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From Data Chaos to Mission Clarity:  

Designing AI Governance  
for the Real World
Replace AI hype and data drift with 
context-rich, explainable systems  
that scale trust, not just technology
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AI That Can’t Explain Itself 
Can’t Serve the Mission 
In the rush to modernize, federal 
agencies are inundated with 
data and AI tools that promise 
transformation. But without alignment 
to specific mission outcomes, and 
the ability to trace how decisions are 
made, these tools often create new 
complexity. This whitepaper offers a 
practical path forward: a strategy to 
turn fragmented data and opaque 
models into accountable, explainable 
systems that accelerate agency 
goals. Drawing on lessons from 
leaders like the CFPB and guided 
by policies like OMB M-24-10 and 
EO 14110, this guide reveals how to 
design for clarity from the start.

The following is a collaboration 
between Corinium and data.world, 
and provides a practical roadmap 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

for turning data sprawl and AI 
hype into structured, transparent, 
and impactful systems. Drawing 
on real-world insights, including 
a deep dive into the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau’s data 
transformation, it outlines the critical 
elements needed to move beyond 
experimentation and toward  
trusted, repeatable AI practices.

This actionable plan provides 
clear guidance in three key 
areas: building trustworthy data 
inventories, aligning AI systems 
with specific mission goals, and 
creating scalable governance 
structures. This paper is for leaders 
looking to cut through AI ambiguity 
and deliver measurable value to 
their organization.
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Anchor AI initiatives  
in mission outcomes 
Anchor every initiative to a  
mission need. Don’t ask,  
“What can this AI model do?”  
Ask, “What decision do we need 
to improve, accelerate, or explain 
better?” AI should eliminate friction 
in workflows, not add mystery.

Transparency Isn’t  
Just Compliance,  
It’s a Force Multiplier 
Document the ugly, the failed, 
and the learning curves. Share 
them. Create cultural permission 
for imperfection. AI won’t scale 
through perfection—it will  
scale through momentum  
and accountability.

Inventories Are the  
New Infrastructure 
An operational data inventory 
isn’t a spreadsheet. It’s an always-
on diagnostic system that shows 
where your data comes from, 
where it flows, who touched it,  
and how it was governed.  
When your data architecture  
knows itself, AI can follow suit. 

1

Governance  
Should Be Real-Time, 
Not Retroactive 
Don’t “check the governance box” 
at the end. Loop in legal, privacy, 
civil rights, and cyber experts 
from the outset. Equip them with 
live, explainable data pipelines, 
not binders of policy. AI should 
eliminate friction in workflows,  
not add mystery.

4

Prioritize context  
over complexity 
Generalized AI is brittle in 
specialized domains. Instead, 
build or tune systems with explicit 
parameters; bounded by policy, 
provenance, and use case. Context 
isn’t a feature, it’s a guardrail for 
safety, relevance, and explainability.
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Five Steps to Clarity
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Why Generalized AI Models  
Tend to Be Unsuitable  
for Federal Agencies

1
More often than not, AI must 
be highly specialized in order 
to be effective in regulated, 
mission-specific environments. 
Many agencies attempt to apply 
generalized AI models – trained on 
broad, public datasets – to nuanced 
federal use cases. This misalignment 
erodes performance.

When AI is deployed without 
the proper boundaries, domain 
expertise, or contextual guardrails, 
it diminishes in value. It can even 
introduce new risks and obscure 
accountability. AI systems that 
are not tailored to the specific 
“sandbox” they operate within can 
fail to deliver the clarity, reliability, 
and trust agencies need.

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“��When you cram a generalized 
AI model into something that 
is very specific in terms of 
form and function, you take 
something that is ‘smart’  
and you make it very dumb. 
Because now it doesn’t have  
the appropriate context,  
setting, and boundaries.”
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A well-structured inventory is more 
than a list, it’s a self-aware system 
that ties data assets to policy, 
process, people, and outcomes. 
It behaves like telemetry for your 
data ecosystem. This level of 
transparency enables agencies to 
move not just quickly, but wisely.

