applications in all the types of ownership structure 
that follow. Strictly speaking, it’s irrelevant or only 
partially relevant in other areas of compliance. 
For further notes on percentage applications and 
related considerations, see Percentage thresholds 
and shares, Controlling ownership and Sanctioned by 
extension.

Types of integrated ownership are grouped below 
in increasing order of complexity.

These can be visualised with our Integrated 
ownership and related risk poster.

Direct ownership

An entity is directly owned or part-owned by 
an individual or entity if the ownership link is 
direct and passes through no other individuals or 
entities. 

Except in the case of circular ownership, the 
percentage share quoted can be taken at face-
value in percentage threshold considerations.

Simple, single-path indirect ownership

In this type of structure, a simple chain of two or 
more ownership links exists between an owned or 
part-owned entity, and an owning or part-owning 
individual or entity, via one or more intermediate 
entities.

To calculate the ownership percentage of the 
lowest entity by the highest individual or entity, 
simply multiply the chain of percentages together. 
(Orbis ownership explorer calculates this for you.)

Relevant percentage thresholds at various 
levels in the structure vary depending on your 
specific compliance consideration, jurisdiction, 
the riskiness of the focus entity and your own 
company’s risk appetite.

Multiple-path, indirect ownership

This type of structure is an extension of the above. 
The difference is that there’s more than one 



ownership path from owning or part-owning 
individuals or entities at the top of the chain 
through to the focus entity at the bottom of the 
chain.

To calculate ownership percentages, consider 
each chain in turn as per the rule above and add 
them together. (Again, Orbis ownership explorer 
calculates this for you.)

See the note above about percentage thresholds. 
Considerations can be complicated by entities 
effectively existing at more than one level in an 
ownership structure if, for example, an entity 
directly part-owns another entity but also part-
owns it indirectly through a third entity.

Circular indirect ownership

Circular indirect ownership arises when two 
entities in a usually complicated corporate 
structure each part-own the other. One of them 
can theoretically fully own the other. The other 
can’t, as this structure would form a closed loop 
without any ultimate ownership from individuals. 
But in extreme cases, one entity can own 100% 
of the other, and be reciprocally 99% owned. The 
remaining 1% then comes from elsewhere.

Typically, many such loops exist in a wider corporate 
structure. The loops are necessarily interconnected, 
with additional ownership links into them making 
up the percentage shortfall from otherwise closed 

loops. Often these links represent a very low 
quoted percentage. Depending on your specific 
compliance consideration, these percentages 
can’t always be taken at face-value, particularly 
if they link to an individual rather than an entity; 
they often represent a larger share and more 
control (although OFAC usually takes a more literal 
approach).

Calculations involving circular indirect ownership 
are counterintuitive. Our Integrated ownership and 
related risk poster provides a practical and proven 
method of analysis, alongside a sample diagram. 
But in any case, Orbis ownership explorer 
displays integrated ownership percentages for 
such structures.

Structures involving circular indirect ownership 
are not automatically suspect; often they simply 
evolve as corporate groups expand. But they 
can be designed to deflect attention away from 
individuals or entities by disguising their true 
interest in a company.

Aggregate ownership

Aggregate ownership is a special type of 
integrated ownership.

On one hand, it’s quite simple, as it isn’t concerned 
with multiplying percentages down chains 
of ownership; it’s only concerned with total 
ownership at individual levels.



On the other, it’s a bit more complicated, as it 
involves combining ownership percentages of 
different entities at the same level.

This type of analysis is needed when considering 
the direct ownership at any level of an entity 
by two or more separate sanctioned entities 
or individuals, each of which owns less than 
the OFAC (see Laws and influential bodies) 50% 
ownership percentage threshold.

Where their combined ownership meets the 
percentage threshold, the part-owned entity 
is sanctioned by extension, even though these 
owners might have nothing other than shared 
ownership of the same entity in common.

K 
Know your customer (KYC)

Closely associated with customer due diligence (Also 
see Compliance) and client on-boarding, know your 
customer deals with “anti-money laundering policies 
and procedures used to determine the true identity of 
a customer and the type of activity that is ‘normal and 
expected,’” and it “detect[s] activity that is ‘unusual’ for a 
particular customer,” according to ACAMS. KYC is most 
associated with the banking sector.

L
Laws and influential bodies

Civil and criminal law applies to every individual and entity 
covered by each relevant law-making body’s jurisdiction. 
This can be “judge-made” case law or “precedent” in 
common law jurisdictions, such as the UK, US, Ireland and 
the Commonwealth. Or it can be the rules, regulations and 
legislation dictated in continental Europe, Latin America, and 
much of Asia and Africa, as well as common law jurisdictions.

But rules are written with target audiences in mind. So, 
anti-money laundering regulations for banks are unlikely 
to apply to a greengrocer, for example.

This acts as a caveat for the application of various laws 
and the bodies behind them, as listed below. Naturally, 
it’s far from exhaustive; rather, it’s a selection of some of 
the key highlights – or country-specific examples – from 
the world of compliance, particularly where corporate 
ownership identification is important.

