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Abstract

The EU AI Act assigns compliance obligations to defined ac-
tor roles along the Al supply chain, but how these obliga-
tions are enacted in practice remains understudied. This pa-
per investigates the ecosystem of regulatory intermediaries
(consultants, auditors, ethics advisors, certification bodies)
through which an Al system provider translates regulatory
requirements into organisational practice. Drawing on par-
ticipant observation and document analysis from an embed-
ded case study at an Al startup, the analysis applies the
Regulator-Intermediary-Target (RIT) model to map sixteen
intermediaries and trace the compliance pressures that drive
pre-enforcement intermediary engagement. Compliance arte-
facts across risk management, impact assessment, and tech-
nical documentation show a consistent pattern: intermediary
interpretive choices construct what Al Act compliance means
for the regulated organisation. Using Edelman’s legal endo-
geneity framework, which theorises how organisations’ pri-
vate compliance constructions can feed back into the mean-
ing of law itself, we discuss how legal requirements are man-
agerialised into procedural deliverables and how compliance
forms diffuse without evidence of governance efficacy. The
paper contributes on two levels: it extends the RIT model to
organisational-level Al governance, demonstrating that com-
pliance intermediaries perform constitutive rather than facili-
tative functions, and it provides an early empirical signal for
legal endogeneity in Al Act compliance. We encourage more
guidance from the EU and argue that the compliance ecosys-
tem deserves the same analytical and regulatory attention cur-
rently directed at the Al supply chain.

1 Introduction

The EU Al Act (Regulation 2024/1689) mandates compli-
ance obligations from actors occupying defined roles along
the Al value chain as Figure 1 illustrates: General Purpose
AI (GPAI) model providers must supply documentation and
transparency summaries (Art. 53), Al system providers must
implement risk management, technical documentation, con-
formity assessment, and post-market monitoring (Art. 9—
17), and deployers must ensure appropriate use and human
oversight (Art. 26). What this vertical, role-to-actor mapping
leaves unaddressed is ow compliance is enacted in practice.
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Figure 1: The EU AI Act assigns compliance obligations to
defined actor roles along the Al supply chain, but is limited
on how these obligations are enacted in practice.

In practice, compliance does not stay within the supply
chain. For example, Al system providers who face obliga-
tions they cannot fulfil alone turn to a lateral ecosystem of
compliance consultants, lawyers, ethics advisors, and audi-
tors. These actors are not part of the Al supply chain in
the traditional sense: they do not contribute to the Al sys-
tem’s production. Yet they are integral to how the Al system
provider handles its regulatory obligations. A compliance
consultant who translates Article 9’s risk management re-
quirements into a standardised process does not only trans-
mit the regulation, but determines what risk categories are
enumerable, what assessment methods count as adequate,
and what evidence will satisfy an auditor. The intermedi-
ary constructs what compliance is for the regulated organi-
sation. Whether that construction aligns operational compli-
ance with the Act’s objectives of protecting safety, health,
and fundamental rights, or merely satisfies the auditor, is
a governance question and not only a descriptive one. De-
spite this constructive role, existing Al supply chain schol-
arship centres on production and deployment actors (Cobbe,
Veale, and Singh 2023; Hopkins et al. 2025b), and the
emerging literature on regulatory intermediaries in Al gov-
ernance has focused on mandated public-sector actors at the
macro level of regulatory transposition (Tervo, Viyrynen,
and livari 2024, 2026); neither examines the private-market
compliance ecosystem through which regulated organisa-
tions enact their obligations in practice.



This paper provides an embedded empirical study of Al
Act compliance within a multi-actor Al supply chain, docu-
menting both the vertical pressures that trigger compliance
action and the horizontal ecosystem through which obliga-
tions are enacted. Drawing on participant observation and
document analysis from the first author’s dual role as re-
searcher and Al Governance Officer at an Al startup, the
study asks: How does an Al system provider’s engage-
ment with Regulatory Intermediaries shape the practice
and meaning of EU AI Act compliance?

The embedded case study addresses calls for research
from within AI supply chains (Cobbe, Veale, and Singh
2023), documenting compliance dynamics that external re-
searchers cannot observe. On this empirical basis, the pa-
per contributes at two levels. (1) Analytically, it extends
the application of the RIT model to Al governance from
macro-level role taxonomies (Tervo, Vdyrynen, and livari
2024) to organisational-level practice, demonstrating how
compliance intermediaries perform constitutive functions.
(2) Conceptually, it provides an early empirical signal for
legal endogeneity dynamics in Al Act compliance, docu-
menting how intermediaries construct compliance meaning
under conditions of regulatory ambiguity, procedural regula-
tion with difficult outcome measurement (Matus and Veale
2022), and nascent enforcement.

2 Background

The analysis draws on three bodies of work deployed at dif-
ferent levels. The AI supply chain literature provides the
empirical context. The Regulator-Intermediary-Target (RIT)
model provides the analytical vocabulary applied in the find-
ings. Edelman’s legal endogeneity framework provides the
interpretive lens applied in the discussion.

2.1 AI Supply Chains and the Compliance
Challenge

Most Al systems are products of multi-actor supply chains,
rarely single-organisation outputs. Cobbe, Veale, and Singh
(2023) establish this as a governance problem by identify-
ing four structural features of algorithmic supply chains: (1)
production and deployment split across organisations, (2)
configurations that shift as actors and data flows change,
(3) integration across horizontal and vertical market struc-
tures, and (4) consolidation around systemically important
providers. One central concept, the accountability horizon,
describes the limit of what any single actor can foresee
about how its component will be used downstream. For Al
system providers integrating upstream foundation models,
this horizon is immediate: they build on components whose
training data, architectural decisions, and failure modes they
cannot fully inspect (Bommasani et al. 2021). Hopkins
et al. (2025a,b) extend this structural analysis with a stake-
holder taxonomy and redress typology, demonstrating that
market concentration constrains what governance mecha-
nisms downstream actors can feasibly pursue. While Hop-
kins et al. (2025b) include “Intermediaries & Al Services”
as a stakeholder category, this denotes technical produc-
tion actors—data labelling services, fine-tuning specialists,
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MLOps providers—not the regulatory compliance interme-
diaries analysed in this paper. In one of the few empirical
studies of Al supply chains, Widder and Nafus (2023) show
that software modularity produces “dislocated accountabil-
ity,” where developers acknowledge potential harms but lo-
cate responsibility elsewhere in the chain.

