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Introduction 
and Purpose

PART I
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This guide will equip you with the insights, frameworks, and tools to →

Understand AI Agents
What they are and how they differ from traditional rules engines, robotic process 
automation (RPA), or standalone machine learning models.

Evaluate Vendors Confidently
Key criteria and pointed questions to assess AI Agent solutions – covering 
performance, transparency, compliance, integration, and more.

Plan Deployment Safely
A phased approach to implementing AI Agents with best practices for governance, 
human-in-the-loop oversight, and minimal disruption.

Secure Buy-In
Strategies to get internal stakeholders and regulators comfortable with AI-driven 
alert reviews.

Build the Business Case
Real examples of ROI, from alert reductions to faster investigations, to justify 
investment in AI Agents for AML.

Introduction 
and Purpose

Anti-money laundering (AML) 
operations are being transformed 
by a new class of technology: AI 
Agents. This guide is designed 
for AML operations leads (BSA 
Officers, AML analysts) and 
compliance executives who are 
exploring AI Agents for transaction 
monitoring but are not yet experts 
in AI or machine learning. 

By the end of this kit, you 
should have a clear, jargon-free 
understanding of AI Agents in AML, 
a vendor-neutral framework for 
evaluation, and practical guidance 
on adoption — all presented in a 
concise and accessible format.
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What Is an AI Agent in AML 
and Common Questions

PART II
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In simple terms, an AI Agent is an 
intelligent software system that can 
autonomously perform tasks that 
traditionally required human judgment. 
In the context of AML transaction 
monitoring, an AI Agent can review 
alerts, analyze data (including 
unstructured text like transaction 
narratives or customer profiles), and 
make decisions or recommendations 
on whether an alert is truly suspicious 
– much like a human analyst would. 
Unlike a static program, the AI Agent 
uses artificial intelligence (often 
advanced large language models (LLMs) 
or other machine learning techniques) 
to interpret information and reason 
through a task.

What Is an  
AI Agent in AML?

Learning from Feedback
Modern AI Agents can improve over time by learning 
from outcomes. If a human overrides the agent’s 
decision or provides feedback, the AI can adjust its 
internal models or rules for future decisions. This 
iterative learning helps it get smarter and more 
accurate with use. 
 

Autonomous Decision-Making
They apply learned patterns and logic to make 
a decision or recommendation on an alert (e.g. 
whether to close it as a false positive or escalate it 
for investigation) based on the evidence – essentially 
replicating the judgment of a human analyst.

Explainability and Traceability
Unlike “black box” AI, well-designed AI Agents can 
explain why they reached a conclusion, providing 
a rationale or highlighting the data points that 
influenced the decision. Every action can be logged 
for audit purposes, creating a traceable record of 
the agent’s reasoning. 
 

Natural Language Understanding
AI Agents can read and interpret text-based 
information (e.g. an alert’s description or a 
customer’s profile notes) to glean context and risk 
indicators that a rules-based system might miss.

Key capabilities of AI Agents include →
WHAT IS AN AI AGENT IN AML AND COMMON QUESTIONS
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It’s natural to have questions at this stage. For 
example, “How does an AI Agent actually 
review an alert from start to finish?” 

In practice, the agent will ingest the alert data 
(transaction details, account info, any prior 
alerts), maybe fetch additional context (related 
transactions, KYC data, open web info if allowed), 
then apply its AI model to assess the alert. It might 
produce a recommendation like “This alert is low 
risk and can be closed” along with an explanation. 
Some AI Agents can even draft the narrative 
that explains why the alert was closed (for audit 
purposes). 

Another common question is “Can it really 
replicate the judgment of a human analyst?” 
The goal of most AI Agents is exactly that – to 
emulate an experienced analyst’s decision-making. 
Early results are promising, with some AI agents 
achieving human-level accuracy in alert triage 
when trained on sufficient real-world AML cases.

However, they work best as partners to humans, 
handling the routine alerts autonomously and 
flagging the truly tricky cases for human review. We 
will discuss how to maintain human oversight in a 
later section. 

Finally, you might ask “What tasks can it 
fully handle versus where does it still need 
assistance?” Generally, AI Agents can fully handle 
routine, low-risk alerts or repetitive research 
tasks, but for complex investigations or anything 
that requires contextual knowledge beyond what 
the AI was trained on (e.g. a very novel money 
laundering scheme), a human analyst will still take 
the lead (with the AI agent assisting by compiling 
data or even suggesting insights). The boundary 
is not absolute and will expand as the technology 
improves, but a good rule of thumb is to start 
the AI Agent on well-defined tasks (like L1 alert 
dispositioning or negative news gathering) and 
progressively let it tackle more as trust grows.