(When considering one’s reputation, which can be affected 
by doing business with a third party that’s owned or part-
owned by a suspect individual or entity, a much broader 
approach must be taken.)

ACAMS: Advancing Financial Crime Professionals 
Worldwide is an influential international membership 
organisation dedicated to enhancing the knowledge and 
expertise of AML, counter-terrorism financing (CTF) and 
financial crime detection.



AML4: see main AML4 entry.

Bribery Act 2010: an influential UK law, perhaps the most 
comprehensive on the subject and similar to FCPA.

BIS: the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills in the 
UK; other jurisdictions have similar government departments.

DOJ: the Department of Justice in the US, from which 
many relevant laws emanate, some with naturally resulting 
supranational applications, given globalisation. The UK 
equivalent is the Ministry of Justice (MOJ), and many 
countries regulate activities through similar departments.

European Union (EU): a supranational economic and 
political union. Through regulations and directives, such 
as AML4 and its predecessors, the EU drives much of 
Europe’s compliance rules.

FATCA: the Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act, an 
influential US law.

FATF: the Financial Action Task Force, a highly influential 
intergovernmental body that sets the trend in certain areas 
of compliance.

FCA: the Financial Conduct Authority in the UK; similar 
authorities operate elsewhere.

FCO: the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in the UK; the 
US equivalent, for example, is the Department of State.

FCPA: the Foreign and Corrupt Practices Act, an influential 
US law, similar to the UK’s Bribery Act 2010.

FinCEN: Financial Crimes Enforcement Network, a bureau 
of the US Treasury.

HMRC: Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs in the UK; 
the US equivalent, for example, is the Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS).

OFAC: the Office of Foreign Asset Controls, an agency of 
the US Treasury. OFAC is highly influential in sanctions 
compliance, for which true ownership identification is 
crucial, and has wide international reach. Two of OFAC’s 
key lists are: its Specially Designated Nationals (SDN) 
list; and its Sectoral Sanctions Identification (SSI) list. In 
the UK, for example, the Office of Financial Sanctions 
Implementation (OFSI) has a similar function to OFAC.

M
Money laundering

ACAMS describes money laundering as “the process of 
concealing or disguising the existence, source, movement, 
destination or illegal application of illicitly-derived property 
or funds to make them appear legitimate. It usually involves 
a three-part system: placement of funds into a financial 
system; layering of transactions to disguise the source, 
ownership and location of the funds; and integration of 
the funds into society in the form of holdings that appear 
legitimate,” though the exact definition varies from one 
country to the next.

Often conducted through banks’ and other companies’ 
compliance departments, anti-money laundering (AML) 
is the practice of detecting money launderers, reporting 
and preventing their activity, and limiting business with them.



O
Orbis and Orbis ownership explorer

Orbis is the world’s most powerful comparable data 
resource on private companies.

Bureau van Dijk’s flagship database, it provides 
information on more than 200 million companies 
across the globe, including their directors and 
ownership structures.

A dynamic visualisation tool within the service, 
Orbis ownership explorer provides navigable 
bottom-up and top-down views of complex 
corporate ownership structures.

It shows: the ownership relationships entities 
have with other entities and with individuals; 
direct and indirect ownership percentages; 
controlling owners 
and beneficial owners, 
depending on your chosen 
ownership percentage 
thresholds for different 
levels in a corporate group; 
and whether entities or 
individuals are on any 
PEPs and sanctions lists.

It also allows users to set overall percentage 
thresholds, so that complicated structures can be 
simplified by removing from the picture individuals 
and entities with small percentage shares.

Owner / ownership

Entities can be directly owned or directly part-owned 
by other entities and/or by individuals. Ultimately, they 
must be fully (but often indirectly) owned by individuals, 
be it privately, through a partnership, through shares in a 
listed company or by citizens, in the case of state-owned 
enterprises.

Ownership is measured in percentage shares, which are 
usually in proportion to voting rights for key decisions. An 
important exception is with people of significant control.

Ownership percentage shares – in some cases combined 
through integrated ownership; in other cases, simply the 
percentage at any given level in a corporate ownership 
structure – are an all-important consideration in many areas 
of third-party due diligence and compliance.

P 
People of significant control

AML4 has expanded the EU’s definition of beneficial 
owners to include people of significant control (PSC).



Examples of PSC include CEOs, CFOs and company 
chairpersons, so people who don’t necessarily own any 
shares in a company.

AML4 requires national governments to maintain PSC 
registers and people performing compliance checks on 
companies must consult with this information. (Information 
from these registers is filtering through to Orbis. Part of 
the Companies House database, the UK register is already 
publicly available, for example, but most member states’ 
registers are still to follow.

As there are no limits to the scope of PSC definition and 
much of the information is self-reported by companies 
themselves, it’s sensible to extend your search of 
beneficial owners beyond these registers.

Percentage thresholds and shares

Total ownership of any entity must add up to 
100%. This can be through any combination and 
number of individuals and/or entities. The intuitive 
exception to this rule is for entities at the top of an 
ownership structure, which can only be owned by 
individuals. And the unintuitive exception is covered 
in our subentry on circular indirect ownership 
(although it’s only superficially an exception).