The AI Act intervenes in this supply chain through
management-based regulation (Coglianese and Lazer 2003):
it mandates processes (risk management, documentation,
conformity assessment) rather than prescribing technical
outcomes. Provisions such as “appropriate” risk manage-
ment (Art. 9), “relevant” data quality (Art. 10), and “pro-
portionate” human oversight measures (Art. 14) are delib-
erately open-textured. Interpreting them requires specialised
expertise in regulatory analysis, risk methodology, and con-
formity assessment. Al governance outcomes are, moreover,
credence goods: their quality cannot be assessed through use
or simple inspection (Matus and Veale 2022). These two
properties, interpretive ambiguity and outcome opacity, gen-
erate structural demand for external expertise that the verti-
cal supply chain alone cannot satisfy.

2.2 Regulatory Intermediaries: The RIT Model

The Regulator-Intermediary-Target (RIT) model reconcep-
tualises regulation as a three-party relationship rather than
a bilateral regulator-regulatee dynamic (Abbott, Levi-Faur,
and Snidal 2017b). As Figure 2 illustrates, intermediaries (I)
stand between regulators (R) and targets of regulations (T),
performing functions that include: interpretation (translat-
ing ambiguous provisions into actionable terms), informa-
tion provision (conveying regulatory requirements), facilita-
tion (scaffolding implementation processes), and monitoring
(verifying whether targets comply), and standard-setting (es-
tablishing what compliance looks like beyond the legal text).
The companion enrichment paper (Abbott, Levi-Faur, and
Snidal 2017a) extends the model to address intermediary
chains and concatenations, where regulation passes through
multiple intermediary layers before reaching the target.

Intermediaries possess their own capabilities, interests,
and capture risks. Three dynamics matter: Orientation dis-
tinguishes target-oriented intermediaries (selected and paid
by the regulated firm) from regulator-oriented ones (ap-
pointed by regulatory bodies). Selection determines capture
risk: when targets choose their own intermediaries, con-
ditions favour accommodating interpretations. Functional
scope matters because intermediaries often bundle func-
tions, creating conflicts when the same actor both designs
and verifies a compliance process.

Recent work has begun applying the RIT framework to
Al governance. Tervo, Vdyrynen, and livari (2024) identify
15 intermediary roles across Al Act regulatory phases, and
their follow-up study (Tervo, Viyrynen, and livari 2026) ex-
amines how a Finnish ministerial working group translates
EU regulation into national implementation. Both contri-
butions study mandated, public-sector intermediaries at the
macro level of regulatory transposition. Matus and Veale
(2022) apply the RIT model to machine learning certifica-
tion, drawing structural parallels with sustainability gover-
nance. The present paper complements this work by examin-
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Figure 2: The Regulator—Intermediary—Target (RIT) model
(Abbott, Levi-Faur, and Snidal 2017b). Solid arrows indicate
the primary regulatory chain. Dashed arrows indicate return
flows.

ing private-market intermediaries at the organisational level:
consultants, ethics advisors, and auditors whose role is not
mandated by the Act but necessitated by its interpretive de-
mands.

2.3 Legal Endogeneity

Edelman’s legal endogeneity framework (Edelman 1992,
2016), developed through extensive empirical study of US
employment law, describes a sequential cycle through which
regulated organisations and their professional intermediaries
come to define what law means in practice:

(1) Ambiguous law is passed, creating genuine interpre-
tive uncertainty. (2) Organisations face uncertainty about
what compliance requires. (3) Intermediaries construct com-
pliance forms: standardised structures that function as evi-
dence of compliance. (4) Organisations adopt these forms as
they diffuse through professional networks. (5) Institutions
defer: courts or regulators accept the presence of these struc-
tures as evidence of compliance. (6) The constructed form
becomes the de facto legal standard.

Three enabling conditions explain why the cycle initi-
ates (Edelman, Uggen, and Erlanger 1999): (1) ambiguous
law that gives organisations interpretive latitude, (2) regula-
tion that constrains procedures more than outcomes, mak-
ing substantive compliance difficult to verify, and (3) weak
or nascent enforcement that creates space for intermediary-
constructed forms to fill the interpretive vacuum.

Two concepts from this framework are central to the
present analysis. Managerialisation (Edelman 2016) de-
scribes the recasting of legal requirements as management
objectives, a transformation that satisfies formal require-
ments while potentially altering the law’s substantive in-
tent. The concept of rational myths (Edelman, Uggen, and
Erlanger 1999) explains why compliance forms diffuse: or-
ganisations adopt them not because their efficacy is demon-
strated but because they provide legitimacy signals, profes-
sions promote them, and external actors accept their appear-
ance as evidence of substance.

3 Case and Method
3.1 Research Design

The study employs an embedded single case study de-
sign (Yin 2018). The first author serves as Al Governance
Officer at the case organisation while conducting research
on the compliance dynamics they participate in, providing
direct access to compliance processes, intermediary interac-
tions, and governance decisions in real time. This enables
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observation of enacted compliance rather than retrospective
accounts of it (Jerolmack and Khan 2014).

The case is analytically strategic for two reasons. First,
an Al system provider with dependencies in both directions
along the supply chain constitutes a productive observation
point for intermediary dynamics: the organisation’s com-
pliance capacity is substantially constituted through exter-
nal relationships, making these dynamics directly observ-
able. Second, the EU AI Act’s substantive obligations for
high-risk Al systems are only now coming into force, with
provider obligations applicable from December 2027.! Em-
pirical research on how organisations navigate these obli-
gations within multi-actor supply chains is effectively ab-
sent, so the case captures compliance as it unfolds, favouring
open-ended inquiry over hypothesis testing.

3.2 Case Description

The case organisation is a startup that develops Al-powered
solutions for training and task execution in industrial set-
tings. It employs approximately fifteen people, is certified
under ISO 27001 and ISO 42001, holds an EIC Accelerator
grant (a grant under the Horizon Europe programme of the
European Union), and is preparing proactively for EU Al
Act compliance.