But effective data governance 
requires more than just cataloging 
assets. Agencies need a context-
aware approach that links data to 
the policies, processes, people, 
and mission goals it supports. 

That means understanding not 
just what data exists, but its 
provenance, its destination, its 
users, and its veracity. Only with 
this holistic view can agencies 
embed accountable, sustainable AI 
into workflows. Without metadata 
that lives and evolves alongside 
your systems, automation becomes 
a liability, not an asset.

Trustworthy Data Inventories 
Are Foundational for 
Responsible AI
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Modern Data Systems Must Be Modular, 
Federated, and Real-Time

Effective data architectures are 
designed to be modular and 
federated. Agencies should be able 
to plug in the components they 
need while leaving others aside. 
A flexible system can adapt to the 
requirements of any agency,  
without forcing rigid standards.

Within that system, an operational 
data catalog must actively link 
metadata with the people who use 
it, the policies that govern it, and 
the workflows that rely on it. This 
interconnectedness creates a living 
map that illuminates how datasets 
relate to each other and the broader 
organizational context. To provide 
these real-time insights into the 
current status of data systems, 
automation is essential. 

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“��You have to have the 
system tell you what  
is the current state,  
and not rely on 
someone to go uncover  
that through some 
creative spelunking.”
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True transparency means making both data and decisions understandable.  
It shows what the outcome was as well as why and how it happened  
using context-rich metadata and traceable knowledge assets.

Transparent data systems empower users to trust what they see,  
understand how AI reaches conclusions, and govern data with confidence.

3.  �Ontology &  
Glossary Integration 

Concepts and terms used in analytics  
or AI outputs are grounded in  
shared ontologies and glossaries, 
ensuring consistency, meaning,  
and interpretability across teams.

Outcome
This eliminates ambiguity in decisions and builds 
shared understanding between technical and 
mission stakeholders.

1.  �Source  
Traceability 

Every data asset used in a decision or AI 
model can be traced back to its origin, 
accompanied by metadata on how it was 
collected, processed, and validated.

Outcome
This enables confidence in data integrity  
and supports reproducibility in audits, FOIA 
responses, and model challenges.

The Five Pillars 
of True AI 
Transparency

2. � �Decision Lineage  
& Reasoning Context 

AI systems and dashboards expose not 
just the results, but the logic, assumptions, 
and inputs that led to them – linking data 
sources, filters, weights, and rule sets.

Outcome
This transforms AI from a black box into an 
explainable, mission-aligned partner, ready  
for scrutiny and adaptation.

5. � �Federated Metadata 
Stewardship 

Stewards, subject-matter experts, and tools 
collaboratively maintain living metadata 
across silos, supporting dynamic updates, 
quality feedback, and policy alignment.

Outcome
This keeps transparency sustainable and scalable, 
even in large, multi-tenant or hybrid environments.

4. � �Explainability Is  
an Interface 

Interfaces matter. Transparency 
shouldn’t live in a policy PDF, it should 
be clickable, traceable, and embedded 
where decisions happen. A good 
dashboard doesn’t just show numbers; 
it should let users ask: “Where did this 
come from? Why do we trust it?”

Outcome
This enables users to interactively understand context 
and knowledge flow.
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Systems Should Be Designed 
for Flexibility and Repurposing 3
Modern technology investments 
must prioritize resilience and 
adaptability, allowing agencies to 
pivot their data capabilities quickly 
to meet emerging needs without 
rebuilding foundational components. 
The data cleaning, pipelining, and 
infrastructure work you invest in 
today can be redirected to new 
problems tomorrow.

AI and data systems built with 
fungibility in mind allow agencies 
to shift directions by simply feeding 
models new data inputs rather  
than starting over. This agility 
shortens timelines for new use 
cases and maximizes the value  
of existing investments. 

To achieve true agility, ensure 
that documentation is not an 

afterthought, but an integrated part 
of the system itself. Embedding 
documentation directly into the 
architecture allows users, auditors, 
and automated systems alike 
to understand how tools were 
designed, configured, and deployed 
within specific mission contexts. 

