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The gap between Al policy and operational reality is often described as an execution problem.

In many organizations, it is earlier than that. It is a design problem.

The organization has responded. A policy exists. Governance roles have been named. Training
has been completed. A committee meets. A dashboard shows progress against the workstream.

From a distance, this looks like serious institutional attention.

The contradiction appears when the question narrows: does a specific requirement
in the policy function inside a specific process?

At that point, the discussion changes character.

A team can point to the clause. Legal can explain its wording. Risk can describe the control
structure around it. A manager can say the team has adapted its approach. But if someone
asks what now happens differently in the workflow, who is responsible for ensuring that it hap-
pens, and what evidence would show that it did, the answer is often much thinner than the

organization’s surface pOStLlI‘C suggests.

That is not because the work was insincere. In many cases, the opposite is true. The organi-
zation did what institutions usually do when a governance issue becomes visible. It defined a
policy position. It assigned ownership categories. It created forums for oversight. It communi-

cated expectations. It built the artifacts that make governance legible to itself.

Those artifacts matter. They show that the issue has been acknowledged, formalized, and taken

seriously. They do not necessarily show whether governance has taken operational form.

Al is already inside most organizations, not always as a neatly bounded program, but as part of
ordinary work. It enters drafting, summarization, coding, planning, review, customer support,
procurement, and internal decision support. Sometimes this use is inventoried and governed
explicitly. Sometimes it is folded into product features, local routines, and habits that formed
faster than governance structures did. In many enterprises, both conditions coexist. Al use is
real. Governance is also real, at least in documented form. What is less stable is the relationship

between them.
That instability first shows up in small operational moments.

A dashboard is green. The policy has been issued. Training completion rates are high. Commit-
tee minutes exist. A status report says implementation is advancing. Yet the evidence behind

that status often rests on governance artifacts rather than on proof that work itself has changed.
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A review occurred. A communication was sent. A policy was approved. The organization can

demonstrate response. It cannot always demonstrate operational effect.

The usual explanation

The usual explanation is straightforward. Governance exists, but it is still maturing. Some
teams have absorbed the policy more fully than others. Some managers are more consistent.
Some workflows have been updated, others are still catching up. Interpretation varies across
functions because implementation is uneven, communication is still spreading, and institu-

tional habits take time to change.
That explanation has force because it matches what organizations can see.

Different parts of the enterprise do use Al differently. Some functions operate with more struc-
ture, more caution, or more formal review. Others move faster, rely more on local judgment,
or treat governance as something adjacent to their work rather than built into it. From that
vantage point, the gap between policy and practice looks familiar. Definition came first. Em-

bedding is following unevenly behind it.

This is how institutional change is usually expected to unfold. Policies are defined centrally.
Guidance is issued. Training clarifies expectations. Management oversight corrects deviations.
Over time, local variation is supposed to narrow into a more stable operating pattern. When
organizations describe Al governance as maturing, they are placing themselves on that trajec-
tory. The policy is assumed to be directionally correct. The remaining task is to carry it more

completely into the organization.

In many cases, that is exactly what follows. More guidance is produced. More sessions are held.
Reporting becomes more detailed. Teams are asked to confirm alignment. Leaders are asked to

reinforce expectations. The visible surface of governance becomes denser and more organized.
And yet the same questions remain.

What changed in this workflow because the clause now exists? Who is responsible for ensur-
ing that it is applied here? What would count as evidence that it operated as intended? Why
does interpretation still diverge when the policy language is already in circulation? Why does

oversight intensify while the object of oversight remains difficult to specify?
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More repetition should reduce variance if the problem is mainly awareness. More accountabil-
ity should expose non-compliance if the problem is mainly resistance. More guidance should

produce convergence if the problem is mainly incomplete uptake.
But in many organizations, effort increases faster than operational clarity.
y O1g p

Communication expands, but teams still struggle to say what compliance requires in a specific
process. Reporting becomes more detailed, but the underlying evidence remains indirect. Over-
sight intensifies, but responsibility at the point of action remains diffuse. The organization

appears more governed, yet the path from requirement to execution remains difficult to trace.

The missing layer

The issue is not simply incomplete implementation. The layer between policy and practice is

often assumed rather than designed.

Policies describe obligations. Workflows distribute tasks. Decisions happen inside tools, hand-
offs, approvals, interfaces, routines, and local sequences of review. For a policy requirement to
become operational, something has to translate from one level to the other. It has to specify
where the requirement enters the process, what action it demands there, who owns that action,

and what evidence its operation will leave behind.

In many organizations, that layer is thin, improvised, or missing. The policy exists. The effort
exists. The institution can show that it responded. What it cannot always show is the architec-

ture that turns obligation language into operational form.