Common Questions About AI Agents
WHAT IS AN AI AGENT IN AML AND COMMON QUESTIONS
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Deploying an AI Agent 
in AML Operations

PART III

Adopting an AI Agent for alert monitoring is not a flip-the-switch event; it’s 
a journey. A thoughtful deployment approach will help you reap the benefits 
of AI while managing risks and ensuring your team and systems can handle 
the change. In this section, we outline a phased deployment model and best 
practices for integrating an AI Agent into your AML workflow. We’ll cover 
different deployment models (cloud vs on-premises), how to run pilot programs, 
the role of human-in-the-loop controls, integration considerations, and 
establishing a feedback loop for continuous improvement.

Unit21 | AI Agents for AML Transaction Monitoring: A Buyer’s Kit 8



SaaS / Cloud-Based AI Agents

SPEED OF ADOPTION
Rapid deployment is a core strength — pilots can launch 
in days or weeks. No infrastructure provisioning needed; 
users access via web UI or API.

VENDOR-DRIVEN MAINTENANCE & INNOVATION
	Â Continuous updates, new features, and model 

improvements are pushed seamlessly by the vendor.

	Â Minimal operational overhead for the customer.

REGULATORY & SECURITY CONSIDERATIONS
	Â Alert data leaves the customer’s environment, so 

data privacy and compliance must be vetted.

	Â Vendors often mitigate this with encryption, isolation, 
and certifications (e.g., SOC 2).

BEST FIT FOR
	Â Institutions with flexible IT policies or less intensive 

compliance barriers.

	Â Teams looking for quick proof-of-concept or 
evaluation with minimal lift.

On-Premises AI Agents

DEPLOYMENT OWNERSHIP
	Â Customers fully own deployment: provisioning 

servers, installation, and system integration.

	Â Often takes months due to infrastructure setup and 
internal processes.

DATA RESIDENCY & CONTROL
	Â No data leaves the organization’s network — ideal for 

strict InfoSec or regulatory environments.

	Â Often required by conservative institutions or those 
with legacy IT constraints.

SUSTAINABILITY & MAINTENANCE
	Â Customer is responsible for updates, scaling, and 

patching.

	Â Requires clear coordination with vendor on delivery 
of model updates and version control.

BEST FIT FOR
	Â Large institutions with existing IT infrastructure and 

strict compliance requirements.

	Â Organizations valuing full control over latency, data, 
and system management.

Hybrid AI Agent Models

PHASED OR FLEXIBLE DEPLOYMENT
	Â Mixes cloud and on-prem elements (e.g., cloud-

based pilot, on-prem production).

	Â Some variants tokenize data, run inference locally, or 
only send metadata to the cloud.

COMPLIANCE-CONSCIOUS INNOVATION
	Â Seeks to balance cloud agility with on-prem data 

assurances.

	Â Often structured to satisfy InfoSec while still enabling 
faster vendor collaboration or learning loops.

CUSTOM COORDINATION REQUIRED
	Â More complex to design and maintain due to cross-

boundary architecture.

	Â Success depends on early IT and compliance 
engagement.

BEST FIT FOR
	Â Institutions navigating regulatory risk but wanting to 

innovate quickly.

	Â Teams needing to prototype fast, then shift to more 
controlled environments.

Deployment Models AI Agents can be deployed in various ways, and the choice often 
depends on your institution’s IT policies and regulatory constraints →

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS
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Deployment  
Timeline and Agility

	Â Cloud = Fastest

	Â On-Prem = Slowest

	Â Hybrid = Balanced with 
staged rollout options.

Compliance and 
InfoSec Influence

	Â All models hinge on what 
regulators and internal 
security teams permit.

	Â Early involvement of 
these stakeholders is 
essential, regardless of 
architecture.

Model Lifecycle and 
Update Management
Key question across all: “How 
are model updates handled?”

	Â Cloud: Vendor-managed.

	Â On-Prem: Customer-
managed with vendor 
coordination.

	Â Hybrid: Shared 
responsibility, depending 
on architecture.

Shared Themes Across All Models: 
Cloud, On-Premise, Hybrid

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS
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Phased Rollout Strategy

The pilot phase is your chance to validate the AI Agent in a controlled, low-risk 
environment. Typically lasting 60–90 days, this phase should focus on a narrow 
scope — for example, testing the AI on alerts from a specific business unit (like 
retail banking) or scenario type (such as only low-risk alerts).

Crucially, this stage runs in parallel with your existing processes: the AI reviews 
alerts and generates decisions, but human analysts remain the final decision-
makers. This safeguards compliance while giving you a clear comparison between 
AI vs. human decisions.

GOALS OF THE PILOT

	Â Benchmark agreement rates between AI and analysts.

	Â Identify cases the AI caught that analysts missed (and vice versa).

	Â Estimate potential time savings or efficiency gains.

	Â Troubleshoot any integration issues, such as data access or system 
compatibility.

CHANGE MANAGEMENT TIP
Train your team early — ensure analysts understand what the AI does, how to 
read its output, and how to provide feedback. This reduces fear and resistance to 
change.

By the end of the pilot, you should have tangible results — such as “the AI could 
have auto-handled 50% of last quarter’s alerts” — to inform a go/no-go decision 
on broader deployment.