Under the AI Act’s role-based framework the organisa-
tion occupies the Al system provider position, integrating an
upstream GPAI model (Art. 53) and serving downstream de-
ployers (Art. 26). Its current products are not high-risk, but
leadership pursues early compliance certification as a com-
petitive and liability measure, anticipating potential reclas-
sification. Within the RIT framework the organisation occu-
pies the Target position whose compliance practice is shaped
by the intermediary relationships this study documents.

3.3 Data Sources

Data collection spans nine months and draws on three
sources serving distinct epistemic functions.

Document analysis traces how regulatory requirements
are translated across organisational boundaries. The formal
corpus comprises internal compliance documents (28 Al-
related risks with mitigation strategies, 65 Al-related con-
trols, and 31 AI Management System documents covering
policies, procedures, registers, etc.) and the full ISO 42001
audit cycle (initial certification and re-certification after one
year, including internal audit, management review, and ex-
ternal audit reports). Other intermediary interactions fall
outside this formal corpus and are reflected on through the
research journal described below.

Participant observation captured through reflexive
journaling constitutes the primary record of intermediary
engagement. Following established protocols for insider re-
search (Coghlan 2019) and Gibbs’s (1988) reflective cycle,
weekly journal entries were maintained over eight months
across the study period, beginning in the second month of
data collection. Entries explicitly mark whether an observa-
tion originates from the practitioner role or the researcher

"For more information about the Digital Omnibus see https:/
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_26_1024.



role, documenting moments where these perspectives di-
verge.

Verification workshop with the Chief Technology Of-
ficer (CTO). A dedicated session was recorded and tran-
scribed, combining a stakeholder mapping exercise with
open-ended questions about compliance pressures, interme-
diary relationships including financial data, and selection
rationales. The workshop functions as a verification instru-
ment rather than a primary data source, triangulating obser-
vational and documentary evidence against the CTO’s inde-
pendent perspective.

3.4 Analysis

Analysis proceeds in two stages aligned with the paper’s the-
oretical architecture. Observational and documentary data
are coded deductively against RIT categories (Abbott, Levi-
Faur, and Snidal 2017b), covering intermediary functions,
orientation dynamics, and capture risks, with inductive re-
finement where empirical patterns did not fit the deductive
scheme. The resulting patterns are then interpreted through
Edelman’s legal endogeneity framework (Edelman 1992,
2016), separating grounded observations of managerialisa-
tion and rational myth formation (Edelman, Uggen, and Er-
langer 1999) from projective claims about the cycle’s later
stages.

3.5 Positionality and Limitations

Embedded research generates characteristic tensions be-
tween practitioner and researcher roles. Coghlan (2019)
specifies three: preunderstanding (organisational familiarity
producing blind spots), role duality (serving two functions
simultaneously), and organisational politics (confidentiality,
career considerations, access negotiation). Independent aca-
demic supervision and systematic reflexive journaling pro-
vide external review and track role tensions as they occur.
Research and organisational objectives are aligned: findings
that reveal tensions carry the same analytical weight as those
that do not.

The intermediary mapping reflects one organisation’s
compliance ecosystem at a specific point in time. This
means two scope conditions bound the empirical claims.
First, the mapping illustrates one ecosystem configuration;
it is not a representative sample. The dynamics documented
here should be recognisable in comparable contexts where
Al system providers engage compliance intermediaries, but
whether they manifest in the same form is a question for fu-
ture comparative work. Second, the study captures compli-
ance before the Al Act’s enforcement infrastructure is oper-
ational. National competent authorities and market surveil-
lance authorities are being designated but have not yet en-
gaged with Al system providers at the organisational level.
The findings and discussion should be read in this pre-
enforcement context, which shapes both the composition of
the intermediary ecosystem and the governance dynamics it
produces. We provide detailed description of context, meth-
ods, and findings to enable readers to assess transferability
to other organisational settings and regulatory environments.
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4 Findings

The findings follow a three-part arc: the compliance pres-
sures that drive the focal organisation toward external en-
gagement (Section 4.1), the intermediary ecosystem that
emerges in response (Section 4.2), and how intermediaries
construct compliance meaning in practice (Section 4.3). As
disclosed in Section 3.5, the mapping reflects a single or-
ganisation’s ecosystem, and the dynamics unfold in a pre-
enforcement regulatory environment where compliance is
pursued without active regulatory oversight. Both conditions
shape the pressures, composition, and meaning-construction
processes documented below.

4.1 Why Compliance Intermediaries Emerge

What drives an organisation to pursue Al Act compliance
before enforcement begins is difficult to disentangle. The
contributing pressures are interconnected, often implicit,
and rarely formally documented, particularly in small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) where compliance strate-
gies emerge incrementally. Four contributing factors were
observed in the focal organisation (Figure 3).

Customer procurement requirements. Enterprise cus-
tomers cascade compliance requirements upstream, includ-
ing a recent request for AI Act compliant instructions for
use. A comparable pattern is established in information se-
curity: ISO 27001 has shifted from competitive differentia-
tor to market access prerequisite, creating a self-sustaining
cascade independent of the underlying regulation’s enforce-
ment timeline. Formal certification also functions as a liabil-
ity shield: a documented compliance record evidences good-
faith regulatory engagement, the absence of which would be
substantially more damaging in legal proceedings than any
shortcoming in its content.

Investor and insurance due diligence. Investor pressure
operates through two reinforcing mechanisms. Standard in-
vestment terms include representations and warranties with
personal founder guarantees of compliance with all appli-
cable laws, concretising Al Act compliance as a personal
financial risk to the founders. Investors additionally require
Directors and Officers (D&O) insurance, whose providers
condition coverage on demonstrated compliance, reinforc-
ing the same exposure through a second instrument. Enter-
prise customers extend the dynamic by requiring evidence of
insurance alongside ISO certification, linking the customer
pressure above to the same liability architecture.