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“��We need to support 
reproducibility, auditability and 
adaptive governance across teams, 
tools and clouds, and make sure 
we are evolving to match the 
capabilities of our system.”
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Lessons From Federal Broadband Expansion

In the early 2010s, federal efforts to 
expand broadband were repeatedly 
stalled because different agencies 
used conflicting, incomplete, or 
outdated data to define coverage 
areas. Billions in funding was at risk of 
duplication or gaps, simply because 
no one could trace or verify the origin 
or quality of the data they relied on. 

A lack of traceability is not just 
a compliance gap, it’s a mission 
risk. If an AI system’s output is 
challenged in court, in Congress,  
or by the public, many agencies 
can’t defend or reproduce how  
the decision was made.

Without this provenance trail, 
agencies will struggle to fulfill basic 
elements of trustworthy AI oversight, 
especially under OMB M-24-10 and 
EO 14110 (see below).

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“��There is a 
reason I harp on 
interoperability as  
a key concept.”
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Sustain Trust Without  
Slowing Innovation4
Embedding human judgment 
at key points in AI and data 
workflows reinforces trust and 
ensures responsible oversight. 
These touchpoints need not hinder 
progress. Often, it’s enough for 
someone to “poke their head in” 
and validate a decision. 

This practice cultivates a culture of 
shared responsibility around data 
and automation. At the same time, 
data literacy and upskilling the team 
will empower a more informed,  
data-driven workforce. 

But that workforce needs usable tools. 
A dashboard alone doesn’t create 
insight; to truly benefit from data tools, 
users need the ability to explore 
definitions, understand inputs, and 
trace how metrics are derived. Don’t 
overlook the value of good UX. Making 
information easily accessible – meaning 
clickable, contextual, and self-service – 
helps demystify data for users.

Patrick McGarry
GM Federal, data.world

“��You want to start bubbling things to the surface like: 
‘Can I click into this term on the dashboard and 
understand what it means? What are the data inputs 
that are feeding this dashboard?’ The more you provide 
these things for people to be able to self service and self 
educate, the more it continues to draw them deeper into 
the data conversation.”
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The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB) has quietly become  
a standout example of what modern data governance can look like.  
Over the past two years, it has transformed how it manages data via  
three major initiatives.

They developed an Enterprise Data Strategy
This acted as a living blueprint, not just a document. It had 
executive-level buy-in and clear accountability, which drove  
data conversations at the highest levels of the Bureau.

They overhauled their data intake  
and disclosure processes
This wasn’t just about policy, it was operational. They automated 
workflows, documented timelines, and brought together key 
stakeholders from Legal, Privacy, FOIA, Cyber, and beyond. 
The result is a governance structure that’s both streamlined 
and defensible, two things every agency needs as they face 
increasing scrutiny over AI data use. 

They replaced a legacy tool with a modern data 
catalog that powers their stewardship program
This supports taxonomy alignment, enables automation for access 
controls, and even provides public-facing engagement channels. 

2

1

3

How the CFPB Built a Trusted  
Data Foundation for AI

C A S E  S T U D Y

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“���The CFPB isn’t just checking boxes.  
They’re building the systems and  
culture that can support responsible  
AI, evidence-based policymaking,  
and a more transparent government.  
This is a roadmap worth studying.”
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Navigating the Federal  
AI Policy Landscape5
Released in March 2024, this 
memorandum from the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) 
establishes mandatory requirements 
for how federal agencies manage 
AI. It differentiates between safety-
impacting AI and rights-impacting 
AI and outlines how agencies must 
assess, inventory, and govern their 
AI within these categories.

The memorandum also describes 
the roles, responsibilities, seniority, 
position, and reporting structures 
for agency Chief AI Officers, a role 
made mandatory by Executive 
Order 14110. It also mandates 
that agencies must establish AI 
Governance Boards and publish AI 
use case inventories annually.

To comply with the memorandum:

•	 Design for transparency and  
auditability from the start   
Avoid bolting on compliance later and  
instead build systems that track lineage,  
usage, and decision logic by default.