This becomes clearer in concrete cases.
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1. Interpretation diverges

A policy clause is written in terms broad enough to travel across the organization. It has to apply
in more than one function, survive legal review, and remain legible at the level of institutional
principle. So it says something like this: Al-assisted outputs in higher-consequence contexts

require appropriate human oversight.

Atthe policy layer, that sounds adequate. It names an obligation. It signals caution. Itis serious

enough to approve, circulate, and report upward.
The difficulty begins when that same clause reaches three different parts of the organization.

One function reads it to mean that a manager must review any Al-assisted output before any-
thing external is sent. Another treats it as a reminder that staff may use Al freely as long as
they remain formally accountable for the final result. A third assumes the clause applies only in
decisions with explicit legal, regulatory, or financial consequences, not in the ordinary recom-

mendations and operational judgments that shape day-to-day work.
If all three are asked whether they are following the policy, all three may answer yes.

Nothing about that is irrational from inside the function itself. Each team is doing what orga-
nizations routinely do with abstract obligation language. It is translating the requirement into

alocally reasonable standard.

The problem is that the clause names a requirement without determining what compliance
means where compliance has to be enacted. “Appropriate human oversight” is stable enough
as policy language. It is not stable enough, on its own, as an operational standard. The closer
the language moves toward cross-functional portability, the less it specifies what a given team

must actually do inside a given workflow.

Unless the organization has built a mechanism for comparing those interpretations, resolving
the divergence, and binding the result back into practice, inconsistency does not appear as non-

compliance. It appears as local adaptation.
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2. Workflows disconnect

A process owner then receives the policy and tries to figure out what it changes in practice. The
policy sits in the repository. The work sits elsewhere: in templates, ticketing flows, spreadsheet
trackers, approval chains, procurement checklists, product interfaces, recurring meetings, and

the local routines that have accumulated around them.

The question is basic. What changes in this team’s Tuesday-morning workflow because this
clause now exists? At whatstep should something different happen? Which handoffis affected?
Who performs the review? Where is it recorded? Which tool is supposed to capture that review

so it can later be checked?
Very often, the policy does not answer those questions.

It may state that oversight, documentation, review, or escalation is required under certain con-
ditions. But unless those requirements are mapped into the actual sequence of operational

steps where Al is used, the policy remains adjacent to work rather than embedded within it.

Teams then do what teams usually do when faced with that gap. They improvise. They add a
note to a template. They hold an extra conversation. They insert a discretionary check. They
rely on managerial judgment. Or they proceed under the assumption that professional account-

ability will cover what the process does not specity.

A policy can be coherent as a statement of institutional intent and still have no formal connec-
tion to the sequence of actions it is supposed to shape. Governance lives in one layer of organiza-
tional life. Work lives in another. If nobody builds the bridge between them, the organization

accumulates governance language without acquiring a stable operating path for enacting it.
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3. Ownership diffuses

The same problem reappears when the question shifts from meaning and process to account-
ability.
A meeting is underway. The policy exists. The clause has already been discussed. The function

agrees that the requirement matters. The remaining question seems narrower, but it is often

the point at which the room starts to lose precision.

Who specifically owns compliance with this requirement in this process?

Not who owns Al risk in general. Not who sits on the governance committee. Not who helped
draft the policy. Who is responsible for ensuring that this clause is actually applied here, in this

sequence of work, at this point of action?
The answer often arrives in categories rather than in an operational owner.

The business owns it. Risk oversees it. Legal set the policy. Managers are responsible in their
teams. Each answer contains part of the truth. None of them resolves the question that was

actually asked.

The real issue is who must do what, where, and under what authority when the relevant mo-

ment occurs.

Who has to review the Al-assisted recommendation before it moves forward? Who decides
whether the policy condition has been triggered in this case? Who documents an exception?
Who is accountable if the process moves ahead without the required review? Which role is
expected to notice that the requirement was bypassed, and what exactly is that role expected to

do next?

Where the translation layer has not been built, those questions do not reliably terminate in a

stable answer.

Responsibility has been assigned at the level of governance legitimacy rather than at the level
of operational action. That makes the organization sound organized from above. It does not

necessarily make the requirement governable where work happens.
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4. Evidence remains indirect

The same problem becomes visible again when someone asks for evidence.

The question is whether there is evidence that the requirement functioned as intended in prac-

tice.
At first, the answer often seems available.

There is the policy document itself. Records showing that it was circulated. Training comple-
tion logs. Committee notes. Slide decks. Registers of approved use cases. Internal updates
that describe governance activity and implementation progress. These are real artifacts. They
matter. They show that governance has been articulated, acknowledged, and institutionally

processed.
But they do not necessarily show operational effect.
If the question becomes more precise, the record narrows quickly.

