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Data Governance: The World’s Least Exciting Name 
for Something Incredibly Important 

Introduction 
Let’s be honest. “Data Governance” sounds like the kind 
of topic guaranteed to make half the audience immediately 
check their phones and the other half suddenly remember 
they have another meeting. It sounds bureaucratic. It 
sounds administrative. It sounds like something involving 
policy documents, approval chains, and people arguing over 
spreadsheet formats. Unfortunately, it also happens to be 
one of the most important foundations of modern data-driven 
organizations. 

The reality is that most organizations do not suffer from a 
lack of data. They suffer from a lack of confidence in the 

data they already have. When different departments produce 
different answers to the same question, when nobody knows 
who owns a dataset, when reports contradict one another, or 
when Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems generate questionable 

results, the problem is often not the technology. The problem 
is generally governance. 

Data governance exists to bring order to data chaos. 

So, What Is Data Governance? 
Data governance is the framework of policies, processes, 
responsibilities, and standards that ensure data is accurate, 
consistent, secure, and usable. Notice that definition does not 
include words like databases, software platforms, or cloud 
services. Those items are more associated with the collection 
and management of data. Data governance is about making 
sure information can actually be trusted and that everyone is 
working from the same set of facts. 

What Does Data Governance Actually Do? 
Despite the complicated terminology often surrounding the 
subject, most data governance efforts focus on four simple 
objectives: 

• Quality: Is the data accurate and reliable?

• Consistency: Does everyone use the same definitions
and standards?

• Ownership: Who is responsible for the data?

• Access: Who can view, modify, or share the data?

Data Governance Is Not Data Management 
One of the most common misconceptions is that data 
governance and data management are the same thing. While 
they are closely related, they serve different purposes. 

Data Management Data Governance 
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Data Management Data Governance 
Operating systems Creating trust in the data 

Summarizing, data management is about handling data and 
focuses on technology. Data governance on the other hand 
focuses on how data should be handled and what the rules 
and responsibilities are to inspire confidence in the use of the 

data. 

The People and Tools Behind Data Governance 
Like many subjects, data governance has a host of terms 
associated with it. While they all contribute to a successful 
governance program, a few key terms stand out to be 
understood across the broad discussion. 

• Data Owner – The individual or organization accountable 
for a dataset and its appropriate use. 

• Data Steward – The person responsible for maintaining 
data quality, consistency, and adherence to established 
standards. 

• Data Catalog – A searchable inventory of available 
datasets, including descriptions, ownership information, 
and usage guidance. 

What Happens When Governance Doesn’t Exist? 
Perhaps the easiest way to understand data governance is to 
look at what happens when it is missing. 

Imagine asking a simple question: 

“How many vehicles travel on this roadway each day?” 

• Planning says 52,000. 

• Operations says 48,000. 

• Asset Management says 50,500. 

• A consultant study says 54,000 

None of them may actually be wrong. They may simply 
be using different sources, collection periods, processing 
methods, and/or assumptions. The governance problem 
isn’t that the numbers differ. The governance problem is that 
nobody knows which number is authoritative, why they differ, 
whether they should differ, or who is responsible for resolving 
the discrepancy. 

And then there is the mystery spreadsheet. Every organization 
has one. Nobody remembers who created it. Nobody knows 
where the numbers originated. Yet somehow it appears 
in presentations, reports, planning efforts, and strategic 

discussions year after year. It has become institutional 
knowledge without institutional accountability. Data 
governance exists to prevent that spreadsheet from becoming 
the foundation of important decisions. 

How Does Data Governance Relate to Artificial 
Intelligence? 
We live in a time where artificial intelligence (AI) is taking 

center stage in many discussions. But AI has a dirty little 
secret. It has no inherent ability to determine whether the 
information it receives is accurate, complete, current, or 
trustworthy. AI systems learn from and operate on the data 
provided to them. If that data is incomplete, inconsistent, 
poorly documented, or simply wrong, the resulting outputs 
can be equally problematic. This means that before 
organizations can effectively govern AI, they must first govern 

their data. 

Data Governance in Transportation 
It’s been said that transportation agencies are rapidly 
becoming data organizations that happen to manage 
transportation systems. Connected vehicles, infrastructure 
sensors, traffic management systems, cameras, asset 
inventories, maintenance records, and countless other 
sources generate enormous amounts of data, and that 
volume continues to grow every year. The challenge is no 
longer collecting data. The challenge is understanding what 
data exists, ensuring it is trustworthy, making it accessible 
to the right people, and maintaining consistency across the 
organization. 

Without governance, agencies risk creating multiple versions 
of the truth. 

With governance, they create confidence in the decisions that 
data supports data governance. 

Why This Matters to the General Public 
Many members of the general public will never hear the 
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term “data governance,” and that’s perfectly fine. What they 

care about are outcomes. They care about accurate traveler 
information, efficient transportation investments, reliable 

infrastructure, and agencies making informed decisions with 
public resources. Data governance helps ensure that those 
decisions are based on consistent, trustworthy information 
rather than assumptions, incomplete records, or conflicting 

datasets. When data can be trusted, decisions tend to 
improve. When decisions improve, the public benefits. 
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Why This Matters to the Transportation Industry 
Transportation decisions are often made using information 
collected by dozens of different systems, organizations, 
and stakeholders. Without governance, those groups can 
unknowingly work from different assumptions, definitions, 
or datasets. Data governance helps establish a common 

understanding of information across the organization. It 
creates accountability for data quality, clarifies ownership 

and responsibilities, and provides a framework for resolving 
conflicts when different systems produce different answers. 
In short, governance helps ensure that everyone is making 
decisions from the same playbook. As transportation systems 
become increasingly connected and data-driven, the ability to 
trust information may become just as important as the ability 
to collect it. 

Final Thoughts 
Nobody wakes up in the morning excited about data 
governance. In fact, when governance is working properly, 
most people never notice it exists. Reports align. Dashboards 
agree. Data can be found when it is needed. Questions have 
consistent answers regardless of who asks them. The irony is 
that data governance is often most visible when it is absent. 

Conflicting reports, mystery spreadsheets, unknown data 

sources, and endless debates about whose numbers 
are correct are often signs that governance has broken 
down—or was never established in the first place. At its 

core, data governance is not about creating more rules. It 
is about creating confidence that the information used to 

make decisions is accurate, consistent, meaningful, and 
appropriately managed. 

Robert Brydia: Bob is a technologist with nearly 40 years of national experience across diverse industries. His 
work includes tracking and applying emerging technologies from the depths of the earth to the reaches of space 
with a primary focus on transportation innovation and system performance. 
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