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The Data Drought:
How Organisations Can Harness Internal 
Information to Fuel the Next Wave of AI
BY GUY HOLMES

This prediction is not a dystopian 
fantasy, it’s a wake-up call. As the 
data that has traditionally powered 

AI becomes exhausted, organisations 
must prepare for a new era where private, 
proprietary, and internal data becomes the 
fuel that drives AI innovation. And this 
transition offers significant opportunities 
for organisations ready to embrace it.
Most of today’s large AI models are trained 
on publicly available data: websites, books, 
open-source code, forums, social media, news 
articles, and more. While vast, this corpus has 
limits. Much of the high-quality content has 
already been absorbed into existing models, 
and growing legal and ethical concerns are 
restricting further harvesting. At the same 
time, what’s left online tends to be either 
redundant or low in informational value. As a 
result, the utility of public data is diminishing, 
and the ability to continue scaling models 
using this approach is reaching its limit.

In a somewhat startling projection, 
researchers and analysts are warning that 
by as early as 2026, the world may face a 
shortage of high-quality data to train artificial 
intelligence (AI) systems. 

The engines of today’s AI, particularly large 
language models (LLMs) like ChatGPT, 
Claude, and Gemini depend on an ever-
growing diet of text, images, audio, and video 
to become smarter, faster, and more capable. 
But this well is beginning to run dry. 
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Yes, new data is always being 
created on the internet, but the 
models are now keeping pace 
with this creation.  New photos on 
Instagram that are used to train 
AI image generation models took 
years to ingest and be integrated 
into the systems of today, but now 
these systems like ChatGPT are 
absorbing this data and information 
almost as fast as it is created.
What the world does not realise 
is that prior to the cloud existing 
almost all data worth keeping was 
recorded onto backup tapes.  The 
cloud is the fundamental bedrock 
that has allowed AI to grow at the 
rate it is now growing – as it provides 
the compute and storage that allows 
these massive models to scale and 
continue to grow.  But prior to the 
cloud, the data created by corporates 
was largely written to offline 
technology meaning the AI models 
and cloud have never seen a large 
part of our world’s historical content.
This challenge, however, presents 
a powerful new opportunity. Every 
organisation sits on a reservoir 
of internal data that has typically 
been used for record-keeping, 
compliance, or reporting. This 
includes everything from documents 
and spreadsheets to emails, call 
transcripts, PDFs, and images. Unlike 
public data, this internal information 
is deeply specific to the organisation. 

It reflects its customers, its processes, 
its language, and its knowledge, 
making it incredibly valuable for 
the next phase of AI development.
Using internal data to train or fine-
tune AI models isn’t just a technical 
upgrade — it’s a strategic move. 
It enables the creation of custom 
applications that truly understand 
the nuances of your organisation. For 
example, a legal firm might create 

 The first step is understanding what 
data exists and where it lives. That 
means conducting an internal audit, 
identifying key information assets, 
and bringing structure to chaos. 
This might include scanning paper 
documents, extracting data from PDFs, 
consolidating emails, or tagging files with 
metadata to improve discoverability.
Once this groundwork is done, security 
and governance take centre stage. 
Organisations must ensure that data 
privacy, legal compliance, and access 
controls are embedded into the AI 
development process. Sensitive 
data needs to be handled with care, 
especially where customer information, 
employee records, or financial details 
are involved. This is where good data 
governance practices, long championed 
by information managers, become 
vital enablers of innovation.
Organisations should also consider 
the long-term lifecycle of their 
information. Archiving strategies that 
have traditionally focused on regulatory 
retention can now be reimagined 
through the lens of usability. It’s no 
longer just about storing documents 
for years; it’s about structuring them 
in a way that AI systems can extract 
value over time. Metadata becomes a 
crucial asset, not just a tag. The ability 
to understand when, why, and how a 
document was created and in what 
context becomes essential to training 
AI that can reason, reference, and act.
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Using internal data 
to train or fine-tune 
AI models isn’t just a 
technical upgrade — 
it’s a strategic move.

an AI tool capable of summarising 
case notes in its own format, while a 
manufacturing company could use 
historical data to forecast maintenance 
needs or optimise supply chains. 
Even something as straightforward 
as an internal chatbot trained on 
company policies can reduce the 
burden on HR and operations teams.
But making this data usable for AI 
requires more than just uploading it 
to a model. Most enterprise data isn’t 
AI-ready. It’s scattered across silos, 
stored in outdated formats, or buried 
under layers of confidentiality.
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With internal data cleaned, secured, 
and structured, organisations can 
begin to explore how to combine 
it with publicly available sources 
in a meaningful and safe way. This 
hybrid approach, when done right, 
yields powerful results. Public 
data can offer general context, 
definitions, industry benchmarks, 
and reference materials,  while 
internal data delivers the specificity 
needed for precision. Together, they 
allow AI to respond intelligently 
and appropriately to queries that 
require both background knowledge 
and contextual awareness.
One effective technique for this 
is called Retrieval-Augmented 
Generation, or RAG. Instead of 
retraining a model from scratch, 
RAG allows AI to access relevant 
internal documents at the moment 
of a query. So when someone asks 
a question, the system finds the 
most applicable documents and 
uses them to inform its answer all 
without permanently absorbing 
sensitive data into the model. It’s 
secure, scalable, and effective.
Some organisations may choose to 
fine-tune a model directly on their 
internal data. When taking this 

approach, they should consider 
techniques such as masking sensitive 
fields or using synthetic data to avoid 
exposing confidential information. 
Whichever path is chosen, it’s 
important that the AI infrastructure 
is deployed in a way that meets data 
residency, privacy, and cybersecurity 
requirements. This could mean 
using private cloud environments, 
keeping the AI systems on-premises, 
or adopting zero-trust frameworks.