Show where this workflow changed because the clause existed. Show where a review occurred
that would not otherwise have occurred. Show where a non-compliant use was identified by
governance rather than by chance or escalation after the fact. Show what evidence would allow
an internal reviewer, auditor, or process owner to reconstruct how this requirement actually

operated inside this sequence of work.
In many organizations, that evidentiary chain is thin, improvised, or absent.

The policy generated documents. It generated communications. It generated approval struc-
tures. It did not necessarily generate traceable artifacts of its own operational consequences.
The organization can prove that governance existed. It may not be able to prove that gover-

nance operated.
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Why the condition persists

Seen one by one, these failures are easy to misread.

One team interpreted the clause differently. One workflow was never mapped precisely
enough. One ownership question remained unresolved. One evidence trail turned out to be
weak. Treated separately, each can be folded back into the ordinary language of implementa-

tion difficulty.
Taken together, they indicate something more specific.
They are four visible expressions of the same missing layer between policy and practice.

Interpretation diverges because the requirement travels across functions without being trans-
lated into one binding operational meaning. Workflows disconnect because the requirement is
stated without being designed into the sequence of actions where it must be enacted. Owner-
ship diffuses because accountability is declared at the level of governance legitimacy rather than
assigned at the moment of operational application. Evidence is absent because the process was

never built to leave behind examinable traces of its own effect.
That is why additional effort so often fails to resolve the condition.

When the organization treats the problem primarily as one of adoption, it usually responds in
familiar ways. It produces more guidance. It holds more sessions. It asks for more reporting. It
increases oversight. It reinforces expectations. All of these actions can be reasonable. None of

them is guaranteed to build the missing layer.

More policy clarifies intent. It does not determine how one clause becomes one common oper-

ational standard across multiple functions.

More communication increases awareness. It does not embed a requirement into a workflow

that was never redesigned to contain it.

More oversight increases pressure. It does not identify the operational owner at the exact point

where action is required.

More reporting generates more visible governance activity. It does not necessarily generate evi-

dence that governance changed work in a way that can be traced and tested.
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The organization can become denser in governance activity without becoming proportionately

clearer in governance operation.

It can produce more documents, more updates, more committees, more controls, and more
implementation language. It canlook progressively more governed in the sense that it possesses
more visible artifacts of response. Yet if the bridge between obligation and enactment remains

incomplete, those additions accumulate around the problem rather than through i.

Symbolic governance is not best understood as the residue of low effort. In many cases, the

effort is real. The issue is where it is being applied.

When effort concentrates on the layers that make governance visible, legible, and reportable,
the organization can satisfy many of the demands that governance is expected to meet before
anyone tests whether it has taken operational form. A policy can be approved. A framework
can be circulated. Roles can be named. Training can be completed. Progress can be reported.
Committees can meet. External stakeholders can be told, truthfully, that the organization has

responded.

Those artifacts are not empty. They perform real institutional work. They demonstrate aware-
ness. They signal seriousness. They support internal coordination. They make governance leg-
ible enough to review, present, and discuss. In some settings, that is already enough to count

as meaningful progress.
The problem is that those same artifacts can also stabilize the absence beneath them.

As long as governance can be described, it can often be treated as present. As long as it can
be treated as present, the missing translation layer does not automatically become the organiza-
tion’s central problem. The institution has evidence of intent, evidence of activity, and evidence
of attention. Whatitlacks is evidence that the requirement has been translated into operational

form.

Because the visible artifacts already satisfy so many of the signaling functions most immediately
demanded of governance, the underlying absence can persist longer than organizations expect.
The resultis not fake governance. Itis governance that remains symbolic because the conditions

required for operationalization were never explicitly built.
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The more useful test

This changes the useful question.

The issue is no longer whether the organization has engaged the problem, whether governance
is progressing, or whether maturity appears to be increasing over time. Those questions cap-
ture something real, but they stop too far from the point at which governance either becomes

operational or remains symbolic.
The more revealing question is narrower.

Take one requirement from the Al policy. One clause. One obligation. One point where the
organization claims that oversight, documentation, review, restriction, or escalation is supposed

to occutr.

Then follow it.

Where does it enter a live workflow? At what step does it become something a
person is expected to do differently? Who owns that action in that context? What
artifact, record, or trace would allow someone later to examine whether it actually
happened as intended?

Where that chain cannot be followed cleanly, governance has not yet taken full operational

form.

This does not mean the organization has done nothing. It does not mean the policy is useless.

It means something more exact.

The organization has built governance in a form that can be described, circulated, reviewed,
and reported. It has not yet built governance in a form that can be reliably traced, enacted, and

tested in the places where work happens.

Symbolic governance is governance that exists as articulated institutional form. Operational

governance is governance that has been translated into the actual structure of action.

The difference between them is not primarily effort. It is whether the connection between

obligation and operation has been made explicit.

Can a specific requirement in the Al policy be traced into a live workflow step, a
named operational owner, and evidence that it is functioning there?
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