A best practice in deploying AI for AML is to start small, 
then expand. A phased rollout usually looks like this →

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS

1
Pilot Implementation 
(Proof-of-Concept)
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If the pilot is successful, the AI Agent can begin operating in production — but 
typically with safeguards and human oversight. You might:

	Â Deploy the AI to triage Level 1 alerts across departments.

	Â Allow auto-closure of low-risk alerts, while routing high-risk ones to 
humans.

	Â Require human sign-off for AI-recommended actions initially.

This phase is like going from a test drive to allowing the AI to drive while you 
monitor closely from the passenger seat.

KEY PRACTICES

	Â Gradual Cutover: e.g., Week 1 = 100% of AI decisions double-checked by 
humans; Week 4 = only 10% spot-checked.

	Â Live Integration: The AI should now be working directly within your alert/
case management systems — adding notes, closing alerts, etc.

	Â Auditability: Ensure robust logs are captured for all AI decisions.

	Â External Validation: Consider engaging model validators or consultants to 
review AI behavior on live data.

SUSTAINING BUY-IN

	Â Share performance data with compliance stakeholders.

	Â Show measurable gains (e.g., backlog reduction, lower false positives) to 
maintain support.

Once the AI Agent proves reliable at scale, you can transition to full production. At 
this point, it becomes a business-as-usual part of your AML operations.

The AI can now autonomously handle a significant portion of alerts, while humans 
focus on:

	Â Complex or high-risk cases.

	Â Sample reviews for QA.

	Â Escalations and SAR filings where human judgment is essential.

INSTITUTIONALIZING THE AI

	Â Update Procedures: Document AI involvement in your AML manual (e.g., 
“AI auto-closes alert type X under condition Y, with 10% reviewed by a 
supervisor daily”).

	Â Governance Structure: Implement a framework to continuously monitor AI 
performance, fairness, and audit readiness.

	Â Feature Expansion: Integrate advanced functions like auto-drafting SAR 
narratives or cross-system linkage for case building.

Even at this mature stage, the AI Agent is not replacing your team but augmenting 
them, freeing humans to do the work where they add the most value.

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS

32
Full Production 
(Automation at Scale)

Expanded Rollout 
(Controlled Production)
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Feedback 
Loops

Throughout all phases, maintain a feedback loop for continuous 
improvement. This means every time a human disagrees with the AI or 
catches an AI mistake, feed that information back to the vendor or the 
model. Many AI Agent platforms have built-in feedback mechanisms – e.g., 
an analyst can click a button like “AI was wrong on this alert” or correct 

the AI’s narrative, and this data is logged to retrain the model. Continuous 
improvement is crucial because financial crime patterns evolve, and the 
AI needs to keep learning. The vendor should be providing model updates 
periodically; ensure you have a plan for testing and deploying those updates 
(similar to how you’d handle new rule tuning in a traditional system).

Getting Alerts into the AI Agent
To begin, decide how alerts will flow into the 
AI Agent. This could involve setting up a direct 
API feed or file transfer from your transaction 
monitoring system.

If you’re using platforms like Actimize or 
Verafin, you’ll need to export alerts and 
relevant context for the AI to process. Some 
AML platforms come with AI functionality built-
in, which removes this step.

For third-party AI tools, expect to build a 
custom data pipeline. During early testing, you 
can often provide batches of historical alerts to 
simulate how the AI would have performed on 
past cases.

Integrating with Case  
Management Systems
Your AI Agent should work seamlessly with 
your existing case management system (e.g., 
Unit21). Ideally, it either:

	Â Posts decisions automatically into the 
case system, or

	Â Offers a central interface for analysts to 
review and act.

Most often, integration happens via API 
calls where the AI updates alerts, applies 
disposition codes, and includes explanatory 
notes.

Alternatively, the AI may come with its own 
interface, though toggling between platforms 
should be minimized. The smoother the 
integration, the easier it will be for analysts to 
adopt the tool.

Providing the Right Data Access
The AI may need access to enriching data like:

	Â Customer profiles (KYC)

	Â Account activity

	Â Linked entities or transactions

If that data lives in internal systems, plan to 
pipe it into the AI environment. If it’s housed 
in documents or online sources, ensure the AI 
can legally and technically retrieve it.

Always check with your compliance team to 
confirm what’s permissible — public data is 
usually fine, but anything involving personal 
information may trigger privacy obligations.

While deep integration isn’t necessary at the 
start, you’ll still need some foundation. Many 
solutions allow you to start with something 
simple — for example, Unit21 supports CSV 
uploads for pilots — and then scale to more 
advanced automation later.

Designing the Analyst Workflow
Figure out how analysts will interact with the 
AI’s output. There are two main paths:

	Â Log into the AI’s own dashboard, or

	Â View AI recommendations within the 
current case system.

Choose the approach that best matches your 
team’s day-to-day workflow.