EIC Accelerator grant conditions. The grant requires
compliance with applicable laws, including the EU AI Act.
Non-compliance constitutes a breach of grant conditions,
making this the most direct compliance requirement the or-
ganisation faces, transmitted through a public funding mech-
anism. The grant also imposes a formal ethics oversight
structure comprising three independent actors operating as
a concatenated intermediary chain. The grant body func-
tions as a compliance intermediary in the RIT sense, trans-
lating the AI Act’s obligations into concrete contractual con-
ditions.

Competitive positioning. Early adoption of Al gover-
nance frameworks provides a reputational signal and com-
petitive advantage, particularly in application areas where
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Figure 3: Compliance pressures driving AI Act compliance
and the horizontal intermediary ecosystem the Al system
provider engages in response.

customers are sensitive to regulatory exposure. This advan-
tage may diminish as certification diffuses more broadly, but
in the current period it remains a meaningful first-mover dif-
ferentiator.

Absent pressures. Two pressure sources present in the Al
Act’s regulatory design were not observed as active drivers.
Upstream GPAI providers impose governance conditions
through content filters and acceptable use policies that the
organisation does not experience as Al Act compliance pres-
sure, and no distinct internal compliance pressure was ob-
served.

The structural necessity of intermediary engagement.
These pressures converge on a compliance challenge the or-
ganisation cannot resolve internally. As established in Sec-
tion 2.1, the Al Act’s open-textured provisions generate
structural demand for external expertise, and Al governance
outcomes are credence goods whose quality cannot be as-
sessed through inspection (Matus and Veale 2022). This
demand exists regardless of organisation size (Costanza-
Chock, Raji, and Buolamwini 2022); resource constraints
at startup scale intensify the dependence without creating
it. Formal engagement also provides accountability signals,
certification records that customers, investors, and insurers
rely on, that internal processes cannot replicate.

4.2 Intermediary Identification and RIT
Function Mapping

Table 1 maps sixteen intermediaries identified in the focal
organisation’s compliance ecosystem, coded by RIT func-
tion, orientation, payment structure, and engagement type.
The intermediaries cluster into five empirically observed
groups:

1. Private compliance service providers: a compliance-
as-a-service provider, a specialist law firm, and a pene-
tration testing partner. All are privately selected and paid
by the focal organisation. They perform the core inter-
pretive work of translating ambiguous Al Act provisions
into organisational deliverables: templates, assessments,
test scopes, and specialised compliance software.
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2. Technical implementation partners: an infrastructure
consulting partner and an external Al development part-
ner. Both contribute to building and configuring technical
components of the Al system. Their compliance contri-
bution is indirect: they support technical soundness as a
precondition for compliance without explicitly interpret-
ing regulatory requirements.

3. Open-access knowledge intermediaries: an Al fo-
cused NGO, a national ICT industry association, and
academia.” These actors provide information and inter-
pretation through non-market channels: training events,
published guidance, and research outputs.

. Verification and oversight actors: an internal and exter-
nal auditor, an ethics advisor, a university ethics commit-
tee, and an EU-level ethics oversight body. This group
contains two structurally distinct sub-types: the ISO cer-
tification infrastructure (internal and external audit for
ISO 42001) and the imposed ethics oversight chain man-
dated by grant conditions. In an organisation of similar
size without the EIC Accelerator grant the second group
would most likely not exist.

5. Standard-setting and regulatory infrastructure ac-
tors: a national information security agency, European
and international standardisation bodies (CEN/CEN-
ELEC, ISO), and the EU AI Office. None maintain di-
rect relationships with the focal organisation. Their in-
fluence operates through circulating artefacts: risk cat-
alogues, emerging harmonised standards, and codes of
practice.

Estimated Cost of AI Governance Al governance at the
focal organisation costs approximately EUR 25,000-35,000
per year in external relationships: EUR §,000-12,000
for compliance intermediaries (Group 1), EUR 6,000—
10,000 for audit (Group 4), and EUR 10,000-14,000 for
the Al-governance-attributable share of technical partners
(Group 2). The audit figure covers ISO 42001 certifica-
tion, which can be viewed as a simpler and probably less
expensive proxy in the absence of an Al Act conformity
assessment. Internal costs of comparable magnitude cover
the AI Governance Officer role, management attention, and
compliance-driven development time resulting in a total es-
timate of EUR 50,000-70,000 per year. Two restrictions ap-
ply: the figures count only work that would not be under-
taken absent the obligation, and limit scope to Al-specific
compliance, excluding ISMS, GDPR, and general legal
work. Validated with the CTO and reported as ranges, the
figures offer an order-of-magnitude signal only. The EIC
ethics oversight is treated separately and amounts to approx-
imately EUR 20,000 over the grant period.

Ecosystem-Level Patterns Three structural observations
emerge from the mapping when read through the RIT model.

First, the ecosystem is overwhelmingly target-oriented.
The majority of actively engaged intermediaries are selected

The first author’s dual role means the academic institution is
also directly connected to the focal organisation; this positionality
is addressed in Section 3.5. Here, the entry reflects general research
outputs and open-access information provision.
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Intermediary  Description S T TS F o v
2 Compliance asa Supplies Al Act governance templates .and compliance software S v v x  x T v
g g service whose outputs serve as audit-facing evidence.
_§ % Legal counsel /  Consulted on request for specific legal questions; not engaged for v o~ x X T v
S E Law firm systematic Al Act compliance guidance.
§ *g Penetration Conducts technical vulnerability assessments whose outputs S v o~ x  x T v v
~  testing contribute to security hardening and compliance evidence.
=, Infrastrgcture Supports clouq conﬁgurgtion and Fechn.ical archi.tecture decisions; . o  / x «x T v
g 5 consulting no regulatory interpretation or verification function.
= P
§ 5 External Al Develops the core Al component; perf(?rm? Al Act obligations ~ X v X X T v v
E A developer such as documenting, testing, and monitoring.
% Think tank / Provides tra}ining events and pyblishes Al Act compliance white YV v X x ~ T x Ev
0B NGO papers and implementation guidance.
%0 '-QEJ Indus_try. Publishgs A.I Act position papers, implementation guidance, and YV v X x ~ T x Ev
= é association standardisation recommendations.
E ié Academia Research collaborations and open-access information; paid Y v X x ~ N x v
component reflects the dual practitioner—researcher role.
Internal auditor Not an employee of the focal organisation. Conducts the s - < BAE < N v Vv
ISO-mandated internal audit preceding external certification.
External auditor Conducts ISO 42001 audits; closest available proxy for AI Act YV ~ x v x R v v
°2 conformity assessment until harmonised standards are released.
.2 2 Ethics advisor  Provides independent ethical assessment of the Al governance /S ~ X v x N v
E = process; mandated by EIC grant requirements.
Y
‘5 2 Academic ethics Provides independent ethical approval for research purposes; VX X v x N v
> O committee mandated by EIC grant requirements.
EU-level ethics The EIC Accelerator grant imposes mandatory ethics review on VY X X v x R x v
oversight body  grant recipients.
National Provides the risk catalogue that constitutes the deductive ~ v X x v R x x
& _ security agency framework for the organisation’s risk management scope.
1'3 -% Standardisation ISO 42001 serves as current compliance placeholder; Vv ~ X X < R % X
-:-; = organisations CEN/CENELEC is developing Al Act harmonised standards.
o0 . . A .
% ~ EU AI Office Issues interpretive guidelines, codes of practice, and enforcement YV Vv x x v R x x

