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The Data Advantage: How Al Leaders Are
Pulling Ahead

Executive Summary

This week’s intelligence highlights a clear trend: in the race to capitalize on Al, enterprises with
robust data foundations and governance are widening their lead. New research and real-world
events underscore that data architecture and quality are the linchpins of Al success. Meanwhile,
regulators and partners are raising the stakes on how organizations collect, use, and protect
data, making it clear that data strategy has become a strategic priority at the highest levels.

Data Foundations: The New Al Divide

A growing body of evidence shows that the biggest gap between Al leaders and laggards comes
down to data and architecture fundamentals. The Enterprise Data Management (EDM) Association’s
newly released Global Data Management Benchmark surveyed 435 organizations across 50+
countries and exposed a stark reality: just 31% have achieved an advanced data strategy capability
(www.efficientlyconnected.com [1]). In other words, nearly seven out of ten companies lack the
consistent, mature data foundations that scalable Al requires. This readiness gap isn’t about having
the latest algorithm — it's about basic infrastructure. The report emphasizes that many companies are
racing to deploy Al tools and use cases without first building the data management, governance, and
literacy capabilities needed to extract real value from those tools (www.efficientlyconnected.com [2]).

For senior leaders, these findings highlight a structural divide. Companies on the winning side of Al
invest early in unified, high-quality data architectures, ensuring that data from across the enterprise is
accessible, well-organized, and up-to-date. This often means embracing modern data platforms like
cloud “lakehouse” architectures that blend the flexibility of data lakes with the rigorous management of
data warehouses. It also means enabling real-time data pipelines so that Al models can act on fresh,
relevant information as business conditions change. These architectural decisions — consolidating
siloed data and prioritizing speed and quality of data flows — are proving to be foundational.
Organizations with these strong data backbones can move Al pilots into production quickly and at
scale, while those still mired in fragmented, outdated systems find their Al initiatives bogged down or
stalling out.

The difference is not the Al technology itself but the environment it runs in. As one analysis noted,
purchasing cutting-edge Al tools is easy, but “buying the tools isn’t the same as running them
effectively” — 77% of companies have stood up analytics capabilities, yet only 19% have truly mature
adoption and data literacy around those tools (www.efficientlyconnected.com [3]). That 58-point gap
between installing technology and operationalizing it speaks volumes. Leaders who treat data as a
first-class asset — investing in data integration, quality controls, and architecture — are building a
runway for Al to take off in their organizations. Laggards, by contrast, remain stuck in the pilot stage,
discovering too late that patchwork data systems and poor data quality are the true bottlenecks to Al



Success.
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Governance and Quality: From Bottleneck to Enabler

With Al initiatives moving from experiments to core business operations, questions of data
governance and quality have shifted from back-office nuisance to boardroom priority. Multiple new
reports this week hammered home that data governance is now the make-or-break factor for Al. In
fact, poorly governed data — whether it's incomplete, inconsistent, or lacking clear ownership — is
emerging as a single point of failure for Al projects. Industry experts note that when data sprawls
across disconnected silos and "we’ll figure out governance later" becomes the approach, Al projects
are almost guaranteed to underdeliver or fail. Conversely, organizations that build governance into
their Al strategies from the start are seeing much higher success rates and faster scaling.

Fresh survey data from Credo Al's “State of Al Governance 2026” report sheds light on exactly what
those successful organizations do differently. In a poll of 371 senior leaders across industries, the
study found that the most mature Al programs have tangible governance practices that less advanced
peers often lack (aigovernance.com [1]). Specifically, top performers maintain comprehensive **Al
inventories** — tracking every algorithm and model deployed — so they always know what data is
being used and how. They establish clear **accountability structures** by assigning business owners
to Al initiatives, ensuring someone is responsible for outcomes and ethical implications. And they
implement regular **review workflows** for Al models, continuously monitoring performance, bias,
and compliance. These governance steps may sound procedural, but they directly correlate with Al
success: they ensure models are built on reliable, high-quality data and that their results are
trustworthy and aligned with business goals.