information managers play a vital 
role, ensuring that data quality and 
information integrity are upheld 
as AI development progresses.
The rewards of leveraging internal 
data for AI are far-reaching. 
Decision-making becomes 
faster and more accurate as AI 
surfaces insights from across the 
organisation. Productivity improves 
as routine tasks like summarising 
documents to generating reports 
that can all be handled by machines. 
Customer experiences become 
more personalised and responsive, 
driven by an understanding of 
past interactions and behaviours. 
Perhaps most importantly, this shift 
transforms data from a passive 
archive into an active, strategic 
resource.  Imagine your AI model 
knowing everything about your 
organisation form its inception, it is 
an incredibly powerful notion, and 
one that is now becoming reality.
There are cultural benefits too. When 
employees see their knowledge 
and workflows reflected in AI tools, 
they become more engaged in the 
technology. Data quality improves, 
digital skills grow, and innovation 
becomes part of everyday work. 
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Adopting AI doesn’t 
mean replacing people, it 
really means amplifying 
the impact of the people. 

Building these systems often 
involves a multidisciplinary effort. 
It requires collaboration between 
IT teams, records managers, legal 
counsel, and business stakeholders. 
The AI initiative should not be driven 
solely by technologists. It must be 
grounded in a deep understanding 
of the business goals, user needs, 
and regulatory context in which the 
data lives. It’s in this collaborative 
space that records professionals and 
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The organisation begins to develop 
what might be called an “AI-ready 
culture” — one that embraces 
change and continually looks for 
better ways to use information.
Adopting AI doesn’t mean replacing 
people, it really means amplifying the 
impact of the people. It allows skilled 
professionals to focus on critical 
thinking, creativity, and relationship-
building, while the AI handles the 
grunt work. For example, a policy 
analyst might use an AI tool to scan 
thousands of pages of regulatory 
text and surface relevant passages, 
freeing up time for interpretation 
and strategy. A customer service 
representative could access a 
dynamic knowledge base trained on 
previous cases to resolve inquiries 
more quickly and accurately.
Some of the Benefits of Internal AI 
Training

•	Enhanced decision-making
•	Automation of repetitive tasks
•	Increased employee satisfaction
•	Competitive differentiation 

and barriers to entry
•	Improved and personalised 

customer experiences
That said, the journey isn’t without 
its challenges. Integrating legacy 
systems, aligning stakeholders, 
and developing the right mix of 
skills can take time. There may be 
resistance from staff concerned 
about automation or overwhelmed 
by new tools. And while costs 
can be managed with the right 
planning, there will be an upfront 
investment in infrastructure, 
training, and data preparation.
Addressing these challenges requires 
thoughtful change management. 
Staff need to understand not just the 
technology, but the vision behind 
it. Communication, training, and 
transparency are essential. Leaders 
must demonstrate how AI will 
support people, not sideline them, 
and create opportunities for staff 
to participate in shaping how the 
technology is introduced. This 
collaborative approach builds trust 
and leads to better outcomes.
But for those willing to make the 
leap, the results speak for themselves. 
Proprietary AI models grounded 
in internal knowledge are not only 

more useful, they’re also harder for 
competitors to replicate. They give 
organisations a durable advantage 
in markets that are becoming more 
data-driven and automated every 
year. In time, these models could 
even become licensable assets 
themselves, opening up new revenue 
streams or partnership opportunities.
For professionals in records and 
information management, this 
moment represents both a shift 
and an opportunity. The principles 
of good information governance 
— accuracy, integrity, accessibility, 
retention — are now central to 
AI success. The ability to classify 
data, ensure compliance, manage 
metadata, and track usage has never 
been more relevant. Information 
professionals are uniquely positioned 
to lead in this space, helping to 
bridge the gap between compliance, 
operations, and innovation.
As AI capabilities grow, so too will the 
demand for well-curated, explainable 
data. Regulators and customers 
alike will expect transparency and 
accountability from AI systems. This 
means that organisations will need 
clear documentation of how data 
was collected, processed, and used 
in model training or augmentation. 
Records professionals, with 
their long-standing expertise in 
documentation, auditability, and 
lifecycle management, are essential 
to meeting these expectations.
In the past, data was something we 
kept “just in case.” It was a safeguard, 
a record, a box to tick. But the role 

of data is changing. In the AI era, 
data becomes an engine — a source 
of power that fuels growth, insight, 
and transformation. And as the 
supply of usable public data begins 
to dwindle, internal information 
will become the most valuable 
asset many organisations have.
Now is the time to prepare. 
Audit your data. Protect it. 
Organise it. Activate it.
Because the future of AI won’t just 
be trained on the internet. It will 
be trained on you and your own 
personal and corporate data. 