standards with exclusive EU-level competence.

Table 1: Compliance intermediaries identified in the case study, organised by group, with their RIT functions in relation to
the Al system provider (Target). RIT function cells are shaded: green (v') = primary function observed; yellow (~) = limited
or indirect; grey (x) = not observed. Orientation: T =Target-oriented, R =Regulator-oriented, N =Neutral. Payment: Target
pays for the relationship. Active: ongoing relationship (v') or event-based only (Ev.). Evidential confidence varies across cells;
directly observed relationships carry stronger epistemic weight than inferred ones.

and paid by the focal organisation. Regulator-oriented actors
are either imposed through grant conditions or absent be-
cause the Al Act’s enforcement architecture is not yet opera-
tional at the organisational level. This composition is consis-
tent with the RIT model’s prediction that regulatory targets
assemble intermediary relationships that serve their own
compliance needs (Abbott, Levi-Faur, and Snidal 2017b).

Second, the organisation’s experience of regulation
is multilayered. Standard-setting actors occupy regulator-
adjacent positions but none interact with the focal organisa-
tion directly. Their outputs circulate as artefacts that private
intermediaries draw upon and repackage. The compliance-
as-a-service provider bases its templates on published stan-
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dards, auditor feedback, and open-access knowledge from
industry associations and NGOs; the organisation receives
the integrated product with very little visibility into these
upstream inputs. Abbott, Levi-Faur, and Snidal (2017a) de-
scribe this concatenated structure as characteristic of com-
plex regulatory environments, with interpretation accumu-
lating at each step. Section 4.3 traces one such chain in de-
tail.

Third, intermediaries shape each other. The
compliance-as-a-service  provider recommended the
external certification body that audits the compliance tem-
plates the provider itself constructed: the entity that shaped
what compliance looks like also influenced who verifies it.



The RIT literature identifies this as a structural capture risk
in target-selected intermediary ecosystems (Abbott et al.
2021). When the target selects both the interpretive and
the monitoring intermediary, and when one recommends
the other, the independence that monitoring requires may
become structurally compromised.

4.3 How Intermediaries Shape AI Governance in
Practice

This section examines one intermediary relationship in
depth, tracing how the compliance-as-a-service provider’s
interpretation of Article 9’s risk management requirement
constructed the organisation’s risk management system.
Two further intermediary dynamics, an Al Impact Assess-
ment template and a technical documentation template, were
also observed and analysed, but are not reported in this pa-
per due to brevity and readability; they exhibit a parallel
dynamic supporting a pattern claim rather than a single-
instance observation. This example follows a three-part
structure: empirical description, RIT-informed analysis, and
the meaning-construction moment.

The AI Risk Management System Empirical descrip-
tion. The compliance-as-a-service provider (hereafter: com-
pliance partner) is the primary interpretive actor. It translates
the risk management requirements of Art. 9 and ISO 42001
into an operational process embedded in its software plat-
form: risk identification, impact and likelihood assessment,
treatment selection, control implementation, and residual
risk acceptance. The compliance partner’s interpretation
draws on its engagement with standards bodies, auditors,
and client experience, though the organisation has no visi-
bility into these upstream inputs.

The risk identification step requires a methodology for es-
tablishing which risks to consider. The organisation inde-
pendently selected a risk catalogue published by a national
information security agency as the deductive framework;
the compliance partner did not prescribe it. The selection
rationale was auditability-driven: a recognised institutional
source provides a defensible position. The catalogue enu-
merates 78 pre-defined risk categories that the organisation
maps onto its Al system before executing the full process
within the compliance partner’s platform.

The external certification auditor raised one Opportunity
for Improvement (OFI): the risk of Cloud Provider Depen-
dence was absent from the register. This risk did not appear
in the version of the catalogue used at the time, and the de-
ductive process therefore did not surface it. Following the
OFI, the risk was added. Catalogue scope is itself socially
constructed and subject to ongoing revision: ISO has, for
example, recently mandated climate change considerations
across its standards, propagating through audit practice and
risk frameworks. What counts as an enumerable risk shifts
as standards bodies update their interpretive frames. No fur-
ther cases of risks identified independently of the catalogue
were documented in the observed period.

RIT function analysis. The compliance partner per-
forms three bundled RIT functions. It interprets Art. 9 and
ISO 42001, translating open-textured requirements into a
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concrete process. It provides information about what a risk
management system must contain. It facilitates through the
software infrastructure. These functions are tightly cou-
pled: the organisation accesses facilitation and information
through the compliance partner’s interpretation, with no
pathway to the former without accepting the latter.

The risk catalogue performs a standard-setting function
without any active relationship to the focal organisation;
its influence operates entirely through document circula-
tion. The external auditor’s OFI is a monitoring action that
produced a constructive corrective effect, surfacing a risk
the primary process had not. This corrective function is
bounded: it operates after the compliance process has de-
fined the register.

The meaning-construction moment. Meaning-
construction operates at two levels. At the first level,
the compliance partner’s interpretation defines what “Al
risk management” means for this organisation: a specific
sequence of steps, conducted within a specific software
environment. The organisation had no prior operational
definition. The compliance partner filled that vacuum
entirely, and the organisation adopted the resulting process
without evaluating alternatives.

