
It’s Not the Engine —
It’s the Fuel

Why Screening Fails
Before It Even Starts



Introduction

In the world of financial crime
compliance, discussions around
improving screening outcomes
often focus on process: tuning
match logic, refining thresholds,
layering workflows, and
automating reviews. These
enhancements matter — but they
are not the full story.

Even the most sophisticated
screening engine is only as
effective as the quality and
structure of the data it receives. If
your inputs are irrelevant, overly
broad, outdated, or poorly
formatted, no amount of tuning will
deliver meaningful results. The
consequences are familiar:

A flood of false positives

Analyst fatigue and review
bottlenecks

Missed threats buried in noise

This is not a technology problem.
It’s a data quality problem.
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The root cause of many
persistent screening

inefficiencies lies further
upstream: the ‘data’.



Where False Positives Begin

False positives don’t arise from
screening tools gone rogue. They
emerge when systems are fed
noisy, unstructured, or unfocused
data. Some of the most common
contributors include:

Too many jurisdictions:
Screening customers or
transactions against countries
with no business or risk
relevance creates unnecessary
matches.

Unnecessary lists: Not all
watchlists are created equal.
Including lists without
regulatory or business
relevance increases noise.

Screening too far back in
time: Historic data has
diminishing utility and can
trigger outdated, irrelevant
matches.

Duplicate records: Repeated
entries result in multiple hits
for the same entity, adding to
analyst workload.

Lack of identifiers: Missing or
incomplete data such as dates
of birth or nationalities makes
it harder to disambiguate
results.

Low-quality fields: Not every
data point meaningfully
contributes to risk detection.

Overloaded fields: Combining
multiple names, aliases,
locations, or notes into one
field confuses match logic and
reduces accuracy.

These aren’t just data entry issues
— they are operational blind spots
that erode confidence in the
system and inflate the cost of
compliance. 
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Questions Worth Asking

It’s tempting to err on the side of
caution by collecting and screening
as much data as possible. But
more doesn’t always mean better. 

Instead, consider a more
intentional approach:

What is the regulator actually
expecting from our screening
programme?

Is this list or jurisdiction truly
relevant to our risk exposure?

Does this field help assess risk
— or is it just clutter?

Is the formatting correct for the
screening logic to function
effectively?

Are we cramming too much
into a single field?

Is the data validated,
structured, and regularly
updated?

Are we applying a one-size-fits-
all approach across all risk
segments?

These questions help shift
screening from a compliance
checkbox to a risk-aligned,
operationally efficient process.
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Getting Ahead of the Problem

Clean, purposeful inputs lead to:

Fewer false positives

Faster reviews

Better outcomes

To get there:

Invest in smarter filtering, not
just more of it.

Implement strong data
governance — define
ownership, automate
validations, and enforce
consistency across products
and geographies.

Align across teams — ensure
compliance, onboarding, and
data owners coordinate
upstream.

Embed regular reviews — treat
data quality as an ongoing
operational check, not a one-
off fix.

Create feedback loops — enable
enhancements based on evolving
business needs.

Clean data isn't just the
foundation for effective

screening — it's a long-term
strategic asset.
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Less — when it’s the right data
— really is more.

Final Thought: Start with the
Fuel

Too often, KYC name screening
adopts a “cover everything”
mentality. But effective screening is
about:

Focus over volume

Precision over breadth

Relevance over redundancy

Programs that prioritize:

Curated, risk-relevant data

Properly structured fields

Tailored inputs aligned to
actual exposure

...tend to outperform even those
with more advanced engines but
poor data discipline.

It’s time to:

Give data quality the same
attention as match logic.

Embed data thinking into
compliance operations.

Build infrastructure that
supports clarity at scale.

Train teams to ask not just how
to screen — but why we screen
this way.
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Tools like the False Positive
Analyzer (FPA) falsepositiv.com
can help organizations pinpoint
inefficiencies in their current
screening setup. By analyzing
patterns and root causes of false
positives, FPA enables teams to
make data-driven adjustments —
not only to improve outcomes but
also to reduce operational costs
and alert fatigue. 

As businesses seek smarter, more
efficient compliance, solutions
like FPA become essential in
turning insights into meaningful
action.

https://www.falsepositiv.com/
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