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Shadow AI is spreading through everyday work faster than governance can keep up.

Visibility must come before control.

For many years, organisations worried about Shadow IT.

Employees subscribing to SaaS applications without IT approval. Business units building databases

outside governance processes. Departments adopting cloud services using company credit cards.

The concern was not the technology itself. The concern was visibility.

Because you cannot govern what you cannot see.

Today, a similar pattern is emerging again. Only this time, it is moving significantly faster.

The new challenge is not Shadow IT. It is Shadow AI.

And the biggest AI deployment in your organisation may already be happening without you.

AI Adoption Does Not Wait For Governance

Most organisations approach Artificial Intelligence as a technology programme.

There will be strategy workshops. Vendor evaluations. Proof of concepts. Security assessments.

Governance committees. Pilot implementations. Formal rollouts.

Meanwhile, employees have already moved on.

They are using AI to write emails, summarise meetings, generate presentations, review contracts,

analyse spreadsheets, write code, debug applications, prepare board papers, generate reports,

translate documents, research competitors and improve productivity.

In many cases, they are not doing this maliciously. They are simply trying to work more efficiently.

The business value is immediate. The barrier to entry is almost zero. The tools are available within

minutes.

No procurement process. No project initiation paper. No steering committee. No architecture review. No

security assessment.

The adoption has already started.
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Shadow AI Is Different From Shadow IT

Shadow IT usually involved systems: applications, storage platforms and collaboration tools.

Shadow AI is different.

AI increasingly becomes embedded into existing tools employees already trust: email clients,

productivity suites, code editors, search engines, meeting platforms, browsers and operating systems.

Employees may not even realise they are using AI. Management may not realise it either.

Unlike Shadow IT, Shadow AI does not always arrive through a new application icon on a desktop.

Sometimes it arrives as a new button. A new feature. A new prompt window. A new assistant. A new

recommendation engine.

The deployment may happen automatically. The adoption may happen silently.

The Real Risk Is Rarely The Model

Many AI discussions focus on the model.

Which model are employees using? ChatGPT? Claude? Gemini? Copilot? Perplexity?

In reality, the more important question is often different.

What information is being shared with it?

Customer information. Financial projections. Board papers. Source code. Contracts. Merger

discussions. Investment strategies. Operational incidents. Security reports.

The risk is rarely the existence of AI. The risk is often the movement of information.

Organisations have spent decades classifying information: confidential, restricted, internal and public.

AI does not remove the need for data governance. It makes data governance even more important.

You Cannot Govern What You Cannot See

Many organisations are currently trying to create AI policies: acceptable-use guidelines, approval

processes and AI governance frameworks.

Those are important. But governance starts with visibility.

Before asking:

“How should we govern AI?”

The first question should be:

“Where does AI already exist today?”
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Which teams are using AI tools? Which business processes already rely on AI? Which data is being

shared? Which APIs are being connected? Which AI capabilities are embedded inside existing

platforms?

Discovery comes before governance. Inventory comes before control. Visibility comes before

assurance.

This is not a new cybersecurity principle. AI simply reminds us why it matters.

The Security Response Should Not Be To Ban AI

History has shown that banning useful technology rarely works.

Employees still adopted cloud services. Employees still adopted mobile devices. Employees still

adopted collaboration platforms. Employees will adopt AI.

The productivity benefits are simply too attractive.

The objective therefore should not be:

“How do we stop AI?”

The better question is:

“How do we enable AI safely?”

That may involve clear data handling guidance, approved AI platforms, identity controls, monitoring,

data loss prevention, AI usage visibility, awareness programmes and risk-based governance.

This should sound familiar. Because it is exactly the same philosophy behind modern cybersecurity

architecture.

Enable business safely. Not block business safely.

AI Governance Is Becoming Identity Governance

As AI evolves, the conversation becomes even more interesting.

Many AI systems are no longer simply generating text. They are taking actions: reading documents,

accessing repositories, creating tickets, executing workflows, calling APIs and making decisions.

To do that, AI requires identities. Permissions. Tokens. Roles. Credentials.

An AI agent without permissions is harmless. An AI agent with excessive permissions becomes an

unmanaged privileged identity.

The governance challenge therefore changes.

Not:

“What can the AI do?”
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But:

“What is the AI allowed to do?”

The future AI discussion may become less about intelligence and more about identity.

Security Architecture Has Seen This Story Before

Cybersecurity has experienced similar transitions before: cloud adoption, mobile devices, remote

working, Bring Your Own Device and Software as a Service.

Each time, the first response was often resistance. Eventually organisations realised something

important.

Technology adoption usually moves faster than governance frameworks.

The organisations that succeed are rarely the organisations that move the slowest. They are the

organisations that adapt governance quickly enough to support innovation safely.

AI is unlikely to be different.

Final Thoughts

The biggest AI deployment in your organisation may not be the one approved by management. It may

not be the one funded through a transformation programme. It may not be the one reviewed by

architecture forums or risk committees.

It may be the one employees have already started using.

Quietly. Productively. And completely outside governance visibility.

The question is no longer whether organisations should adopt AI. Many already have.

The question is whether organisations can discover, understand and govern the AI that already exists

within their environment.

Because ultimately, the biggest AI risk may not be Artificial Intelligence itself. It may be invisible

adoption.

Because you cannot govern what you cannot see.

Question assumptions. Share knowledge. Build trust.


