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Executive summary
AI governance depends on context.

As organisations move AI from experimentation into operational use, they need more than model

evaluations, policy statements, supplier assessments or approval workflows. They need to understand

the real organisational conditions around AI use: the people, processes, systems, data, infrastructure,

suppliers, responsibilities and dependencies that shape what AI can affect.

Without that context, AI governance can become detached from operational reality. Decisions may be

made using incomplete assumptions about where AI is being introduced, what it touches, who relies on it

and what consequences may follow.

Operational context gives governance something practical to work with. It helps organisations see where

AI-enabled activity sits, what it connects to, what boundaries apply, what evidence should be available

and where accountability needs to remain visible.

Cortex treats operational context as a foundation for governed AI adoption.

The issue
Many AI governance efforts begin with the model.

Organisations ask whether a model is accurate, secure, explainable, approved, procured, configurable

or suitable for a particular use case. Those questions matter, but they are only part of the governance

problem.

A model does not operate in isolation.

It is introduced into an organisation that already has processes, systems, data flows, operational

constraints, policies, suppliers, users, controls and responsibilities. It may influence how staff work, how

information is interpreted, how recommendations are formed, how decisions are supported or how

services are delivered.

The same AI capability can therefore carry very different implications in different operational contexts.

A summarisation tool used for low-risk internal drafting is not the same as a tool used to support

regulated casework, incident response, operational planning, infrastructure management, public-service

delivery or security-sensitive analysis.

The model may be similar. The context is not.

That is why governance needs to understand more than the AI capability itself. It needs to understand

the conditions in which that capability is used.

Why context is often missing
Modern organisations are complex.

Work is supported by layers of people, processes, applications, data stores, infrastructure, suppliers,

interfaces and informal practices. Over time, systems change, responsibilities move, integrations

accumulate and documentation falls behind.
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Critical data may pass through multiple teams, tools and decision points before it reaches the people or

processes that rely on it. A single operational process may depend on legacy systems, external

suppliers, manual workarounds, shared spreadsheets, workflow platforms, data pipelines and reporting

structures.

AI is then introduced into that environment.

If the surrounding context is not visible, governance teams may struggle to answer basic operational

questions:

- Which process is the AI activity supporting?

- What data does it depend on?

- What systems or tools does it touch?

- Which users or teams rely on its output?

- What policy or assurance boundaries apply?

- What downstream decisions or actions could be influenced?

- Where is evidence captured?

- Who remains accountable?

In many organisations, those answers exist somewhere, but not in one shared operational picture. They

may sit across architecture diagrams, policy documents, system inventories, process maps, risk

registers, audit logs, supplier records and institutional knowledge.

That fragmentation makes AI governance harder.

Why it matters operationally
Context changes risk.

An AI activity that appears low consequence in isolation may become more significant once its

dependencies and downstream effects are understood. A tool that only “supports” a human decision

may still influence the information presented, the options considered, the speed of response or the

confidence placed in a recommendation.

Context also changes accountability.

If AI is used inside a process involving several teams, systems or suppliers, it may not be obvious who is

responsible for monitoring its use, reviewing its outputs, responding to issues or explaining decisions

later.

Context changes assurance.

Evidence is only useful if reviewers can understand what it relates to. A log entry, model output or usage

record may show that something happened, but without operational context it may not explain why it

mattered, which process was affected or what governance boundary applied.

Context changes change management.

AI use may begin in one part of an organisation and then expand. It may be connected to new data

sources, new tools, new providers or new user groups. Without a clear view of the original context,

organisations may not notice when the conditions of use have materially changed.
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In high-consequence environments, these issues matter because operational misunderstanding can

create governance blind spots. The problem is not simply whether AI works. The problem is whether the

organisation understands the environment in which AI is operating.

The Cortex view
Cortex starts from the principle that organisations cannot govern what they cannot clearly
see.

Operational context is the foundation for that visibility.

For Cortex, operational context means the structured understanding of how work is actually supported:

the people involved, the processes being followed, the systems being used, the data moving through

them, the infrastructure and suppliers involved, and the dependencies that connect them.

This is not context as background information. It is context as governance infrastructure.

