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1	 Conduct data mapping
Understanding your data landscape is the foundation of GDPR compliance. You need clear answers 
to specific questions:
 

•	 What data are you collecting? 
•	 What legal basis justifies each type of data processing? 
•	 Where does the data originate? 
•	 How is data being used? 
•	 Which parties have access to the data?
•	 How long is data retained, and how is it deleted?

Data mapping reveals the full picture of information flowing through your systems This includes 
first-party data you collect directly, third-party data from vendors, and cookies that may be active 
without your explicit knowledge. Many startups discover that third-party tools and integrations 
collect more data than expected.

Conduct a thorough website audit to identify all data collection points. Be aware that these tend to 
change over time, so they will need regular review.

Document each data type, its source, purpose, and storage location. This mapping becomes 
your reference point for all subsequent compliance efforts and helps identify areas where you can 
minimize collection.

 

GDPR COMPLIANCE CHECKLIST FOR 
STARTUPS: 13 EASY-TO-FOLLOW STEPS

GDPR FOR STARTUPS

A GDPR guide for startups is not about ticking boxes. It’s about setting up a privacy 
framework that protects user data, builds trust, and supports growth. 

The following 13 steps cover the essentials, from understanding how data moves through 
your business to making privacy part of everyday work. 

Some actions need to happen early, others can follow over time. What matters is that none 
are ignored, since gaps in compliance become harder and more expensive to fix as the 
company grows.

Learn more about GDPR data mapping and best practices.

https://usercentrics.com/
https://usercentrics.com/knowledge-hub/zero-first-and-third-party-data/#first-party-data-3
https://usercentrics.com/knowledge-hub/gdpr-data-mapping/
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2	Appoint a Data Protection Officer (DPO)
Appointing a Data Protection Officer brings structure and expertise to your privacy efforts. While 
not every startup legally requires a DPO, appointing one early establishes accountability and builds 
privacy into your organizational culture.

You legally need a DPO if your core activities require large-scale, regular, and systematic monitoring 
of individuals, or if you process sensitive data at scale. Even if these criteria don’t apply, having 
someone responsible for privacy strategy proves valuable as you grow.

 

3	 Establish data minimization practices
Data minimization is a fundamental GDPR principle, guiding businesses to limit the volume and 
scope of personal data they collect. It also builds trust with users who increasingly scrutinize data 
handling practices.

Examine every data collection point in your operations. For each piece of information you 
request, ask whether it’s essential for the service you’re providing. Forms are a common area for 
overcollection. Do you need a phone number for email newsletter signups? Does your onboarding 
flow request information you won’t use right away?

Marketing strategies should adapt to rely less on sensitive user data or third-party data. This aligns 
with industry shifts toward zero-party and first-party data marketing. Focus on building direct 
relationships with customers through preference centers and transparent value exchanges.

Lastly, review your data collection practices regularly. As your product or services evolve, some 
data that was once necessary may become redundant. Establish deletion schedules for information 
you no longer need. Keep informed about data retention requirements in jurisdictions relevant to 
your business to ensure you’re neither holding data too long nor deleting it prematurely.

4 Identify the legal basis for processing 
Every kind of processing of personal data must have a valid legal basis under the GDPR. You need 
to identify which basis applies and be able to demonstrate this to data protection authorities if 
asked.

The six legal bases under GDPR are:

•	 Consent: The individual has given clear permission for you to process their personal 
data for a specific purpose

•	 Legal obligation: Processing is necessary to comply with the law
•	 Contractual obligation: Processing is necessary to fulfill a contract with the individual

Learn more: What is a Data Protection Officer, and does your company need one?

https://usercentrics.com/
https://usercentrics.com/knowledge-hub/data-minimization/
https://usercentrics.com/guides/future-of-data-in-marketing/first-party-data-marketing/
https://usercentrics.com/knowledge-hub/what-is-dpo-data-protection-officer/
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•	 Legitimate interest: Processing is necessary for your legitimate interests, provided 
these don’t override the individual’s rights

•	 Vital interest: Processing is necessary to protect someone’s life or welfare
•	 Public task: Processing is necessary to perform a task in the public interest

For most startups providing products or services to consumers, consent is the appropriate legal 
basis. However, consent comes with specific requirements. It must be freely given, specific, 
informed, and unambiguous. You need to actively obtain it, not assume it, and if processing 
purposes change, you need to get new consent.

5	 Fine-tune your privacy policy
Your privacy policy serves as the contract between you and your users regarding their data. It’s not 
a formality to hide in your footer, but a critical tool for building trust and maintaining transparency.

Consumers increasingly read privacy policies before engaging with products. According to Art. 12 
GDPR, your policy must be concise, transparent, intelligible, and easily accessible. This means 
writing in plain language, avoiding legal jargon where possible, and organizing information 
logically.

Your privacy policy should clearly explain:

•	 What data you collect and why
•	 The legal basis for processing
•	 How long you retain data
•	 Who has access to the data
•	 Users’ rights regarding their data
•	 How users can exercise their rights
•	 Your contact information

Keep your privacy policy current as your practices, technologies in use, and relevant regulations 
evolve. Outdated policies create compliance gaps and erode trust if users discover discrepancies 
between stated practices and reality.

Create your privacy policy in 2 minutes.
Privacy compliance requires a clear and up-to-date privacy policy. 
Get one in minutes — customized for your business.

GENERATE PRIVACY POLICY

https://usercentrics.com/
https://usercentrics.com/knowledge-hub/what-is-a-privacy-policy-and-why-do-you-need-one/
https://gdpr.eu/article-12-how-controllers-should-provide-personal-data-to-the-subject/
https://gdpr.eu/article-12-how-controllers-should-provide-personal-data-to-the-subject/
https://usercentrics.com/privacy-policy-generator/