At the second level, the deductive risk catalogue defines
which risks are visible at any given time. Risks outside the
catalogue’s current scope are structurally absent from the
identification step, and the catalogue’s scope itself shifts as
standards bodies revise their frameworks. Cloud Provider
Dependence illustrates both: a materially significant risk
was not surfaced until external monitoring intervened, and
the conditions under which it would have been enumerable
through the deductive process are themselves the product of
an evolving institutional consensus. Both levels of meaning-
construction were shaped by the logic of auditability: the
process was adopted because the compliance partner pre-
sented it as the operational standard; the catalogue was se-
lected because it offered a defensible institutional anchor.
The governing criterion in both cases was what would sat-
isfy an auditor, not what would produce the most complete
assessment of risks material to the specific Al system.

Process-Level Patterns A parallel dynamic was observed
in two further compliance artefacts: an Al Impact Assess-
ment template and a technical documentation template.
Together with the risk management system, four patterns
emerge stated here as empirical observations:

First, the primary operational function of each com-
pliance artefact is verification-facing. Risk register, Al
Impact Assessment, and technical documentation are each
structured for audit legibility. This orientation is a structural
feature of the audit-certification architecture that frames
compliance as a verification problem.

Second, the scope of compliance processes is defined
by an intermediary-constructed artefact. The compliance
partner’s process design determines the steps of risk man-
agement. The risk catalogue determines which risks are con-
sidered. The assessment template determines which impacts
are evaluated. The documentation template determines what
is documented. The organisation’s agency operates within



these architectures.

Third, the interpretive choices embedded in artefacts
are not visible to the organisation. The organisation re-
ceives finished products whose construction history it does
not examine; the compliance partner’s information ecosys-
tem (standards bodies, auditor feedback, client experience)
shapes these choices opaquely.

Fourth, external monitoring can compensate for scope
limitations produced by earlier interpretive choices, as
the auditor’s Cloud Provider Dependence OFI demonstrates.
This corrective function is bounded: it surfaces risks the au-
ditor’s own framework identifies, operating after the primary
compliance process has already defined the register.

5 Discussion

The findings document what compliance intermediaries do.
This section asks what these dynamics mean for Al gover-
nance by reading them through Edelman’s legal endogeneity
framework (Edelman 1992, 2016). The discussion proceeds
along an epistemic gradient: Section 5.1 interprets dynamics
directly grounded in the findings, Section 5.2 connects ob-
served patterns to mechanisms documented in adjacent liter-
atures, Section 5.3 projects where these dynamics may lead,
and Section 5.4 returns to the Al supply chain literature to
locate the paper’s contribution.

5.1 The Managerialisation of AI Act Obligations

Edelman (2016) uses managerialisation to describe how le-
gal requirements are recast as management objectives. Com-
pliance ceases to be a substantive achievement and becomes
a procedural activity conducted through standardised deliv-
erables. The findings document this transformation across
the three compliance artefacts examined in Section 4.3. Ar-
ticle 9’s requirement for “appropriate” risk management ar-
rives at the focal organisation as an operational process
embedded in compliance software. The Al Impact Assess-
ment and technical documentation template undergo analo-
gous conversions, reducing open-textured legal provisions to
structured forms whose primary audience is the verification
infrastructure.

Management-based regulation (Coglianese and Lazer
2003) deliberately mandates processes rather than out-
comes, so this conversion is expected by regulatory design.
Managerialisation becomes analytically significant when it
narrows the space of possible compliance responses without
explicit justification for the narrowing. The compliance part-
ner’s risk management process is one defensible interpreta-
tion of Article 9, yet it forecloses alternatives the organisa-
tion never evaluates. The risk catalogue’s 78 categories de-
fine the universe of risks considered. Both narrowing choices
are embedded in the deliverable’s design and received as op-
erational standards.

Power’s constitutive auditing thesis (Power 1997) identi-
fies the mechanism driving this narrowing. Audit reshapes
organisational realities: organisations restructure to become
“auditable,” and the demands of the audit architecture come
to define governance practice. The process-level patterns in
Section 4.3 provide direct evidence. Across the three arte-
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facts, the governing criterion was what would satisfy an au-
ditor. The Cloud Provider Dependence example illustrates
the consequence: a materially significant risk was absent
from the register because the deductive methodology did
not enumerate it, and was surfaced only when external mon-
itoring intervened. Managerialisation privileges procedural
form over substantive inquiry without eliminating gover-
nance substance entirely.

Two sources of the documented dynamics need to be kept
apart. The case observes an organisation that delegates inter-
pretation to its compliance partner, in a setting where doing
so is a defensible allocation of scarce expertise; the delega-
tion is not treated here as a failure of diligence. One source
is structural: because governance quality is a credence prop-
erty (Matus and Veale 2022), whether a given risk method-
ology produces better outcomes cannot be verified at any
organisational scale, so management-based regulation over
such unobservable outcomes generates the demand for ex-
ternal interpretation independently of firm size. The other
source is scale-dependent. What size changes is interpretive
bargaining power: the capacity to commission alternative in-
terpretations or to build the internal expertise needed to eval-
uate what an intermediary supplies. Talesh’s (2015) account
of insurers constructing compliance meaning for small busi-
nesses without in-house legal capacity describes this same
small-firm condition. A single small-firm case cannot estab-
lish how the balance shifts across the size distribution. That
the structural demand persists while bargaining power grows
is a scope condition on the constitutive claim.