The best tools are built with workflow flexibility 
in mind. They may automatically scan certain 
alerts, offer quick-send buttons like “Send to 
AI Agent,” or embed insights directly where 
analysts already work. 

Make sure to ask the vendor exactly how the AI 
fits into your operational setup.

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS
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Human-in-the-Loop 
(HITL) Cheat Sheet 

HITL Is a Critical  
Safeguard During  
Early Adoption

Introducing checkpoints where 
humans validate or override 
AI decisions is essential for 
managing risk, especially in the 
initial phases of deployment.

HITL PROTECTS AGAINST:

	Â Errors of commission – 
accepting incorrect AI 
decisions without scrutiny.

	Â Errors of omission – missing 
important actions because of 
misplaced trust in AI.

HITL Maintains  
Human Oversight and 
Analytical Rigor

	Â Humans remain the final 
decision-makers, keeping 
accountability within the 
compliance team.

	Â This ensures that the AI 
serves as an assistant, not 
an autonomous authority, 
especially early on.

	Â Over time, as confidence 
builds in the AI’s accuracy, 
human involvement may 
be reduced — but not 
eliminated.

HITL Can Be 
Implemented in  
Several Ways

	Â Approval Checkpoints: AI 
suggests actions (like closing 
alerts), but humans must 
approve.

	Â Sampling Reviews: A 
percentage (e.g., 10%) of AI-
handled alerts are reviewed 
regularly for QA.

	Â Recommendation Mode: The 
AI proposes a disposition 
with rationale, and the 
analyst still makes the final 
call — creating a “second 
opinion” workflow.

HITL Is Expected by 
Regulators and  
Promoted by Vendors

	Â Regulators typically look 
for evidence of human 
oversight in early-stage AI 
deployments.

	Â Many vendors (e.g., Unit21) 
design their systems to 
support editable, reviewable 
AI outputs — helping 
institutions meet regulatory 
expectations and retain 
control.

HITL Enables Trust 
and Smooth Change 
Management

	Â HITL acts as a bridge from 
manual to AI-assisted 
operations.

	Â It allows teams to gradually 
build trust in the AI’s outputs 
without compromising 
compliance or control.

	Â It also comforts stakeholders 
(analysts, managers, 
regulators) by reinforcing 
that AI adoption doesn’t 
mean “losing control.”

1 2 3 4 5

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS

The goal of human-in-the-loop is to maintain control and 
oversight. Your team stays in charge of the outcomes, with the 
AI as a helper. Regulators will often expect to hear that you have 
HITL, especially at the beginning. It’s a prudent way to deploy. 
Many vendors promote that their AI outputs are editable and 
reviewable by design – for example, Unit21’s solution allows 

all AI-generated narratives to be edited by analysts and every 
decision the AI makes is fully traceable, keeping the human 
ultimate decision-maker. This gives comfort that adopting AI 
doesn’t mean “losing control” – you can always override or audit 
what it’s doing.
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Integration with 
Existing Systems

Integrating an AI Agent 
into your workflow typically 
involves connecting it to your 
case management or alert 
management systems, and 
to relevant data sources. 
Ideally, the AI agent should 
seamlessly slot into your 
alert handling process. 
Some integration points to 
consider:

Alert Ingestion
How will alerts get to the AI Agent? This could be a direct feed from your transaction monitoring system into the AI system via API or 
file transfer. If you use a system like Actimize, Verafin, etc., you’ll need to export alerts (and related data) to the AI agent. Some modern 
vendors (like those offering full AML platforms) have the AI agent built-in, which simplifies this. But if it’s a third-party AI tool, plan for 
building a data pipeline. Historical alerts for testing can often be batch processed to see how the AI would have handled them.

Case Management Integration
If your investigators use a case management tool (e.g. Unit21), you want the AI agent to either log its decisions in that system or 
provide an interface that’s easy for analysts. A common approach is integration via API – the AI agent, after analyzing an alert, can 
call an API to update the case management (e.g. mark alert #123 as closed with disposition code X and attach the AI’s rationale text). 
Alternatively, the AI might have its own UI where analysts can review AI-handled alerts. The smoother the integration, the better – 
analysts shouldn’t have to swivel chair between too many applications.

Data Access
The AI agent might need to pull additional data about customers or transactions (like KYC info, account balances, related entities, etc.). 
Plan how it will access that. If the data is in internal databases, you will likely have to send that data to the vendor or internal solution 
of choice. If data is in documents or external websites, ensure the AI is allowed to access those (and check with compliance if any 
data privacy issues – e.g., if it’s going to query public records, that’s usually fine; but if it’s going to access personal data, make sure it’s 
compliant with privacy laws). Integration is often cited as a top challenge by early adopters, so allocate time and resources to it. The 
good news is many AI agents don’t require extremely deep integration to start – you can often begin with just feeding alert data and 
later integrate more deeply. In fact, some AI Agents solutions like Unit21’s tout: “minimal integration – just give us a CSV of your alerts 
and we’ll start reviewing them”​. That can work for a pilot, but for production you’ll want a robust automated integration.

