The MSP’s Guide to Data Governance

Discover the key components, core principles and frameworks to build strong data
governance in the age of Al.

Secure Your Future, Maximize Your Profit

Your business runs on data, and with Al in the mix, managing that data is essential. Without governance,
Al tools like Microsoft Copilot may generate bad insights, errors and costly mistakes.

Data governance is a must-have for businesses facing strict regulations, nurturing Al adoption and the
need for trusted, accurate data. Customers think Al “just works,” but MSPs know better — and that’s why
there’s significant profits to be made helping them get it right.

According to Coherent Market Insights, the data governance market is projected to grow from $4.75B in
2025 to $16.93 by 2032.

This guide shows you how to seize the opportunity, deliver Al-ready data and grow your bottom line.

What Is Data Governance and Why It’s Your Next Big Win

Data governance isn’t just about protecting data; it’s about ensuring the company’s will gets done. It’s
how your MSP delivers on its promises to help clients enforce policies, manage information responsibly
and stay aligned with their business goals.

Strong data governance drives smarter decisions and growth. Without it, you risk sloppy data practices,
which can harm your clients’ businesses.

Consider the acronym GIGO: Garbage in, garbage out. Poor governance leads to insufficient data,
which leads to poor insights and ultimately bad business outcomes, especially in the age of Al. Feed Al
flawed data, and it will return flowed results.

Why Data Governance Is Holding MSPs Back

MSPs manage complex client environments, but clients rarely provide the visibility or buy-in needed to
understand what data lives where. Many SMBs haven't prioritized governing their data, and without
client demand or investment, MSPs lack the support to deliver.

Limited budgets, staffing shortages and high tool costs add to the challenge. With Al and compliance
exposing gaps, MSPs and clients are starting to care. Poor governance wastes time, risks opportunities
and slows responses to market changes.


https://www.coherentmarketinsights.com/market-insight/data-governance-market-5126
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Key Components of Data Governance

Three key data governance components include discovery, classification and policy-setting. Think of your
business as a house, with data scattered like clutter across different areas.

The first step in data governance is understanding where your data lives so you can organize, categorize
and implement policies that optimize how your business handles and exchanges data consistently across
every department.

1. Data Discovery and Classification

Clutter spreads because people want to get work done, quickly saving files wherever it’s easiest. A
Word doc becomes a PDF on the desktop, or a copy ends up on a flash drive. Meanwhile, data scatters
across cloud apps, on-prem systems and local devices, hidden in plain sight.

Also, consider accessibility. Any employee with a credit card and access to SaaS tools can create data
silos outside of IT visibility.

Start by identifying what data you have, where it lives and who owns it. Then classify it into public,
sensitive or confidential data. Like labeled bins, metadata makes information easier to find and shows
what needs protecting.

And always ask: Do we even need to keep this data at all?

2. Setting Rules and Policies

Governance ensures the company delivers on its promises, and MSPs help ensure consistency. Set clear
data policies—like house rules for what to keep or toss. These rules reduce risk and ensure compliance
by standardizing data use and protection.

For example, encrypting customer Pll (e.g., SSNs, credit cards) is highly sensitive. Encryption ensures data
is unreadable and unusable if it leaves your environment. Engage with teams to see how data flows and
uncover risks to suggest smarter, safer processes.

3. Scaling Your Future with Data Governance

Data governance isn't something you can outsource. You can guide and facilitate governance as an
MSP, but your clients must own it. It's about understanding the client’s business, not just their software
and knowing how systems and data flow help you support better outcomes.

While Al tools can automate the five core principles below, they can’t replace the policy or intent behind
governance. Your role is to help manage infrastructure so your clients can see their business clearly and
act with confidence.
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The 5 Core Principles of Data Governance
and How to Apply Them

These five core principles ensure MSPs align with their clients to support trustworthy, consistent and reliable
data. Here we define each principle and assign ownership.

1. Data Quality: Ensuring
Trustworthy Data

Data quality means your data is clean,
accurate, timely and relevant—critical for
making sound business decisions. Poor data
quality includes outdated info, duplicates,
missing fields or inconsistent formats.

Who owns this?

The client primarily owns the data quality since
they generate and use it. MSPs support this

by helping clients identify data quality issues
and setting expectations around maintaining
accurate data.

2. Data Stewardship:
Defining Data Ownership

Data stewardship means clearly defining who
owns, manages and maintains data within

an organization. Typically, clients or their
designated staff are the stewards responsible
for ensuring data is entered correctly and kept
up to date.

Who owns this?

Clients own data stewardship. MSPs support by
advising clients on best practices and ensuring
their systems enable proper stewardship.

3. Data Protection and
Compliance: Securing Your Data

MSPs play a critical role in implementing
security controls like user access management,
encryption, backup and monitoring tools to
prevent breaches. Compliance requirements
(GDPR, HIPAA, etc.) largely remain the client’s
responsibility, but MSPs help enforce and
enable compliance through technology and
empowering policies.

