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AI’s Great Divide: How Data Strategy Separates 
Leaders from Laggards

Executive Summary

Multiple developments this week highlight that while advanced AI grabs headlines, it’s the less 
glamorous work of data strategy and architecture that often determines whether AI initiatives 
succeed or fail. Organizations with high-quality, well-governed, and accessible data are pulling 
ahead, while those with poor foundations face stalled projects, rising costs, and increased 
regulatory risk.

The Data Investment Gap: AI Leaders vs Laggards
Recent analysis underscores a growing chasm between companies leading in AI and those falling 
behind – and the difference comes down to data. Successful AI-driven organizations are not 
necessarily those with the fanciest algorithms, but those that invested early and heavily in robust data 
foundations. Gartner’s latest findings show that top AI performers spend up to four times more (as a 
share of revenue) on data quality, governance, and talent than their lagging peers 
(www.webpronews.com [1]). This data-centric investment is paying off: companies with mature, “AI-
ready” data setups have seen up to 65% greater improvements in revenue growth and cost reductions 
from AI initiatives (www.webpronews.com [2]).

By contrast, most companies are still struggling to see value from AI. A new Carnegie Mellon/
Accenture study found a staggering 95% of organizations report no tangible return on their AI 
investments so far (www.prnewswire.com [3]). Only an elite 8% have managed to deploy AI broadly 
across the enterprise and realize significant benefits at scale (www.prnewswire.com [4]). The culprit 
isn't a lack of AI ideas – it's a lack of AI-ready data. Even among companies ahead of the curve, only 
6% say their data infrastructure is fully prepared for AI needs (www.cdata.com [5]). The majority are 
bottlenecked by siloed, incomplete, or poor-quality data that prevents pilots from scaling.

This creates a vicious cycle for laggards: without strong data foundations, AI pilots fail to prove ROI, 
stalling further data investments – which in turn causes them to fall further behind more data-
prepared competitors (redmondmag.com [6]). AI leaders, on the other hand, treat data as a strategic 
asset and build accordingly. They have migrated to flexible cloud-and-edge architectures (over half of 
AI leaders run hybrid cloud setups, versus 35% of others (redmondmag.com [7])) and unified their 
data platforms to ensure critical information is accessible and governed wherever AI models need it 
(redmondmag.com [8]). In short, they’ve made data architecture a first-class priority, enabling AI to 
deliver real business results instead of just science experiments.

References:
[1] www.webpronews.com — https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-
from-laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performers%20don%E2%80%99t%20j
ust%20throw%20money
[2] www.webpronews.com — https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-

https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performers%20don%E2%80%99t%20just%20throw%20money
https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performers%20don%E2%80%99t%20just%20throw%20money
https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performers%20don%E2%80%99t%20just%20throw%20money
https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performers%20don%E2%80%99t%20just%20throw%20money
https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=technology%20executives%20feel%20sure%20their,trained%20for%20AI%20handle%20the
https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=technology%20executives%20feel%20sure%20their,trained%20for%20AI%20handle%20the


from-laggards/#:~:text=technology%20executives%20feel%20sure%20their,trained%20for%20AI%20handle%20the
[3] www.prnewswire.com — https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/sei-and-accenture-release-ai-adoption-maturity-model-to-
help-organizations-scale-ai-with-predictable-
outcomes-302793088.html#:~:text=Practice%20AI%20investments%2C%20optimism%20and,is%20not%20always%20the%20culprit
[4] www.prnewswire.com — https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/sei-and-accenture-release-ai-adoption-maturity-model-to-
help-organizations-scale-ai-with-predictable-
outcomes-302793088.html#:~:text=Practice%20AI%20investments%2C%20optimism%20and,is%20not%20always%20the%20culprit
[5] www.cdata.com — https://www.cdata.com/company/press/state-of-ai-data-connectivity-report/
#:~:text=CHAPEL%20HILL%2C%20N,more%20than%20200%20data
[6] redmondmag.com — https://redmondmag.com/articles/2025/06/20/new-reports-identify-traits-of-enterprise-ai-leaders-and-laggards
.aspx#:~:text=Rackspace%27s%20report%20emphasizes%20the%20accelerating,how%20AI%20maturity%20is%20reshaping
[7] redmondmag.com — https://redmondmag.com/articles/2025/06/20/new-reports-identify-traits-of-enterprise-ai-leaders-and-
laggards.aspx#:~:text=cloud%20computing,premises%20environments%20to%20support
[8] redmondmag.com — https://redmondmag.com/articles/2025/06/20/new-reports-identify-traits-of-enterprise-ai-leaders-and-
laggards.aspx#:~:text=combining%20the%20flexibility%20of%20public,approaches%20of%20the%20studies%20are

Data Quality & Governance: AI’s Hidden Bottleneck
AI doesn’t magically overcome bad data – it amplifies it. As one expert noted, if you feed AI and 
automation 'noise' and errors, they’ll simply scale up the confusion; feed them 'clarity,' and they’ll 
scale up intelligence (www.tmcnet.com [1]). In other words, models are only as good as the data 
behind them. This is why poor data quality, unclear ownership, and fragmented silos are now 
understood to be major culprits behind underperforming AI. It’s telling that 41% of CIOs have made 
improving data quality and governance their top data priority for 2026 (www.tmcnet.com [2]). Without 
trustworthy, well-structured data, even the most advanced AI initiatives will misfire.

