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Introduction:
The Al acceleration dilemma

The age of discovering and experimenting with Al has
come to a close.

It's a new dawn on the age of operationalising, scaling,
and realising impact.

In short; time to get serious about Al, fast.

From everyday productivity tools, to fighting back against
supercharged cyber threats, Al is turning every sector inside out.
The urgency to adopt Al is felt in boardrooms, IT departments,

and operational teams alike. With the power to augment decision
making at the top, revolutionise employee impact throughout your
business, and transform customer experience at the end of it all - Al
is now central to every layer of strategy.

The rewards are huge; the stakes are high.

Businesses are in what's been described as an ‘arms race’ to adopt
first, and capitalise best. But with this acceleration comes a new
kind of risk —and a costly one.

Speed without safety is a false economy. The faster Al is
adopted without governance, the greater the exposure to ethical,
operational, and security failures.

This guide is here to help you navigate around those failures, with
one clear imperative: Organisations must build secure, scalable,
and cross-functional Al capability from day one.

We work with over 7,000 organisations in the Al age, and we've
seen the effects of one central tension affecting all kinds of
businesses: how to move fast without breaking things.

Our 450+ industry-leading experts, including Portfolio Directors

for Cyber Security and Al respectively, Richard Beck and

Vicky Crockett, have compiled their experience to bring you
comprehensive guidance to solving the ‘Al acceleration dilemma’ -
exploring the dangers of haste, the costs of delay, and the strategic
middle path: where speed and safety are not competing priorities,
but complementary imperatives.

Through practical insights, real-world examples, and a focus on
upskilling, we'll show you how to build Al-ready teams that are
resilient, responsible, and ready to lead.
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The risks of moving too fast

One effect of Al has been obvious: we've never seen organisations move so fast!

And that’s understandable, when the pot of gold at the end of that Al rainbow could mean the
difference between competitive advantage, and business inertia...

But here’s where the problem starts. Many organisations are moving faster than their governance
frameworks can support. The result? Hidden vulnerabilities, ethical blind spots, and operational chaos.

The promise of Al is undeniable - but without the right guardrails, speed becomes a liability.

A

Shadow Al

One example is when your employees start adopting
and applying Al faster than your organisation can
pave the way. Like hopping in a racecar, before
there’s a safe road to drive on. This results in Shadow
Al; employees using Al tools without the knowledge
or approval of IT, security, or leadership teams.

As Dr. Vicky Crockett warns, “If you're not putting
the right tools in the hands of employees, they'll find
their own.”

These unsanctioned tools often bypass critical
safeguards like data classification, privacy controls,
and compliance boundaries. They work - until they
don't. And when they fail, the fallout can span data
privacy non-compliance, reputational damage, and
productivity blackout.

When your employees become reliant on external
tools like ChatGPT on a free usage basis — they can
fall victim to outages. In the event of downtime,

free users don't get priority. Dr Vicky Crockett's
reflections on a recent outage in June 2025 revealed
that “if your business is reliant on Al, you need a
backup generator”.
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Adversarial Al

Sometimes, Al itself can become the bad
guy. This is called Adversarial Al - the
deliberate manipulation of Al systems to
behave in unintended or harmful ways.
Without the appropriate security measures
in place, your Al tools become a new
attack surface.

Prompt injection attacks can hijack trusted
LLMs. Data poisoning can corrupt training
sets. These aren't theoretical risks - they're
happening now and they're evolving rapidly.

These are ultimately consequences of poor
governance. When Al systems are deployed
without visibility, accountability, and ethical
oversight, the result can erode trust, expose
sensitive data, and trigger reputational
damage.

This is what we mean by false economy.

Al deployment that is shiny but unsafe
simply is not worth it in the end, and can
cost your investment tenfold in the form of
consequences.
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The cost of moving too slow

While rushing into Al adoption without governance carries clear risks,
dragging your feet can be just as damaging. Hesitation can open the
door to its own vulnerabilities.

Organisations that delay Al integration risk falling behind not only in
innovation, but in resilience, efficiency, and competitive advantage.

The governance blocker

Governance bottlenecks are often the root of deceleration. Rigid approval
processes, fear-based blockers, and siloed decision-making can stall progress
before it begins.

In many cases, the issue isn't a lack of interest in Al - it's a lack of internal
alignment. Legal, compliance, IT, and business teams will all have valid concerns.
They all deserve a seat at the table. Without a shared framework or language,
there is no table. This is now concerns that ought to be embraced as constructive
principles turn into roadblocks seen too late.