Who owns this?

Shared: MSPs lead the security implementation,
providing a fleet of software, third-party
service providers and vendor partnerships

to strengthen security posture. Clients remain
responsible for setting policies and maintaining
regulatory compliance.

4. Data Management:
Overseeing the Data Lifecycle

Data management involves the full lifecycle—
from creation and use to retention and deletion.
Clients typically own data management,
ensuring data is collected and properly retained
and obsolete datais securely removed. MSPs
support this by providing tools and guidance to
help clients manage these processes efficiently.

Who owns this?

Shared: Clients’ own policies and data lifecycle
decisions. MSPs enable technology and
operational support.

5. Data Architecture:
Structuring Data for Efficiency

Data architecture shows how data is organized
and flows across systems. Clients and MSPs
should design and maintain data architecture
according to business needs. MSPs support this
through infrastructure and cloud management,
ensuring their clients’ systems perform well and
data flows securely between platforms.

Who owns this?

Shared: Clients’ own business needs and
requirements design. MSPs manage architecture
design, infrastructure and cloud and support
data flow with security and risk in mind.
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How to Build a Data Governance Framework:
Data Protection Meets Al

Clients rely on the MSP for data management and business growth. Establish a strong data governance
framework to help clients control risks, maintain compliance and get real value from their data with or without Al.

This framework should align with CIS Critical Security Controls and Al guidelines to help prevent false outputs,
bias and harm.

1. Audit Data: Know What You’re Working With

CIS Alignment: 12,3

MSPs need full visibility to help clients map all their assets and eliminate risky shadow IT before they can
govern or secure data. Al tools will magnify any flaws or blind spots in the information.

Actions:

- Discover, assess and categorize all data sources: cloud, on-prem, SaaS, endpoints.

- ldentify sensitive data, customer records, financials and unauthorized/unknown storage.
- Validate that Al systems generate current, relevant and bias-free data.

- Define policies for Al usage and the types of data allowed for use.

2. Identify and Classify Data: Categorize Information

CIS Alignment: 12,3

Not all data carries the same risk. Classify client data into public, private and sensitive categories to apply
proper governance and security controls and reduce false Al outputs or exposed data.

Actions:
Classify all client datainto:

- Public: Intended for anyone (e.g., marketing materials, published reports).
- Private: Internal business operations and employee data, not meant for external sharing.

- Sensitive: Highly confidential data (e.g., Pll, financial records, health information), requiring strict
encryption and access controls.

Enforce policies restricting Al systems from accessing sensitive or private data without oversight.
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How to Build a Data Governance Framework:
Data Protection Meets Al

3. Assign Roles and Controls: Limit Risk Exposure

CIS Alignment: 5,6

Without clear ownership and accountability, governance fails. Help clients assign data owners, stewards,
consumers, etc. Restrict access accordingly and limit access permissions.

Actions:

- Define and document ownership at each data level.

- Enforce Role-Based Access Controls (RBAC) and automated Identity and Access Management (IAM) policies.
- Apply the same RBAC rules to access Al tools, limiting who can deploy and use Al models.

- Monitor Al outputs for policy compliance, ethics violations and harm.

4. Fortify Security: Stop Breaches and Bad Decisions

CIS Alignment: 3,8,13

Governance means continuously protecting and maintaining data integrity because Al can only run with
what’s already there.

Actions:
- Set validation rules to detect insufficient data at entry.

- Apply encryption, intrusion detection and DLP solutions.
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How to Build a Data Governance Framework:
Data Protection Meets Al

5. Modernize Infrastructure: Future-Proof in the Cloud

CIS Alignment: m,12

Cloud platforms make governance more scalable and resilient with proper planning. Help clients adopt
secure, compliant cloud services that integrate with Al responsibly.

Actions:
- Choose cloud providers with certifications (SOC 2, ISO 27001).
- Automate disaster recovery and data backups.

- Define who owns training data and Al-generated insights.

6. Train People: Build a Culture of Awareness

CIS Alignment: 14

Technology is only as effective as the people using it. Make governance a shared responsibility by
educating client teams in data protection and managing Al risks. Ensure executives lead by enforcing
policies and promoting responsible Al use.

Actions:

- Deliver ongoing training on privacy, security and compliance.

- Include modules on Al ethics, bias detection and responsible use.

- Usereal-world scenarios to test awareness and improve decision-making.

- Establish clear management accountability for enforcing security policies and governance, including
consequences for non-compliance.
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The DIKW Pyramid: How Al Exploits The Gaps We Miss

Alisn’t breaking our data systems. It’s revealing how broken they already were. Left unchecked, it can turn
messy or incomplete information into convincing but deeply flawed decisions.