The consequences of neglecting data governance are becoming painfully clear. In a recent IBM 
survey, companies reported an average of 54 AI “incidents” in the past year – unintended or harmful 
outcomes that required human intervention – and 37% of those incidents resulted in a data breach or 
security exposure (newsroom.ibm.com [3]). 17% even triggered compliance violations 
(newsroom.ibm.com [4]). It’s no surprise, then, that 59% of tech executives now say security and data 
compliance worries are the top barriers to scaling AI in production (newsroom.ibm.com [5]). Many 
organizations rushed into AI experiments without proper data controls and are now scrambling to 
retrofit governance. Three-quarters of large enterprises have stood up dedicated AI governance 
teams, but only 12% consider these fully effective so far (www.webpronews.com [6]).

Ultimately, data governance is about building trust – and that has become a business issue. If 
customers and employees can’t trust an AI system’s outputs, they won’t use them, and the project will 
never get off the ground. Robust data practices, on the other hand, can become an AI accelerator. 
One global study found 96% of firms believe strong data privacy and governance practices actually 
speed up AI innovation, and 95% say such practices increase customer trust in their AI-powered 
products and services (www.webpronews.com [7]). In short, good governance is now seen as a 
competitive advantage, not a hurdle.

Regulators have taken note. Europe’s forthcoming AI Act will compel companies to document the data 
used to train AI models and prove that it’s free from illegal bias or errors (dataforest.ai [8]) – effectively 
making rigorous data management a legal requirement for AI. Meanwhile, data sovereignty rules are 
multiplying. According to Cisco, 81% of organizations report that data localization demands across 
different countries have added significant cost and complexity to their AI efforts 
(www.webpronews.com [9]). Little wonder that 93% of companies plan to increase spending on data 
privacy and control to keep AI projects on track (www.webpronews.com [10]). The takeaway for 
leadership is clear: without clear data ownership, quality control, and compliance, AI initiatives face 
growing risks – from regulatory penalties to lost customer confidence.
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Building an AI-Ready Data Architecture
All of these factors are prompting a shift in enterprise data strategy. Rather than simply chasing the 
latest algorithms, leading organizations are reinforcing the data ecosystems that support AI. 
According to one new survey, only 9% of organizations now prioritize developing more advanced AI 
models, while 83% are investing in centralized, consistent data integration layers to ensure their AI 
has fast, seamless access to the right data (www.cdata.com [1]). In practice, this means breaking 
down data silos and creating a flexible “single source of truth” – so that analytics, machine learning, 
and AI systems can draw from the same, up-to-date information. Organizations are also taking an "AI 
engineering" approach to scaling, building out repeatable data pipelines and lifecycle management for 
models so that pilot projects can transition to full production.

The rise of generative AI is further pressuring IT architects to modernize data platforms. One rapidly 
emerging priority is the adoption of vector databases and real-time retrieval systems to feed AI with 
context. Traditional databases weren’t designed for the semantic searches AI uses to understand text, 
images, or other unstructured data. This has led to a wave of new solutions – from open-source 
vector stores to cloud-based offerings – that can serve up relevant data to AI models in milliseconds. 
Industry research indicates that enterprises are quickly implementing these vector search capabilities 
to power use cases like customer support bots and knowledge management (www.prnewswire.com 
[2]). Indeed, analysts now call vector search technology a “foundational” piece of modern AI 
infrastructure, on par with cloud and analytics platforms (www.prnewswire.com [3]). Ensuring 
proprietary data can be indexed and retrieved by AI is becoming essential to turning technologies like 
GPT-4 and generative models into business tools.

Vendors are also retooling data architecture to be AI-friendly. Established database and cloud 
providers are fusing capabilities that were once siloed. For example, MariaDB’s latest enterprise 
platform unifies its standard transactional and analytical databases with native vector search and 
retrieval augmentation in one integrated system (mariadb.com [4]). This all-in-one approach means 
companies can train and query AI models directly against their primary data platform without 
complex, error-prone data pipelines. Similarly, “data lakehouse” architectures are combining the 
scalability of data lakes with the rigor of data warehouses, allowing real-time analytics and machine 
learning to coexist on the same consolidated data stores. The goal is to eliminate data duplication and 
latency, so AI always has access to fresh, high-quality data across the organization.