User Interface and Workflow
Decide how analysts will interact with the AI. Will they log into the AI’s dashboard to see alerts and then decide whether to accept the 
AI’s recommendation? Or will the AI post its recommendation into your existing case system so the analyst sees it there? This should be 
designed to fit your team’s workflow. Good AI Agent solutions are workflow-aware – they integrate into the alert queue, they might have 
a button like “Send to AI Agent” or automatically pick up certain alerts, etc. Clarify with the vendor what the user experience is like.

DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS
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A common question is “How long 
does deployment take, end-to-end?”. 
The answer varies. If using a SaaS 
AI Agent with a cooperative IT team, 
you could get a pilot running in a few 
weeks. Full deployment might be a 
few months including validation and 
training. If doing on-prem, it could 
take several months to a year to 
stand up.

Finally, remember that deployment 
isn’t “done” once the AI is live. 
Ongoing monitoring and maintenance 
are essential. You should continuously 
track metrics like alert volumes, AI 
vs human decision agreement rates, 
average handling time, and quality of 
outcomes. Regular model validations 
(internally or with third parties) should 
be scheduled – many institutions 
include AI models in their annual 

model review cycle to comply with 
model risk management policies. Keep 
documentation up to date (if the AI’s 
logic changes or you tweak thresholds, 
log it). Continue training your team as 
features or policies evolve. And stay 
alert to new typologies or changes 
in regulatory expectations – your AI 
Agent may need periodic tuning or 
retraining to stay effective. In short, 
deploying an AI Agent is an ongoing 
program, not a one-time project.

With a phased rollout, human-in-
the-loop governance, and strong 
integration, you can introduce AI 
into AML transaction monitoring in 
a controlled, successful manner. 
Next, we turn to evaluating AI Agent 
solutions and the due diligence 
you should perform with potential 
vendors.

Timeline and Resources
DEPLOYING AN AI AGENT IN AML OPERATIONS
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Vendor Evaluation:  
Key Questions to Ask  
AI Agent Providers

PART IV
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Key Questions to Ask  
AI Agent Providers Evaluation, Tracing & Output Quality

Understand how well the AI Agent performs and how 
transparently it makes decisions.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â How do you evaluate the AI’s performance across different typologies, 
customer segments, or jurisdictions?

	Â Can we define custom evaluation scenarios based on our SOPs and 
typologies?

	Â Do you offer retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) or decision tracing 
so we can see what the AI used to generate its outputs?

	Â Can the AI explain decisions in plain language for both analysts and 
auditors?

	Â Do you provide versioned logs for decision reproducibility and 
traceability?

1

WHY IT MATTERS

GenAI performance is measured through structured evaluation, 
transparency, and trust—not just static metrics. You need to see how 
it thinks.

VENDOR EVALUATION: KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK AI AGENT PROVIDERS

Adopting an AI Agent for AML means introducing automation 
into a regulated and high-stakes workflow. You’re not just buying 
software—you’re choosing a strategic partner. This framework 
combines GenAI-specific evaluation points with essential due 
diligence across security, compliance, and operational support.
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SOP Alignment & Typology Adaptability
Ensure the AI follows internal procedures and understands 
typology-specific risks.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â How is the model aligned with AML SOPs? Can we update that logic 
ourselves?

	Â Can it support typology-specific workflows (e.g. structuring, elder abuse, 
pig butchering)?

	Â Can it adjust for regional variations or institution-specific policies?

Model Performance & Accuracy
Evaluate how the AI Agent performs on real-world alerts—
compared to humans and legacy rules.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â Have you benchmarked AI decisions against human analyst 
performance?

	Â How does your AI reduce false positives and improve triage efficiency?

	Â Have you tested the AI across multiple alert types and typologies?

	Â Can you provide results from historical backtesting or alert 
comparisons?

	Â Does your model improve the quality and consistency of SAR narratives?

32

WHY IT MATTERS

An AI Agent that doesn’t follow your internal guidelines creates 
operational and regulatory risk.

WHY IT MATTERS

You’re replacing or assisting human triage with AI—its results must 
be proven, not assumed.

VENDOR EVALUATION: KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK AI AGENT PROVIDERS
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Security & Data Privacy
Protecting sensitive AML data is non-negotiable.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â How is data encrypted in transit and at rest?

	Â Is our data isolated from other clients?

	Â Do you use any of our data to train the model (and can we opt out)?

	Â What security certifications or audits do you hold (e.g. SOC 2)?

	Â Where is the data hosted—and is it compliant with our regional or 
regulatory constraints?

Embedded Quality Control &  
Feedback Loops
Ensure the AI Agent is not a black box, but a system you can 
guide, correct, and continuously improve.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â Can analysts provide direct feedback on AI decisions (e.g., flag incorrect 
outcomes or adjust outputs)?

	Â How is that feedback captured, tracked, and used to improve the model 
or decision logic?

