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not a control
Why grounding trust in data quality answers the easy half of the question, and
leaves the part that actually governs the output untouched.
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T H E  T W O  T R U S T  Q U E S T I O N S

There are two questions hiding inside “can I trust this AI”.
The popular answer only handles one.

Listen to how leaders ground trust in AI right now and a pattern emerges. The data is clean. Lineage is
solid. Provenance is tracked. Garbage in, garbage out, so secure the inputs and trust follows.

It sounds complete. It isn’t. There are two distinct questions, and data quality quietly answers only the
first.

Q U E S T I O N  O N E  ·  A N S W E R E D  B Y  D A T A  Q U A L I T Y

Are the inputs sound? Provenance, lineage, accuracy, freshness. Is the material going in
trustworthy?

Q U E S T I O N  T W O  ·  L E F T  O P E N

Is the transformation sound? Does the process turning that input into a shipped decision
behave the way you think it does, under pressure, when no one is watching?

Garbage in, garbage out addresses question one. But clean inputs into a black box give you no
guarantee about question two. A model can take immaculate data and produce a confidently wrong,
biased, or unexplainable output, and the lineage diagram will not have moved an inch.

The shorthand: securing the ingredients tells you nothing about whether the chef behind the
closed door is doing anything sane.
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W H E R E  D A T A  Q U A L I T Y  A C T U A L L Y  S I T S

Data quality is a Level 4 move. Complete on paper, and
frequently mistaken for the whole job.

The Cognitive Delivery Index scores governance on a five-level scale. The scale is not linear. The
hardest jump, and the one that matters, is from four to five.

L 1

Absent

The control is not
present in any form.

L 2

Informal

It exists by
convention, in
conversation and
assumption.

L 3

Documented

Written down.
Coverage partial,
consistency uneven.

L 4

Complete

Fully documented
and adopted.
Auditors are
satisfied.

L 5

Substantive

Produces
observable
behaviour. Visibly
shapes decisions.
Real.

Look at what a clean data pipeline actually is. It is documentable. It is auditable. You can point at a
catalogue, a lineage diagram, a quality score, and say the control exists. That is the definition of
Level 4. Complete, and satisfying to an auditor.

The thing that turns a clean input into a shipped decision sits one level up. The model. The review.
The point where a human is meant to catch what the agent could not see. Whether any of that 
demonstrably changes the outcome is the four-to-five jump, and it is exactly the jump being skipped
while the data pipeline is held up as proof the job is done.

T H E  C A T E G O R Y  E R R O R

The existence of a clean dataset is being mistaken for the existence of control over what the AI
does with it. A document is mistaken for a control. That mistake is where most governance
failures live.
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T H E  T E S T

Documented and governed are not the same thing. One
question tells them apart.

You can hold immaculate provenance and a review step that has never once sent anything back, on
the same day. Both statements are true. One is documented. Neither is governed.

documented The dataset is clean. The lineage is tracked. The review step exists. You can point at
all of it.

governed You can show, with examples from the last quarter, that a control changed what
shipped. Something was sent back. A scope was defended. A decision was
challenged.

Grounding trust in input quality while the process stays opaque is trusting the evidence
and ignoring whether the verdict follows from it.

Data quality is necessary. It was never su�icient. If the only thing you can demonstrate is that your
inputs are clean, you have secured the ingredients and le� the kitchen ungoverned.

The harder question, for any control you claim: can you show it demonstrably changed what
shipped? If not, it is documentation, not governance.
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