When operational context is visible, organisations can reason more clearly about where AI is being

introduced, what it may affect and what evidence is needed for review.

When context is missing, governance risks becoming too abstract. Policies may be well written, but not

clearly connected to the operational conditions they are meant to govern. Assurance questions may be

valid, but difficult to answer. Technical controls may exist, but not clearly mapped to organisational

accountability.

Cortex Atlas is the platform plane associated with this need. It connects AI governance to operational

context so that AI-enabled activity can be understood in relation to the organisation itself.

Atlas is not about creating a generic inventory. It is about making the operating environment intelligible

enough for governance, assurance, architecture and operational stakeholders to reason from a shared

picture.
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Operational context connects

Context element Public role

People The roles, teams and decision-makers involved in or affected by AI-enabled
activity.

Processes The operational workflows, service paths and decision points into which AI is
introduced.

Systems The applications, platforms and tools that AI activity may access, influence or
depend on.

Data The information AI uses, generates, interprets or makes available for further
action.

Infrastructure The technical and organisational foundations that support operational activity.

Dependencies The suppliers, interfaces, hand-offs and downstream effects that shape
operational consequence.

What organisations should consider
When assessing AI adoption, organisations should ask context-first questions before scaling use.

They should ask:

- Where is AI being introduced into the organisation?

- Which operational process or service does it support?

- What users, teams or roles are involved?

- What data does the AI activity access, generate or influence?

- Which systems, tools, platforms or suppliers does it depend on?

- What downstream decisions, recommendations or actions could be affected?

- What policies, controls or assurance requirements apply?

- What evidence will be available for review?

- Who remains accountable for outcomes?

- How will the organisation know if the context of use changes over time?

These questions are not intended to slow AI adoption for its own sake. They are intended to make

adoption more governable.

A context-first approach helps organisations avoid treating AI as a detached technology choice. It

encourages them to understand AI as part of a wider operating environment.

That matters for senior leaders because it connects AI adoption to organisational responsibility.

It matters for governance teams because it helps policy meet practice.

It matters for assurance stakeholders because it gives evidence a clearer operational meaning.
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It matters for architects and security teams because it exposes dependencies, boundaries and points of

control.

It matters for operational teams because it helps ensure AI fits the way work actually happens.

How Cortex relates
Cortex uses operational context as one of the foundations for governed AI operations.

Cortex Atlas connects AI-enabled activity to the organisational environment around it. It helps frame

where AI sits, what it touches and how it relates to people, processes, systems, data, infrastructure and

dependencies.

That context then supports the other Cortex planes.

Cortex Conduit can support runtime governance more effectively when the operational setting is

understood.

Cortex Lens can make activity more meaningful to observe when it is connected to the process, system

or boundary it relates to.

Cortex Ledger can support stronger evidence records when those records are linked to operational

context.

Cortex Gate can help govern interoperability boundaries when those boundaries are understood as part

of the operating environment.

Cortex Bridge can support provider and runtime abstraction without losing sight of the organisational

context in which AI is used.

This is why operational context matters. It is not a side note to AI governance. It is what allows

governance to become practical.

Cortex does not claim that context alone solves AI governance. It does not replace legal, security,

assurance or compliance responsibilities. But it does provide a clearer foundation for understanding how

AI use relates to the organisation itself.

Closing statement
AI governance cannot be effective if it is disconnected from operational reality.

As AI moves into real work, organisations need to understand more than the model. They need to

understand the environment around it: what it touches, what it depends on, what it may affect and who

remains accountable.

Operational context turns AI governance from an abstract policy concern into a practical organisational

discipline.

It helps leaders, governance teams, assurance stakeholders, architects and operational teams reason

from a shared picture.

That is why Cortex places operational context at the foundation of governed AI adoption.
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Suggested onward reading
Explore Cortex Atlas to understand how Cortex connects AI governance to operational context.

Read Operational Context Architecture to see why context is an architectural concern for AI governance.

Review the Cortex Platform overview to understand how Atlas connects with the other Cortex planes.

For sector-specific relevance, see the Government, Defence, Critical Infrastructure and Regulated

Enterprise pages.