	Â Is there a built-in quality assurance workflow (e.g., sample reviews of 
AI-closed alerts, override tracking)?

54

WHY IT MATTERS

You’re handling PII and transactional data—regulators will  
scrutinize this.

WHY IT MATTERS

An AI Agent must operate with the same (or better) oversight as 
a human analyst. Embedded QA, continuous feedback loops, and 
override tracking give you confidence—and regulators reassurance—
that the system is doing the right thing and getting smarter over time.

VENDOR EVALUATION: KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK AI AGENT PROVIDERS
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Model Lifecycle & Vendor Support
Know how the model evolves, and what support you’ll get 
along the way.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â Can we influence model behavior or contribute feedback loops?

	Â Do you help with internal adoption (training, change management, etc.)?

	Â Do you assist with executive or regulator presentations?

	Â What’s your roadmap for this product? Is it a core focus?

Compliance & Regulatory Alignment
Make sure the AI fits your governance frameworks and 
doesn’t introduce risk.

QUESTIONS TO ASK

	Â Have you deployed this with other regulated institutions? What’s been 
the regulatory feedback?

	Â Have you collaborated with examiners & regulators and what has their 
feedback been?

	Â What documentation do you provide to support regulatory audits or 
model validation?

	Â Can your platform help prepare exam-ready audit trails and decision 
rationales?

76

WHY IT MATTERS

A good model on day 1 isn’t enough—you need a vendor that’s 
responsive and aligned long-term.

WHY IT MATTERS

Regulators care less about “AI” and more about explainability, 
control, and documentation.

VENDOR EVALUATION: KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK AI AGENT PROVIDERS
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Building Regulator Trust 
in AI-Driven AML

PART V

One of the biggest hurdles for innovative AML tech is satisfying regulators 
that you’re still meeting your compliance obligations. Regulators are 
increasingly aware of AI in financial services. They don’t prohibit it, but 
they expect it to be used responsibly. In this section, we discuss how to get 
regulatory buy-in and ensure your AI Agent deployment passes muster with 
examiners. We’ll cover best practices for transparency, documentation, 
validation, and engagement with regulators.
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Regulators’ 
Perspective on AI

Regulators generally care about outcomes (are 
you catching illicit activity? complying with laws?) 
and the soundness of your risk management. 
When you introduce AI, their focus will be on 
model risk management, data integrity, and 
oversight controls. In other words, they’ll ask: 
“How do you know your AI is working correctly 
and not posing undue risk? Show us.” They 
have seen failures in other contexts where 
AI models went rogue or were used without 
understanding, and they want to avoid that in 
banking compliance. That said, regulators also 
acknowledge AI can improve compliance. 

For example, FINRA has noted potential benefits 
of AI like better efficiency and enhanced risk 
detection, but emphasizes managing model 
risk and privacy, and having proper supervisory 
controls in place. Global organizations like the 
FATF have encouraged digital innovations in 
AML while cautioning about explainability and 
governance. The OCC and Federal Reserve’s 
model risk management guidelines (OCC 2011-12 
and FRB SR 11-7) apply to AI models just as to 
any other model – they require robust validation, 
documentation, and governance.

Here are concrete steps to take (and show) to build regulator confidence →
Best Practices to Demonstrate Transparency and Control

BUILDING REGULATOR TRUST IN AI-DRIVEN AML

Document Decision Rationale
For every alert the AI Agent handles, ensure there’s 
a clear, reviewable explanation stored in the case 
file. For example: “Closed by AI Agent. Reason: all 
transactions were payroll deposits; customer behavior 
consistent with past patterns.” This kind of rationale 
shows decisions are based on logic, not guesswork, and 
provides valuable evidence during audits or exams that 
the system operates in a controlled, transparent way.

Maintain Comprehensive Audit Trails
Set up the system to log all AI activity—inputs, outputs, 
timestamps, decision factors, and any follow-up human 
actions. A complete audit trail allows you to answer 
questions like “Why did the AI close this alert?” with 
confidence. Emphasize that nothing is hidden or black-
boxed. For example, Unit21’s AI Agent logs each input 
and decision step, making the full process traceable and 
compliant with regulatory scrutiny.

Perform Independent Validation of the AI
Before full deployment—or in parallel with a pilot—
engage an internal or external validation team to assess 
the AI model. This includes reviewing the design, 
testing performance on unseen data, and confirming the 
model functions as intended. Providing validators with 
the vendor’s documentation helps. A formal validation 
report offers strong reassurance to regulators that your 
AI program is accurate and well-governed.