•	 Establish modular, federated architectures 
that reflect your ecosystem and support 
adaptability across programs and use cases.

•	 Maintain a real-time inventory of AI use cases  
and their associated data, impacts, and risk  
levels, linked directly to policy and 
governance processes.

Several key directives and frameworks now guide agency efforts  
to deploy AI in ways that enhance public trust and mission effectiveness. 
Below is an overview of how to navigate them.

OMB M-24-10 
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The Executive Order on the 
Safe, Secure, and Trustworthy 
Development and Use of Artificial 
Intelligence outlines federal 
responsibilities to ensure AI systems 
are developed and deployed safely, 
ethically, and in alignment with 
democratic values. 

It emphasizes civil rights, 
cybersecurity, scientific integrity, 
and workforce preparedness. The 
EO also directs agencies to enforce 
existing, technology-agnostic rules 
in an effort to minimize harm to 
consumers from AI.

Developed by the National Institute 
of Standards and Technology, the 
AI RMF 1.0 is a voluntary framework 
designed to help organizations 
identify, assess, and manage risks 
associated with AI. It emphasizes 
the importance of data quality, 
provenance, and context. 

To meet the goals of the EO:

•	 Implement human-in-the-loop checkpoints   
at key stages in automated workflows to ensure 
decisions remain aligned with human judgment 
and public values.

•	 Make documentation part of the system  
AI systems should be able to respond to 
questions like: How were you built? What data 
are you using? What policies apply here?

•	 Support collaborative governance  
by designing workflows that let people validate 
outcomes and reinforce a shared data culture 
across technical and non-technical teams.

To align with the Framework:

•	 Create operational data catalogs    
that connect metadata with policies, people, and 
workflows, helping teams understand what data 
they have, how it’s defined, and how it flows.

•	 Enable contextual data exploration  
by embedding definitions, provenance,  
and data quality details directly into  
dashboards and analytical tools.

•	 Automate the surfacing of risk signals  
by building systems that can alert stakeholders 
to changes in data quality, lineage, or usage, 
without requiring manual discovery.

•	 Promote data literacy and self-education  
by making it easy for users to investigate 
terms, trace metrics, and understand  
what drives insights and outcomes.

Executive Order 14110

NIST AI Risk Management Framework
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Designing With the Future in  
Mind Means Better Outcomes Now
For transparency, auditability, 
and measurable impact to be 
engineered into systems from day 
one, leaders must design data 
architectures that anticipate future 
needs. By planning ahead, agencies 
can ensure their systems remain 
trustworthy, adaptable, and aligned 
with evolving missions. 

Success in federal AI isn’t about 
smarter models. It’s about trust 
and mission outcomes. As federal 
agencies look to scale AI, the 
goal is not simply to build more 
sophisticated algorithms, but to 
produce outcomes that are visible, 
understandable, and aligned 
with the public interest. The true 
measure of success is whether 
systems help agencies act with 
clarity and speed while maintaining 
trust from the people they serve. 

Patrick McGarry
GM US Federal, data.world

“��The AI model is not going 
to be the thing that defines 
my success. It will be my 
ability to look at the data 
that matters to me and speed 
up outcomes. Invest in the 
inventories, the governance, 
and culture that brings 
clarity to your mission, and 
then let that clarity become 
your agency’s advantage.”

CONC LU S I O N
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Corinium is the world’s largest business community of more 
than 250,000 data, analytics, customer experience and digital 
transformation leaders.

We’re excited by the incredible pace of innovation and 
disruption in today’s digital landscape. That’s why we produce 
quality content, webinars and events to connect our audience 
with what’s next and help them lead their organizations into 
this new paradigm. 

Find out more: www.coriniumintelligence.com   
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Connect with Corinium

Join us at our events

Visit our blog

Read our white papers

Follow us on LinkedIn

Like us on Facebook

Find us on Spotify

Find us on YouTube

Find us on iTunes

www.coriniumintelligence.com
https://open.spotify.com/show/4op8cNfQRNrZMP5i79Aze9?si=4VB4dNA-Tp6Gw_2WHwCLGA&nd=1
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