The challenge? Al operates at the knowledge layer, but most governance policies stop at the data or
information layer. The DIKW Pyramid (Data, Information, Knowledge, Wisdom) offers a way to understand
where things fall apart and how to fix them.
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Data: The Foundation We Ignore

This is the starting place. Raw inputs include
numbers, names and statistics. If the data

is biased or incomplete, Al automates bad
decisions faster.

- Most governance lives here: privacy policies,
access control and storage.

Information: Patterns
Without Context

When raw data is grouped and labeled, it
becomes information. Data is organized into
patterns and trends, but only if the foundational
datais consistent. MSPs should ensure data

is organized and classified, closing gaps that
cause misinterpretation.

- Example: Joe Schmo’s heart rate is 110 and
his blood pressure is 140/90. Alone, these
numbers are just high readings. Combined,
they signal risk.

Data

Knowledge: Where Al Lives

Al uses information to draw conclusions. Ex:
“Based on all this, you're likely to suffer cardiac
failure by X age”

- The catchis: bad data = bad information =
bad knowledge. Al doesn’t know it’s wrong;
it just moves fast and sounds confident.

Wisdom: Where
Humans Still Reign

Wisdom is what you and your clients bring
to the table. It combines knowledge with
experience, ethics and action to ensure
governance is handled accurately.

Al can’t decide what's fair, ethical or aligned
with your business values—that’s where human
judgment still matters.
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The New Frontier of Security

Al doesn't just process data; it connects dots humans can’t. By contextualizing information, Al can create
inadvertent overprivileged access, generating insights from sensitive information that the user should never
see or know.

This isn’t just about measuring harm; it’s about bypassing them through interpretation. An employee might
have legitimate access to sales reports and staffing schedules. Still, Al could combine them to reveal projected
earnings or sensitive demographic data, knowledge never intended for their role.

Traditional policies fail to address these insights, leaving a blind spot that Al can easily exploit.

The Takeaway: Govern at Every Layer

Most governance stops at the data or information layer, but Al operates at knowledge speed. If your
guardrails don’t reach the knowledge and wisdom layers, Al will move past them—fast.

The DIKW Pyramid highlights how Al challenges and accelerates the problem of managing governance. Al
operates at the knowledge and wisdom levels, but most governance stops at the data and information layer. If
your guardrails don't reach the knowledge and wisdom layers, Al will quickly move past them.

The DIKW pyramid shows clients:

- Where Al accelerates risk - Why traditional policies fall short

- How to build governance that scales with - How multi-layered governance ensures Al
Al's capabilities delivers value, not risk

Steps of Action

Use DIKW to help clients determine where Al goes wrong and why guardrails must shift upward.

To protect your clients:

- Assess data before it reaches Al - Enhance policies to include knowledge-level

- Monitor for bias, hallucination, overconfidence risks beyond data controls.

and overprivileged access. - Develop a critical thinking culture.
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Drive Value with Pax8 and Data Governance

At Pax8, we're more than just software. We're your launchpad. We help MSPs take charge of data and Al
governance with guidance, training and tools to make a real impact for clients. Our curated Marketplace and
easy-to-use programs cut through the noise so you can grow smarter, faster and further.

Explore our programs:

« Pax8 Voyager Alliance: Voyager Alliance partners
receive personalized support to manage complex
IT projects, tailored strategies and ongoing access
to training to keep their success moving in the right
direction. Reach the highest levels of MSP growth
as a Galactic partner.

« Security Bootcamp: Experience intense business
transformation. Our in-person Security Bootcamps
accelerate your team’s security knowledge and
hands-on implementation skills.

« Security Guided Growth: Supercharge your
security game and explore our exclusive resources
to fortify your posture and client offerings.

« Professional Services Support: Need a strategic
partner for those complex data governance
implementations? Our Professional Services team
provides you and your clients with expert guidance
and hands-on support. Save time and let our team
do the heavy lifting.



https://www.pax8.com/en-us/pax8-voyager-alliance/
https://www.pax8.com/en-us/marketplace/cybersecurity/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=advert&utm_campaign=2231_security_campaign_2024&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=21570991086&gbraid=0AAAAADHsrctucC-KnDHD6PYmzXrg63rGi&gclid=Cj0KCQjw64jDBhDXARIsABkk8J6MAs_r-lAOvcIykrtsXuwpRu6xHDbesSrJbXF2ebN9lJg16cLBPdsaAsI5EALw_wcB
https://www.pax8.com/en-us/pax8-events/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=21570991086&gbraid=0AAAAADHsrctucC-KnDHD6PYmzXrg63rGi&gclid=Cj0KCQjw64jDBhDXARIsABkk8J71WsPYt_yQhuNuFxDF61toRC5I0E1f3tURbpiOHy_uIdMSeE7L-loaArauEALw_wcB#bootcamp
https://www.pax8.com/en-us/professional-services/