5.2 Compliance Forms as Rational Myths

The compliance artefacts documented in the findings are
standardised products deployed across the compliance part-
ner’s client base, connecting the single-case findings to a dif-
fusion dynamic at ecosystem scale. Edelman, Uggen, and
Erlanger (1999) explain such diffusion through the concept
of rational myths: organisations adopt compliance forms
whose governance efficacy has never been demonstrated, yet
which provide legitimacy signals that external audiences ac-
cept. The clearest instance is the organisation’s ISO 42001
certification, adopted as a proxy for the Al Act conformity
assessment that does not yet exist: a form acquired for the
legitimacy it signals to customers, investors, and insurers
before any demonstration of governance efficacy. The com-
pliance partner’s templates exhibit the same structure. The
organisation adopts them because the partner presents them
as the operational standard and because evaluating alterna-
tives requires expertise the organisation does not have. Audi-
tors familiar with the templates then review them, reinforc-
ing their authority. Templates designed for auditor legibility
are verified by auditors who accept them on those terms.
Eckstein and Shapira’s (2024) analysis of compliance
gatekeepers identifies a reinforcing mechanism. In a two-
sided reputation market, intermediaries and clients jointly
benefit from the appearance of rigour, with no structural in-
centive on either side to expose weaknesses in the compli-
ance artefacts they produce together. The findings corrobo-
rate this: the compliance partner recommended the certifi-
cation body that audits the compliance partner’s own tem-



plates, creating a closed loop where the entity that shaped
what compliance looks like also influenced who verifies it.
Costanza-Chock, Raji, and Buolamwini (2022) document a
critical absence in the algorithmic auditing ecosystem that
sustains this dynamic: no systematic mechanism exists to
assess whether audits achieve their governance objectives.

Bromley and Powell’s (2012) distinction between two
forms of decoupling clarifies the governance risk. Policy-
practice decoupling describes policies adopted on paper
but never implemented. Means-ends decoupling describes
a different failure: policies are genuinely implemented yet
remain disconnected from their intended outcomes. The
process-level patterns suggest the focal organisation is
firmly in the second category. It implements compliance pro-
cesses rigorously, yet the artefacts produced are optimised
for verification. AI Act compliance may be closing the gap
between policy and practice while opening a new gap be-
tween practice and governance objectives.

5.3 Conditions for Legal Endogeneity

Edelman’s endogeneity framework (Edelman 1992, 2016)
identifies three conditions under which regulated organi-
sations and their intermediaries come to define what law
means in practice: ambiguous law, procedural regulation
with difficult outcome verification, and nascent enforce-
ment. All three are structurally present in the Al Act con-
text. The Act’s open-textured provisions create genuine in-
terpretive latitude. Al governance outcomes are credence
goods (Matus and Veale 2022), making procedural compli-
ance the primary observable signal. Enforcement is nascent:
market surveillance authorities are being designated, har-
monised standards remain under development, and the com-
pliance consulting ecosystem is actively constructing what
Al Act compliance looks like before any regulatory author-
ity has assessed the results.

The case study’s empirical contribution is locatable within
the cycle’s early stages. Stage 1, the passage of ambiguous
law, is asserted as a structural precondition from the Act’s
documented regulatory design rather than examined directly
here. Stages 2 and 3, organisational uncertainty and interme-
diary meaning-construction, are directly observed. Stage 4,
form adoption and diffusion, is beginning: the compliance
partner’s templates are deployed across its client base, and
the certification body’s acceptance reinforces their authority.
Stages 5 and 6, institutional deference and full institutional-
isation, are projected from Edelman’s evidence in other reg-
ulatory domains.

Where Edelman’s courts close the loop by deferring to
compliance structures as evidence of legal compliance, mar-
ket surveillance authorities occupy that position in the Al
Act context. Assessing compliance at scale with limited re-
sources and without the adjudicative adversarialism that can
slow judicial deference, they face structural incentives to
accept standardised intermediary-constructed forms as ad-
equate. One structural disanalogy tempers this projection.
Edelman’s cases offered no formal public channel for con-
structing compliance standards, and courts extended defer-
ence to privately constructed forms because nothing else oc-
cupied that space. The Al Act scripts deference toward pub-
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Figure 4: Edelman’s (1992; 2016) legal endogeneity cycle,
adapted to the EU AI Act context.

lic forms instead: harmonised standards carry a presumption
of conformity (Section 5.4). This turns the projection into a
question of timing, namely whether CEN/CENELEC output
arrives before private templates accumulate de facto author-
1ty.

This trajectory is contestable. Roberts and Ziosi (2026)
document the politics of Al standards-making, showing
that standardisation processes are sites of active negotia-
tion. Whether intermediary-constructed compliance forms
become institutionalised depends on whether countervail-
ing forces, particularly regulatory capacity-building and em-
pirical research on compliance effectiveness, intervene be-
fore the cycle consolidates. The present analysis identifies
the structural conditions for endogeneity. Whether the cycle
completes is a question for longitudinal research.

5.4 Implications for AI Governance

The sixteen intermediaries documented here populate a hor-
izontal ecosystem whose interpretive work constitutes what
Al Act compliance means in practice, a dimension the ver-
tical supply chain literature leaves underexplored (Cobbe,
Veale, and Singh 2023; Hopkins et al. 2025a). Cobbe, Veale,
and Singh (2023) introduce the concept of the accountability
horizon along the Al supply chain that upstream Al develop-
ers have limited understanding and control how their general
purpose systems will be used downstream, and that down-
stream providers have limited insights into the training data
and assumptions that shaped the upstream model. We argue
this concept extends horizontally: the focal organisation ob-
serves intermediary outputs but has very little insight into
the reasoning embedded at each step that produced them.
The endogeneity dynamic Sections 5.1 to 5.3 document
is best read as a structural condition rather than a failure
internal to the intermediary market. The AI Act’s open-
textured provisions and the credence-good character of gov-
ernance outcomes (Matus and Veale 2022) leave substantial
interpretive latitude, while regulator-side resources such as
harmonised standards and Al Office guidance are maturing
slowly. Private compliance intermediaries fill the resulting



vacuum because nothing else does on the same operational
timeline. Intermediary engagement is structurally necessary
(Section 4.1); what is at issue is the conditions under which
it gives rise to rational myth formation rather than substan-
tive compliance.

The intermediaries in Table 1 do not face uniform incen-
tives. Profit-driven compliance services operate within the
two-sided reputation market identified above, where client
retention and audit success are the dominant performance
signals (Eckstein and Shapira 2024). Non-market actors
(NGOs, think tanks, academia, standards bodies) face differ-
ent incentives, with authority resting on perceived indepen-
dence; emerging open-source compliance solutions may ex-
tend this category. In the case ecosystem, profit-driven inter-
mediaries dominate active compliance practice while non-
market actors appear mainly through event-based relation-
ships, strengthening the conditions for rational myth forma-
tion.