By contrast, companies that skip these steps often find their Al efforts running into invisible walls. One
common pitfall is the so-called “Al orphan” — a technically sound model that never gets fully adopted
by the business due to lack of ownership or trust. Data quality issues also loom large. When Confluent
surveyed IT leaders earlier this year, 66% reported being plagued by uncertainty around data lineage,
timeliness, and quality when trying to scale Al initiatives (www.hpcwire.com [2]). These latent data
problems mean that even promising Al prototypes can falter in production, because the data feeding
them isn’t consistent or credible enough for high-stakes decisions. The immediate lesson for CTOs
and CDOs is that strong data governance and quality management are not bureaucratic hurdles; they
are the enablers of Al at scale. Encouragingly, many enterprises are responding: in one recent poll,
86% of companies plan to boost investment in data management this year — focusing on privacy,
security, governance, and upskilling their people — precisely because they recognize that without the
right data practices, even the best Al won't deliver (www.informatica.com [3]).
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Data as Moat, Data as Minefield

As organizations become more data-driven, they are waking up to a dual reality: proprietary data is
turning into a strategic moat, even as mismanaging data can open up new vulnerabilities. On the
opportunity side, unique data assets can set companies apart in an era when Al models themselves
are increasingly commoditized. If every competitor can license similar Al algorithms, an enterprise’s
own troves of customer interactions, transaction records, or sensor data may constitute its most
defensible advantage. This is motivating leaders to double down on data ownership, enrichment, and
protection. They are investing in technologies like **data catalogs and master data management** to
better leverage their information, and deploying **vector databases** to hook their private text and
image archives into generative Al systems. The goal is to turn proprietary data into Al-driven products
and insights that rivals can't easily replicate — for example, using internal data to fine-tune large
language models that outperform generic competitors on domain-specific tasks.

But with great data power comes great responsibility — and risk. The past week provided a vivid
reminder that misuse of data can spark reputational and legal battles. In the media industry, a group
of major news publishers has filed a lawsuit against OpenAl and Microsoft, alleging that their
copyrighted, paywalled articles were used without permission to train generative Al models
(www.datastudios.org [1]). These “data provenance” disputes underscore how valuable data has
become, as content creators fight to protect their intellectual property from uncompensated Al
ingestion. Similarly, regulators and partners are pressing tech providers to adopt stricter data
safeguards. Case in point: Microsoft just agreed to a landmark set of Al privacy commitments with the
American Federation of Teachers, promising not to use student data to train its Al and to institute
human review for sensitive decisions in schools (aigovernance.com [2]). Moves like this signal that
organizations will need rock-solid policies on what data they collect, share, and feed into Al systems —
or face pushback and potential regulatory action.

For forward-looking businesses, treating data both as a prized asset and a governed liability is
becoming non-negotiable. The smartest Chief Data Officers (CDOs) and Chief Technology Officers
(CTOs) are prioritizing data governance frameworks and ethical guidelines alongside their Al
innovations. They understand that winning with Al is not just about having cutting-edge algorithms, but
about having the **trust of customers, regulators, and partners**. In practice, that means being
transparent about data sources, obtaining proper rights and consent, ensuring privacy compliance,
and building Al models that can explain their use of data. As data increasingly defines competitive
advantage, companies must protect and polish this asset. By safeguarding data rights and quality,
enterprises not only reduce risk — they also position their data as a sustainable source of value that
fuels Al breakthroughs.

References:

[1] www.datastudios.org — https://www.datastudios.org/post/seattle-times-and-newsday-sue-openai-and-microsoft-paywalled-
journalism-ai-training-data-fair-use#:.~:text=,output%20generation%20without%20a%?20license

[2] aigovernance.com — https://aigovernance.com/
news#:~:text=for%20Schools%20Set%20a%20Vendor,can%200pt%20int0%20these%20terms

Key Statistics

» Just 31% of surveyed organizations have achieved an “advanced data strategy” capability
([www.efficientlyconnected.com](https://www.efficientlyconnected.com/ai-data-readiness-gap-edm-
association-2026-benchmark/?doing_wp_cron=1789020152.7113308906555175781250#:~:text=Th
€%20EDM%?20Association%20has%?20released,Repository%20and%20Dashboard%2C%20built%
20with)), leaving roughly 69% without the mature data foundations needed for scalable Al.

« India’s enterprise Al investment rose 119% YoYO0 461L31-L35}, yet only 22% of Indian companies
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have implemented any Al governance processes0 461L32-L360 .

e A survey of 371 senior leaders found that third party Al risk is the #1 governance challenge for
40% of organizations (Jwww.credo.ai](https://www.credo.ai/downloadsopen/the-state-of-ai-governan
ce#:~:text=mature%20enough%20t0%20keep%20up, The%20tipping%20point%20where%20gover
nance)) — highlighting fears around data and models from external vendors.

KEY TAKEAWAY

C suite takeaway: Al success how hinges on data prowess. The past week’s developments
underscore that organizations with clean, unified data, strong governance, and respect for
data ownership are speeding ahead, while those neglecting data foundations risk stalled Al
ROI and regulatory setbacks.
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