Follow Established Model Risk Guidelines
Treat the AI Agent as a model under established risk 
frameworks like OCC 2011-12 and Federal Reserve SR 
11-7. Ensure you document the model’s conceptual 
design, monitor its performance over time, and analyze 
outcomes to verify consistency and accuracy. Track 
metrics such as false positive rates and flag deviations. 
Summarize these efforts in a monitoring report to show 
you’re managing the AI like any other regulated model.
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In essence, building regulator trust comes down to transparency, documentation, 
and proactive engagement. Show that the AI Agent improves compliance outcomes 
(fewer false alarms, potentially better detection) while not undermining control. 
Provide the same or greater level of insight into the process as you would with a 
manual process. Many regulators have indicated they are not against AI; they just 
want it to be as safe and well-managed as traditional methods​. By following the 
practices above, you turn AI into a strength during exams – something you can 
demonstrate proudly as enhancing your program’s effectiveness.

Finally, consider preparing a “Regulator Briefing” document as part of 
your deployment. This could be a one-pager or slide deck that explains in 
straightforward terms: what the AI Agent does, how you validate and govern it, 
and the results you’ve seen (e.g., reduction in alert backlog, etc.). If a skeptical 
examiner comes in, this document can guide the conversation and show that 
you’ve done your homework. Some buyers’ kits include a template for this 
regulator-facing explanation.

BUILDING REGULATOR TRUST IN AI-DRIVEN AML

Proactively Engage Regulators
Involve regulators early in the AI deployment process. Bring it up 
during exams or check-ins, and explain what you’re testing and 
how you’re validating it. Invite their feedback—this helps them feel 
informed and builds trust. You can also explore innovation offices 
where available. Proactive, open engagement positions your team as 
transparent and collaborative, not secretive or reactive.

Reference Industry Guidelines and Precedents
Use emerging regulatory publications and industry precedents to 
strengthen your internal policies. Reference guidance like FINRA’s 
notices on AI supervision and FATF’s support for responsible AI 
adoption in AML. If peer institutions have gained approval for similar 
AI use cases, cite those examples. Doing so shows you’re aligned 
with evolving standards and not operating in a regulatory vacuum.

Preserve Human Oversight and Final Accountability
Clearly state that humans remain in control of the final decision-
making. The AI Agent should assist, not replace, analysts. Document 
safeguards like human-in-the-loop reviews, daily sampling of AI-
closed alerts, and the ability to override AI outputs. These controls 
demonstrate to regulators that you’re using AI responsibly, with 
oversight structures that maintain accountability and avoid over-
reliance on automation.
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Making the Business Case: 
ROI and Efficiency Gains

PART VI

Adopting an AI Agent in AML is not just a technology upgrade – it’s also a 
business decision that should deliver a strong return on investment (ROI). 
Compliance executives often need to justify the expense and effort of an 
AI project to the board or senior management. In this section, we provide 
angles to quantify the benefits and build a compelling business case. We’ll 
cover cost savings from alert reduction, productivity improvements (handle 
time reduction), reallocation of human resources to higher-value tasks, and 
qualitative benefits like improved compliance quality. We’ll also address the 
common question: Does this mean I need fewer analysts?
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Alert Volume Reduction
AI Agents can dramatically reduce the number of false positives, which 
often make up 90–95% of total alerts. By automating triage, AI can 
eliminate thousands of low-value alerts, freeing up analyst time. For 
example, reducing 4,500 alerts monthly at 20 minutes per alert saves 
1,485 analyst hours—translating into significant labor cost savings. 
This is one of the most immediate and measurable ROI gains.

Handle Time and Throughput Improvement
AI doesn’t just cut alert volume—it also speeds up the review of 
remaining alerts. Real-world examples show 3x faster review times, 
allowing one analyst to do the work of three. This improves backlog 
management, reduces the risk of late SARs, and gives analysts more 
time to focus on high-risk alerts. The result: faster, more accurate 
investigations and higher-quality SARs.

Reallocation to Higher-Value Tasks
AI elevates analyst roles by removing tedious work and allowing teams 
to focus on complex investigations, scenario tuning, and strategic 
projects. This shift improves job satisfaction, reduces burnout, and 
strengthens AML effectiveness. Freed-up resources can investigate 
emerging risks or contribute to program improvements—work that’s 
hard to quantify but highly valuable.

Cost Savings and Operational Efficiency
The combined effect of fewer alerts and faster reviews reduces the 
number of analyst hours required. Many teams redeploy staff to higher-
value tasks like proactive risk reviews. For instance, cutting 10 out of 
20 analyst roles at $100k fully loaded cost could mean $1M/year in 
reallocated budget—without compromising compliance.

Improved Compliance and Risk Reduction
AI supports timely SAR filing and reduces the likelihood of 
compliance failures. Even catching one major issue that might have 
been missed can help avoid fines or reputational damage. With 
$5B+ in global AML fines annually, demonstrating that AI improves 
coverage and consistency can be a key part of your risk mitigation 
strategy—critical even if ROI isn’t purely financial.

Faster Scalability
AI helps scale your compliance operations without scaling 
headcount. As transaction volumes grow, AI allows teams to handle 
more alerts without proportionally increasing staffing. For example, 
if 60% of alerts are auto-closed and the remaining 40% reviewed 
faster, you could save $160K on a $200K alert review budget—before 
even accounting for improved capacity and flexibility.

