In the ever-growing data landscape of modern enterprises, IT leaders and data stewards are grappling with two
pervasive challenges: dark data and shadow IT. Both concepts are pieces of a complex puzzle impacting data
governance, cost optimization, security, and regulatory compliance. But when push comes to shove, which should

you tackle first? Understanding the nuances between these two phenomena and their intersection is key to

effective data management.

Defining Dark Data and Shadow IT

What is Dark Data?

Dark data refers to information assets that organizations collect, process, and store during regular business
activities but fail to analyze or utilize for any meaningful business insights. Often, this is unstructured data such as
documents, emails, images, log files, multimedia content, or old archives — the digital equivalent of “attic boxes”
packed away without labels. Due to a lack of visibility and discovery tools, this data accumulates in file servers,

network-attached storage (NAS), and cloud buckets, sometimes for years or decades.

* Why does dark data accumulate? Typically because teams don’t know who owns it, leading to “mystery

shares” on file servers.
® Fear of deletion and regulatory uncertainty often exacerbate the hoarding problem.

* Dark data can represent up to 70-80% of an organization’s stored information, as noted by industry analysts

including Gartner.

What is Shadow IT?

Shadow IT describes information technology systems, solutions, and services deployed by departments or
individuals without central IT's knowledge or approval. This includes cloud applications, SaaS tools, and storage
solutions that users adopt to bypass perceived limitations or delays from IT governance. Shadow IT creates
unknown shares of data outside the official enterprise environment, muddying the waters of governance controls

and risking data sprawl.

® Shadow IT arises from user-driven innovation but can lead to significant security and compliance gaps.



* Common examples include unsanctioned cloud storage accounts, file sharing apps, and shadow backup

processes.

* “Nobody owns this data” becomes a frequent refrain among IT when interrogating shadow IT repositories.

The Overlapping Risks of Dark Data and Shadow IT

Both dark data and shadow IT create blind spots that increase storage costs, hinder compliance, and expose

sensitive data. Specifically, the two exacerbate challenges in the following key areas:

Unstructured Data Visibility and Discovery

A persistent problem in many organizations is the difficulty in seeing what data exists, who owns it, and where it
lives. Komprise, a leader in intelligent data management solutions, emphasizes the vital role of tools like Komprise
Analysis in providing an accurate, unified view of unstructured storage—including file servers, NAS devices, and
cloud object stores. Visibility into the "mystery shares" is the first step toward remediating dark data and

uncovering shadow IT footprints.

Cost Drivers: Storage, Backup, Replication, Disaster Recovery

Storing unused or redundant data is an expensive proposition. Gartner estimates that over 30% of enterprise
storage capacity is consumed by inactive or obsolete data. Compounding that, backup and replication of dark data
inflate costs without business benefit. The same applies to shadow IT assets that sit outside IT's cost management

frameworks.

Analyzing and classifying data helps identify candidates for tiered storage or archive—what Komprise calls “attic
boxes” you can move to less expensive tiers or cloud archives cost-effectively. Komprise Intelligent Data

Management enables automated data lifecycle policies reducing storage footprint and associated DR risks.

Security and Compliance Exposure

Perhaps the most critical risk is compliance with data privacy regulations such as GDPR, HIPAA, and CCPA. Dark
data repositories often conceal sensitive Personally Identifiable Information (PIl) or Protected Health Information
(PHI) that should be secured or purged. Shadow IT environments, which operate without centralized governance

controls, further amplify the risk of data vector database for RAG breaches and regulatory fines.

Companies like DataStackHub are highlighting frameworks that integrate data governance with cloud and on-
premises management to expose shadow IT usage and dark data “attics” simultaneously, enabling compliance

teams to work proactively.

What Should You Tackle First?

Now that we understand the risks and costs borne by dark data and shadow IT, the question remains: which

should you address first? Here's a practical way to prioritize.

1. Start with Visibility and Ownership

Before anything else, focus on identifying and understanding what data you have and who owns it. Without
clarity, you risk blindly chasing symptoms rather than causes. Use tools like Komprise Analysis to discover

unstructured data across storage silos and map it according to ownership and access patterns.


https://www.komprise.com/glossary_terms/dark-data/

In parallel, audit to find shadow IT footprints. Shadow IT is often discovered through user surveys, network traffic

analysis, and cloud access logs. Consolidating these findings alongside dark data inventories reveals the full scope

of unknown shares.

2. Prioritize Shadow IT If Regulatory Risk is High

If your organization handles high volumes of PIl, PHI, or other regulated data, shadow IT should get top priority.
Unknown shares are frequently outside IT's security perimeter, increasing breach likelihood and regulatory fines.

Immediate remediation to bring shadow IT under governance controls can reduce compliance liabilities.

3. Address Dark Data to Reduce Costs and Improve Efficiency

Once shadow IT risks are under control or assessed, focus on dark data clean-up. Using insight from analysis tools,
develop policies for archiving, deleting, or migrating dormant content. Komprise's Intelligent Data Management
automates these processes with minimal disruption, enabling you to regain control of costs while maintaining

compliance.

4. Iterate Governance Controls and Monitor Continuously

Finally, implement robust governance controls tailored to tackle both dark data and shadow IT long-term. Set clear
ownership policies, integrate data management platforms, and continuously monitor for new unknown shares or

accumulating attic boxes. This creates a virtuous cycle of control and compliance.

Summary Table: Dark Data vs Shadow IT

Aspect Dark Data Shadow IT Definition Unused, unknown or unleveraged data stored in official repositories IT
resources and data storage used without central IT knowledge/approval Common Location File servers, NAS, cloud
object storage, archives Personal cloud accounts, unsanctioned SaaS, shadow backups Main Concern Storage cost,
backup overhead, compliance risk from unknown data Security breach risk, compliance gaps, lack of governance
Visibility Challenge Hard to find, unclear ownership of “attic box" files Hidden from IT; unknown shares outside
governance Primary Mitigation Data discovery & classification; lifecycle management with Komprise Governance
controls, user training, shadow IT discovery tools Business Impact Wasted costs, missed insights, potential

regulatory fines Security breaches, compliance fines, operational risk



Closing Thoughts

Dark data and shadow IT represent two sides of the same coin that challenge modern enterprises struggling under
the weight of unstructured data sprawl and lack of centralized governance controls. Prioritizing visibility and
ownership discovery is the essential first step — bringing to light the “mystery shares” and untracked

environments that cause the most damage.

Investing in intelligent, integrated tooling like Komprise Analysis and Komprise Intelligent Data Management
can accelerate your ability to manage costs, strengthen security, and maintain compliance in a data-driven world.
Research from Gartner and ecosystem insights from players like DataStackHub further reinforce that managing

data governance holistically will pay dividends beyond just technology.

When asked “dark data vs shadow IT—which to tackle first?” the pragmatic answer is: start with discovery,
prioritize reqgulatory risk, then optimize storage and policies. This phased approach enables enterprises to regain
control, reduce costs, and confidently unlock value from their data treasures rather than letting them rot away in

digital attics and shadows.