A structural lever exists upstream of the intermediary
market: where regulators or regulator-adjacent bodies pro-
duce interpretive resources directly, the space within which
private intermediaries operate narrows, and the dynamic
Edelman’s framework describes can be slowed. Harmonised
European Standards developed by CEN/CENELEC are the
Al Act’s primary mechanism for this, and their contin-
ued delay extends the period during which intermediary-
constructed forms accumulate de facto authority. The Al Of-
fice’s emerging guidance and information platforms signal
a similar regulatory intent; whether such initiatives mature
into operationally usable resources for SME providers will
determine how meaningfully they reduce private interpre-
tive latitude.> The implication concerns regulator-side ac-
tion rather than further regulation of intermediaries them-
selves: clearer guidance reduces legal uncertainty for targets
and helps align compliance with the Act’s objectives of pro-
tecting safety, health, and fundamental rights. Whether the
trajectory in Section 5.3 consolidates depends on the pace
at which regulator-side resources mature, an empirical ques-
tion this single, pre-enforcement case cannot resolve.

6 Future Work

The single-case design bounds the empirical claims. Com-
parative multi-case research across Al system providers dif-
fering in size, risk classification, sector, and intermediary
composition would test whether the patterns documented
here are structural features of the Al Act’s compliance ar-
chitecture or artefacts of one configuration. Cases where or-
ganisations build internal compliance capacity rather than
outsourcing it would be particularly informative for the con-
stitutive claim.

Longitudinal research is necessary to track whether the
endogeneity cycle progresses beyond Stage 4 (form diffu-
sion): whether market surveillance authorities, once opera-
tional, accept intermediary-constructed compliance forms as
evidence of regulatory conformity or develop independent

3See for example the Al Office’s initiative on clear guidelines
for AI Actimplementation: https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/
news/supporting-implementation-ai-act-clear-guidelines.

1382

assessment capacity. The compliance partner’s client base
offers a natural site for studying template diffusion across
organisational contexts, and the auditor’s corrective function
documented in Section 4.3 suggests that monitoring inter-
mediaries merit dedicated study.

7 Conclusion

This paper asked how an Al system provider’s engagement
with regulatory intermediaries shapes the practice and mean-
ing of EU AI Act compliance. The embedded case study
documented an ecosystem of sixteen intermediaries whose
interpretive work constructs what compliance means for the
regulated organisation. Regulatory intermediaries are con-
stitutive of Al governance rather than exogenous to it. A
compliance partner who translates Article 9 into a struc-
tured risk management process does not relay the regula-
tion; the partner determines which risks are enumerable and
what evidence will satisfy an auditor. The risk catalogue, the
impact-assessment template, and the technical documenta-
tion framework each embed interpretive choices the organ-
isation receives as operational standards without examining
the reasoning behind them.

These findings carry implications at two levels. Analyti-
cally, the RIT model proves productive at the organisational
level, revealing dynamics that macro-level analyses of reg-
ulatory transposition cannot capture: bundled intermediary
functions, target-oriented selection, and structural capture
risks where the regulated entity selects both the interpretive
and the monitoring intermediary. Conceptually, Edelman’s
legal endogeneity framework identifies a governance trajec-
tory worth monitoring. The AI Act’s structural conditions,
ambiguous provisions, procedural regulation, and nascent
enforcement, match those under which compliance forms
have historically become de facto legal standards in other
regulatory domains. Whether this trajectory materialises de-
pends on countervailing forces that remain uncertain: regu-
latory capacity-building, empirical research on compliance
effectiveness, and the contested politics of Al standardisa-
tion.

The vertical Al supply chain has attracted sustained schol-
arly attention as an accountability problem; the horizontal
compliance ecosystem through which organisations enact
their obligations has not. This paper provides initial evi-
dence that its intermediaries exercise constructive authority
over what the Act’s requirements mean in practice, with di-
rect consequences for whether Al regulation achieves its ob-
jective of protecting safety, health, and fundamental rights.
The argument is diagnostic, not a case against intermedi-
ary involvement: management-based regulation of credence
goods generates structural demand for external expertise that
resource-constrained organisations cannot meet internally,
which makes intermediaries a necessary feature of Al Act
implementation at this stage. What remains open is whether
regulator-side resources, harmonised standards and opera-
tionally usable AI Office guidance, mature quickly enough
to narrow the private interpretive latitude these intermedi-
aries currently fill.



Positionality Statement

The first author conducted this research from within the or-
ganisation it examines, occupying simultaneously the role of
Al Governance Officer responsible for implementing com-
pliance work and the role of researcher studying that same
work. This position enabled a depth of access that exter-
nal researchers rarely obtain, including direct participation
in intermediary interactions, internal compliance delibera-
tions, and the production of the artefacts the paper analyses.
It also shaped what could be seen. The first author cannot
fully separate the interpretation of intermediary dynamics
from the investment of having worked alongside many of
the intermediaries described, or from the professional stake
in governance work succeeding at the organisation. Cogh-
lan (2019) calls this pre-understanding: the accumulated as-
sumptions that organisational membership produces, which
can obscure patterns an external researcher might more read-
ily notice.

Having no affiliation with the studied organisation, the
second author provided an external academic perspective
throughout. Regular supervisory meetings served as a recur-
ring check on insider framings, surfacing questions the first
author had not considered and pushing back on claims that
risked overstating the constructive role of intermediaries or
the consequences of their interpretive choices. This arrange-
ment does not dissolve the tensions inherent to insider re-
search, but it introduces a vantage point outside the organi-
sational culture and commercial context of the research site.
Our findings should be read with this positioning in mind.

Generative Al Usage Statement

Generative Al tools were used during the preparation of this
manuscript. Specifically, Claude (Anthropic, versions Son-
net 4.6 and Opus 4.6/4.7) assisted with grammar and style
editing to improve clarity and fluency, as well as formatting
of figures and tables. All Al-generated suggestions were crit-
ically evaluated by the authors, and the authors retain full
responsibility for the originality, accuracy, and integrity of
all content in this manuscript.
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