Another key focus for data leaders is building flexibility and resiliency into their AI stack. More than 
half of AI-leading companies already run on hybrid cloud setups, blending on-premises and cloud 
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infrastructure for optimal performance and compliance (redmondmag.com [5]). Forward-looking CTOs 
and CDOs are designing modular systems where parts can be upgraded or replaced without 
overhauling the whole. This adaptability pays off – businesses that engineered portability (keeping 
models and data movable between systems) experienced about 10% higher returns on their AI 
investments (newsroom.ibm.com [6]). And as AI models become more commoditized, competitive 
advantage tilts back to data. Analysts observe that companies with access to unique, high-quality 
datasets now command 3–5× higher valuations than peers (fourweekmba.com [7]). With 78% of 
enterprises implementing real-time data processing by 2026 (up from 34% in 2023) 
(fourweekmba.com [8]), speed and diversity of data have become crucial differentiators. In short, the 
organizations that succeed with AI will be those that not only find insights in data – but can move the 
right data to the right place, securely and at scale, to unlock those insights when they matter most.
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Key Statistics

•  95% of organizations report no ROI from AI projects, and only 8% have successfully scaled AI 
across the enterprise ([www.prnewswire.com](https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/sei-and-
accenture-release-ai-adoption-maturity-model-to-help-organizations-scale-ai-with-predictable-outco
mes-302793088.html#:~:text=Practice%20AI%20investments%2C%20optimism%20and,is%20not%
20always%20the%20culprit)).

•  Successful AI firms invest up to 4× more in data quality, governance, and related talent than 
their peers – a strategy linked to significantly better AI outcomes ([www.webpronews.com](https://
www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-data-core-separate-winners-from-
laggards/#:~:text=Companies%20chasing%20artificial%20intelligence%20breakthroughs,performer
s%20don%E2%80%99t%20just%20throw%20money)).

•  Mature, “AI-ready” data infrastructures deliver up to 65% greater improvements in revenue and 
cost savings from AI initiatives, compared to organizations with weaker data foundations 
([www.webpronews.com](https://www.webpronews.com/ais-silent-force-quadruple-investments-in-
data-core-separate-winners-from-laggards/#:~:text=technology%20executives%20feel%20sure%20t
heir,trained%20for%20AI%20handle%20the)).

•  In 2025, 42% of companies abandoned most of their AI projects (up from 17% the prior year) – 
largely due to poor data foundations, according to S&P Global research ([www.doubletrack.com]
(https://www.doubletrack.com/post/why-companies-building-ai-without-data-foundations#:~:text=anal
ysis%20of%20300%2B%20corporate%20AI,We%E2%80%99re%20currently%20seeing%20the)).

•  41% of IT leaders cite improving data governance as a top data priority for 2026, reflecting a 
shift toward strengthening data quality, literacy, and ownership before pursuing advanced AI 
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([www.tmcnet.com](https://www.tmcnet.com/usubmit/2026/01/28/10323831.htm#:~:text=automation
%20scale%20the%20condition%20of,scale%20confusion%3B%20feed%20them%20clarity)).

•  Companies averaged 54 AI “incidents” in the last year (e.g. serious errors by AI), 37% of which 
caused data breaches and 17% resulted in compliance issues ([newsroom.ibm.com](https://
newsroom.ibm.com/2026-06-08-new-ibm-study-finds-cios-and-ctos-face-growing-ai-control-gap-as-
enterprise-deployment-
scales#:~:text=scaling%20AI%20agents,of%20tech%20CxOs%20have%20not)).

•  Enterprises with strong data privacy and governance practices are 3× more likely to consider 
themselves fully prepared for AI at scale, and deploy 16× more AI agents, while spending 4× less of 
their AI budgets ([newsroom.ibm.com](https://newsroom.ibm.com/2026-06-08-new-ibm-study-finds-
cios-and-ctos-face-growing-ai-control-gap-as-enterprise-deployment-scales#:~:text=years%2C%20r
aising%20the%20stakes%20for,portable%20and%20models%20replaceable%20rather)).

•  Firms with unique proprietary datasets have 3–5× higher valuations in the AI era 
([fourweekmba.com](https://fourweekmba.com/data-moats-the-ultimate-competitive-advantage-in-
the-digital-age/#:~:text=Updated%202026%20Data%20Moats%20in,portability%20for%20personal
%20information%2C%20while)) – highlighting how exclusive, well-governed data has become a key 
competitive moat.

KEY TAKEAWAY

AI’s value depends on data foundations. Successful enterprises are doubling down on high-
quality, well-governed data and modern architecture, while those that don't will see their AI 
initiatives stall as better-prepared competitors surge ahead.
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