In this entry, we won’t focus on controlling 
ownership and the related concept of being 
sanctioned by extension by the cascade-down 
effect, the threshold with these being a simple 50% 
at any level.

Instead, we’ll look at the application of the 
mathematically more complicated area of integrated 
ownership, which often involves considerations 
of beneficial ownership and non-sanctions-
related areas of compliance, as well as company 
valuation, and the field of mergers and acquisitions.

How percentages are calculated is covered in 
the entry on integrated ownership (and in any 
case Orbis does these calculations for you). The 
crucial considerations are: percentage share; at 
what level in a corporate ownership structure that 
percentage applies; and your chosen tolerances 
(which can be controlled in Orbis), based on factors 
such as applicable laws and your company’s risk 
appetite.

As stated in the AML4 entry, a common lower limit 
for beneficial ownership is 25% at any hierarchical 
level in a corporate ownership structure (exceptions 
exist in AML4 relating to “high-risk” companies). 
Other jurisdictions vary but the principles remain.

What do we mean by “level”? Using a simple 
example and a 25% threshold, if Company A is 
45% owned by Company B and Company B is 
30% owned by Individual C, then Individual C is 
a beneficial owner of Company A, even though 
he or she has only a 13.5% (integrated ownership) 
stake in Company A. This is because at each level, 
the ownership share exceeds 25%. (There are 
often other beneficial owners in the fuller picture, 
depending on the percentage shares at each level.)



Politically exposed person

A politically exposed person (PEP) is an individual 
deemed to be potentially corruptible – through bribes or 
other means – because of their position of influence in 
government or the public sphere, or their strong links to 
people in government, such as spouses.

There’s no legislative reason to avoid doing business with 
PEPs, and no impropriety is automatically implied by being 
one. But companies with low risk appetites might want to 
tread carefully if a PEP owns, part-owns or is a director of 
a third-party entity.

PEPs are flagged up on Orbis and Orbis ownership 
explorer.

R 
Risk

A common definition of risk is the exposure to the chance 
of injury or loss. In a compliance context, loss is usually 
financial.

Financial loss can be direct: if you sell to a company with 
low creditworthiness, they might not be able to pay you; or 
if you break the law, you might be fined.

Relating to regulatory risk, law-breaking is more directly 
relevant to considerations of compliance and ownership. 
(Note, though, that in the case of creditworthiness a 
company’s ownership “environment” will affect its 

“qualitative financial strength”, a new type of score on Orbis.)

Financial loss can also be indirect: your reputation, and 
therefore customers’ loyalty, can suffer if you’re seen to be 
acting improperly, regardless of whether you’re breaking the 
rules. This is in addition to any possible fines that do arise 
from legal violations.

Most companies therefore take a risk-based approach to 
their decision-making, aided by their compliance staff and 
influenced by their risk appetite, sector and other external 
factors.

Investigating and assessing the ownership of third 
parties falls within this framework.

S 
Sanctions

“Sanctions and embargoes are political trade restrictions 
put in place against target countries with the aim of 
maintaining or restoring international peace and security,” 
says the UK government.

Some sanctions are more particular and apply only to 
specific individuals, entities and governments within 
certain countries.

Established by the likes of the UN, the EU and the US 
government (see OFAC subentry), sanctions apply to 
anyone doing business within any jurisdiction that has put 
them into their national laws.



See Controlling ownership and Sanctioned by extension.

Sanctioned by extension

Sometimes called “sanctioned by association,” this 
phenomenon relates to the general issue of controlling 
ownership and is referenced in OFAC’s guidance notes on 
the 50% rule.

Relying on the cascade-down effect, the rule states that 
a company is sanctioned by extension if: an unbroken 
chain of ownership links leads to full or part-ownership 
by a sanctioned individual or entity; AND in none of the 
chains is the ownership share less than 50%.

Note that the stake in a lower company of a sanctioned 
individual or entity could be tiny but still have the effect 
of sanctioning that company by extension; crossing 
just seven levels, each at 50%, reduces one’s share to 
less than 1%.

State-owned enterprise

As their name suggests, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) 
or companies (SOCs) are entities owned or part-owned 
by sovereign states. SOEs engage in commercial activities 
on behalf of their governments.

Examples include the BBC and Royal Bank of Scotland in 
the UK, Amtrak in the USA, SNCF and Nissan in France, 
and ABN AMRO in the Netherlands.

There are several reasons why people find this information 
useful but from a compliance point of view, one of the 
most important is sanctions screening.

T 
Third party

Third party has a variety of narrow definitions 
in business and law, some implying distance 
between parties. But in compliance and 
corporate ownership research, it’s broader, 
extending to any external individual or entity 
(usually a company) you have a contractual 
relationship with; and it implies some closeness, 
often scrutinised by regulators – or the public, on 
whose opinion your reputation rests.

Third parties include customers, suppliers, 
agents, distributors and joint-venture business 
partners.

Z
Zooming in and out

An Orbis ownership explorer visualisation feature. It 
lets users focus on one company’s immediate owners 
and subsidiaries, or widen their view to the entire 
corporate family.
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