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Most organisations assume the biggest AI risk comes from employees who don’t understand the technology.

The evidence increasingly suggests the opposite.

The people most likely to ignore your AI policies are often your most technically capable employees.

At first glance, that sounds alarming.

In reality, it should tell CIOs something far more important.

Your governance isn’t keeping pace with your organisation.

Recent research found that employees who have received AI training are significantly more likely to use unauthorised AI tools than those who haven’t. One report found that almost three-quarters of AI-trained employees admitted using unapproved AI services, compared with fewer than one in five employees without formal AI training.

Some organisations might look at those numbers and conclude that training is creating the problem.

It isn’t.

Training simply removes uncertainty.

Once people understand what modern AI can actually do, they begin comparing those capabilities against the tools their organisation provides. When that comparison exposes a gap, many don’t wait for the next steering committee meeting or procurement cycle.

They simply find another way.


Shadow AI isn’t Shadow IT

Many CIOs instinctively compare today’s Shadow AI with the Shadow IT movement of the last two decades.

That’s a mistake.

Shadow IT emerged because employees couldn’t obtain the software they needed quickly enough.

Shadow AI exists because they can.

An engineer can install a local large language model in minutes.

A finance analyst can subscribe to ChatGPT Pro with a personal credit card.

A marketing manager can build an AI agent before IT has even scheduled the discovery workshop.

The barriers to experimentation have almost disappeared.

The barriers inside organisations largely haven’t.

Technology has accelerated.

Governance hasn’t.



Your best employees aren’t trying to break the rules

This is perhaps the biggest misconception surrounding Shadow AI.

Most employees aren’t deliberately bypassing policy.

They’re removing friction.

If an approved enterprise AI assistant takes longer, has fewer capabilities, or strips away features that make their work easier, they’ll naturally look elsewhere.

Not because they’re reckless.

Not because they’re malicious.

Because they’re trying to perform.

Every high-performing employee optimises their workflow.

AI is simply the latest tool they can optimise with.

The uncomfortable truth for CIOs is that some internal AI platforms genuinely aren’t good enough.

They’re outdated.

They’re over-governed.

They’re missing the latest models.

Or they’re wrapped in so many restrictions that they become frustrating to use.

Employees notice.

Especially your best ones.



Every unauthorised AI subscription is feedback

One sentence from the research stood out to me.

Some employees are paying for AI subscriptions themselves.

Think about that for a moment.

Someone is spending their own money to become more productive at work.

That isn’t merely a governance issue.

It’s feedback.

If an employee voluntarily purchases an AI tool when the company already provides one, they’re telling you something important.

They’re telling you your official platform isn’t solving their problem.

Too many organisations respond by asking:

“How do we stop this?”

A better question is:

“What are they trying to achieve that we aren’t enabling?”

That’s a completely different conversation.

And it’s a far more productive one.



Training isn’t the answer

The obvious response is often more AI training.

More awareness sessions.

More acceptable-use policies.

More mandatory e-learning.

Those things matter.

But they don’t solve the underlying problem.

You cannot train away friction.

You cannot educate someone into using a slower tool if a faster one sits one browser tab away.

People don’t abandon better ways of working because a PowerPoint presentation tells them to.

They change behaviour when the approved option becomes the easiest option.

That’s an important distinction.

Training should explain why governance exists.

It shouldn’t become governance itself.



Governance designed for software no longer works

Many organisations are still governing AI as though they’re approving software purchases.

Committee.

Business case.

Security review.

Architecture review.

Procurement.

Approval.

Deployment.

That process made sense when introducing a new ERP platform.

It doesn’t make sense when employees can discover, evaluate and integrate a new AI capability before lunch.

The pace of AI evolution has fundamentally changed.

Governance built around quarterly release cycles cannot keep pace with technologies changing every fortnight.

That’s why many CIOs feel like they’re playing an endless game of whack-a-mole.

A new AI application appears.

It gets blocked.

Another appears.

It gets blocked.

Meanwhile, employees simply move to something else.

Eventually governance becomes reactive rather than strategic.



The real challenge isn’t controlling AI

It’s designing an organisation that can safely absorb it.

That’s a very different problem.

The companies making the most progress aren’t attempting to predict every AI tool employees might use.

They know that’s impossible.

Instead, they’re building environments where experimentation becomes visible.

Secure AI sandboxes.

Access to multiple approved foundation models.

Fast evaluation processes.

Rapid onboarding for genuinely useful capabilities.

Simple governance principles that explain why rather than endless policies explaining what.

That changes the relationship entirely.

Instead of employees working against IT, they’re working with it.

Innovation becomes something IT enables rather than something it slows down.



Your smartest employees are telling you something

Perhaps the biggest mistake organisations make is treating Shadow AI purely as a security problem.

It certainly creates security risks.

Sensitive data.

Compliance.

Intellectual property.

Customer information.

All of those concerns are real.

But focusing exclusively on risk means missing something equally valuable.

Shadow AI is also organisational feedback.

Every unofficial AI tool tells a story.

Perhaps documentation takes too long.

Perhaps software development is slowed by poor internal tooling.

Perhaps analysts are drowning in manual reporting.

Perhaps employees simply need capabilities the organisation hasn’t yet recognised.

Those insights are incredibly valuable.

They’re telling you where your business experiences friction.

Ignore them and Shadow AI becomes invisible risk.

Listen to them and it becomes one of the richest sources of operational intelligence you’ll ever receive.



Stop measuring AI adoption

Many leadership teams proudly report AI adoption metrics.

“Forty percent of employees use our approved AI platform.”

“Sixty percent have completed AI training.”

Those numbers are becoming less meaningful.

The better question is this:

Why did someone choose a different AI tool?

That answer reveals far more about your organisation than adoption statistics ever will.

It reveals where governance creates unnecessary friction.

Where internal platforms have fallen behind.

Where innovation is already happening.

And where your next investment should probably be.



This isn’t really about AI

The names will change.

Today it’s ChatGPT.

Tomorrow it’ll be something else.

The technology will continue evolving faster than enterprise governance can.

That’s inevitable.

What isn’t inevitable is how organisations respond.

The companies that thrive won’t necessarily have the strictest AI policies.

Nor will they simply allow unrestricted experimentation.

They’ll build operating models where safe experimentation is easier than unsafe experimentation.

Where governance enables rather than obstructs.

Where employees understand not only the rules, but the reasons behind them.

Most importantly, they’ll recognise something many organisations still haven’t.

Shadow AI isn’t evidence that your employees have stopped trusting IT.

It’s evidence they’ve started trusting AI more than the processes you’ve built around it.

That’s the hidden message.

And once you see it, you stop treating Shadow AI as the problem.

You start treating it as the symptom.
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