Workforce Optimization and Quality Uplift
AI lets teams handle more work with the same or smaller  
headcount over time. Most institutions repurpose staff, not  
eliminate them—creating opportunities for deeper investigations, 
AI oversight roles, and better retention through reduced burnout. 
Additionally, AI can improve SAR quality by drafting narratives and 
summarizing data, making reports more complete and actionable— 
Wan intangible, yet powerful, return.

MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE: ROI AND EFFICIENCY GAINS
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MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE: ROI AND EFFICIENCY GAINS

FAQ: Do I need fewer analysts then?
 
This question will come up – often from analysts themselves 
worried about job security, or from management wondering if they 
can trim headcount. The honest answer is: in the short term, AI 
Agents let you handle more work with the same team (or the same 
work with a smaller team), but they are best used to augment 
humans, not replace them. Most institutions redeploy staff rather 
than cut, at least initially. The workload in compliance is ever-
growing, so AI can absorb growth and allow your team to focus on 
critical areas that might have been understaffed. 

Over time, if your alert volume truly drops or stabilizes thanks  
to AI, you might achieve some headcount reduction through attrition 
or repurposing roles (perhaps analysts become investigators or 
work on other compliance functions). It’s important to communicate 
to your team that the goal is to elevate their work, not eliminate 
their jobs.

In fact, with the AI handling tedious tasks, analyst job satisfaction 
can improve and you may retain talent better (a business case point 
around reduced burnout). Also, consider that introducing AI means 
you might need new roles like an “AI model manager” or an analyst 
who specializes in reviewing AI decisions – new opportunities for 
the team.

To quantify ROI beyond dollars, you can mention improvements 
like: “Analysts can now each handle 3x more alerts per day”, 
“Our backlog went from 500 alerts to zero”, “We avoided hiring 5 
additional contractors this year”, “Alert investigations that took 2 
weeks now finish in 2 days”, etc. These are meaningful outcomes for 
the business and for compliance health.

To illustrate, let’s say currently 100% of alerts are reviewed by humans, and you estimate each 
alert costs about $20 in labor (taking into account time and fully loaded costs). If you get 10,000 
alerts a year, that’s $200k in labor. Now, with AI, perhaps 60% of those alerts can be auto-closed 
with virtually no human touch, and the remaining 40% still get human review (some assisted by 
AI). The 60% auto-closed (6,000 alerts) would then save $120k in labor. Plus, the other 4,000 
alerts might be reviewed 50% faster, saving another say $40k. So total direct saving $160k/year. 

If the AI costs, for instance, $100k per year in licensing, you still net $60k saved, and you’ve 
gained all the intangible benefits and capacity for more work. The break-even might occur in the 
first year or two. Of course, scale these numbers to your actual alert volumes and costs; large 
banks dealing with hundreds of thousands of alerts could see multi-million dollar annual savings.

In summary, the business case for AI Agents in AML transaction monitoring rests on efficiency 
gains and effectiveness gains. Efficiency translates to cost savings and capacity increase; 
effectiveness translates to better risk management and compliance outcomes. When pitching to 
leadership, combine hard numbers (like hours saved, headcount reallocation, cost savings) with 
the strategic benefits (scalability, improved compliance, staying ahead of the regulatory curve, 
reputational protection). Often, framing it as “invest now to save significantly over the next few 
years and prevent bigger costs (or fines) later” resonates well.

Lastly, consider doing a proof-of-value pilot where you measure these metrics in a controlled 
setting (e.g., run the AI on 1,000 historical alerts and see how many hours it would have saved, 
how many real cases it would have caught). Those results can then be extrapolated to bolster the 
case with actual data. We will touch on proof-of-concept guidance in the add-ons section.

AI Agent Business Case Example
MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE: ROI AND EFFICIENCY GAINS
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Conclusion
PART VII

AI Agents for AML transaction monitoring represent a powerful new ally in 
the fight against financial crime. By autonomously handling alert reviews 
and augmenting human analysts, they promise to reduce false positives, 
speed up investigations, and let your team focus on real risks. This buyer’s 
kit has equipped you with a clear understanding of what AI Agents are, 
how to evaluate and implement them responsibly, and how to align with 
regulators. The key is to remain vendor-neutral and critical in evaluation, 
rigorous in deployment and oversight, and collaborative in bringing your team 
and regulators on board. If done right, an AI Agent can transform your AML 
compliance program from one bogged down by volumes of alerts into one 
that is agile, efficient, and more effective than ever at stopping illicit activity.

As you move forward, use the checklists and frameworks provided, and 
don’t hesitate to seek expert advice or peer insights. This is still an emerging 
area, and sharing knowledge can benefit everyone. Ultimately, the goal is 
to enhance our financial system’s integrity. AI Agents, combined with the 
expertise of compliance professionals, are a promising path to achieving 
that goal. Here’s to making an informed decision and ushering in the next 
generation of AML innovation at your organization.
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