This has real consequences. As Al becomes embedded across every business
function - from finance and HR to supply chain and customer service -
organisations that wait risk missing out on transformative gains.

Productivity, insight, and automation are not future goals; they're differentiators
now. In sectors like government, healthcare, and financial services, the cost of
delay can be hard to recover; lost trust, missed opportunities, and increased
vulnerability.

Meanwhile, the threat landscape is evolving. As Richard Beck warns: “Al security
is the new zero-day, and we're not ready.” Attackers are already using agentic Al
to run fraud at scale, bypass detection systems, and exploit gaps in governance. If
your organisation is still assuming human adversaries, you're already behind.

It might seem as if a catch-22 is manifesting here. Moving too fast without safety
is reckless, but moving too slow without strategy is risky.

However, the solution isn’t to choose between speed and caution - it's to build
readiness through prioritising both. That means aligning teams, streamlining
governance, and investing in cross-functional capability.
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The middle path: safely and swiftly

Organisations dont need to choose between speed and safety when it comes to Al
adoption - they must prioritise both, simultaneously and strategically.

The middle path is not about compromise; it's about gaining competitive advantage,
building Al capability that is fast-moving, but grounded in governance. Scalable, and

secure. Innovative, and accountable.
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Governance as enabler

Responsible Al adoption starts with reframing
governance — seeing it not as a blocker, but an
enabler. When embedded into your Al journey
from day one, governance frameworks actually
help teams move faster. They provide clarity

on data provenance, model behaviour, and
ethical boundaries. They ensure that Al systems
are explainable, auditable, and aligned with
regulatory expectations.

To turn governance into an accelerator requires
a fundamental shift; from reactive oversight to
proactive design.

Al security and governance must be part of your
stage one thinking - how projects are scoped,
built, and deployed - not bolted on at the end.
Frameworks like ISO, NIST, and the EU Al Act
offer foundational guidance, but newer models
like the Artificial Intelligence Vulnerability
Scoring System (AIVSS) and Al Bills of Materials
(AIBOMs) are emerging to address the unique
risks of agentic and autonomous systems.

These tools can help organisations to classify
vulnerabilities, audit dependencies, and simulate
adversarial scenarios before they become real-
world failures. All critical steps in deploying Al
that is secure by design.
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The human factor

Equally important, as with any organisational change,
are human considerations. None of this works
without the right people, applying the right skills.

Upskilling will be needed, and it must be relevant.
Role-based learning pathways ensure that every
function - from legal and compliance to finance
and operations - has the skills to engage with Al
responsibly.

This goes beyond the technical fluency that many
organisaions focus on. Ethical oversight, critical
thinking, and cross-functional collaboration are
also mission-critical ‘Al skills’. Al isn't just a tool for
engineers - it's a strategic capability booster for the
entire organisation.

The middle path is about readiness. It's about
building systems that can scale without breaking,
adapt without drifting, and innovate without
compromising trust.

We're urging our customers, their ecosystems, and
UK businesses at large to recognise that speed and
safety are not opposing forces - they're twin engines
of transformation. With the right frameworks, skills,
and mindset, organisations can move swiftly and
securely into the next phase of the Al era.
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Building cross-functional
capability

Artificial Intelligence is transforming every corner of the
enterprise - not just IT and data teams.

We've touched on taking Al skills beyond your technical departments;
it's time organisations recognise that capability-building cannot happen
in a technical silo. It must be viewed as a strategic imperative. One that
demands cross-functional fluency and shared accountability.

Here'’s how it affects some key and diverse teams, to name just a few:

« Legal teams must be equipped to navigate the evolving landscape of
Al-related liability, data protection, and intellectual property.

+ Compliance professionals need the skills to audit Al systems for
fairness, transparency, and regulatory alignment.

« Finance teams must understand how Al-driven automation affects
forecasting, fraud detection, and risk modelling.

« Operational leaders, meanwhile, must be able to assess Al tools not only
for efficiency but also for resilience, governance, and ethical integrity.

The Al shift requires a redefinition of roles and responsibilities. Al systems
- particularly those with agentic capabilities - must be governed by human
oversight. This applies in all of the functions we have addressed.

Human-in-the-loop (HITL) principles must be embedded from design
through deployment, ensuring that Al decisions are observable, bounded,
and subject to human judgement.

Ethical Al demands multidisciplinary collaboration. Red teaming and
auditing exercises must extend beyond engineering to include legal
counsel, policy experts, and domain specialists. This ensures that Al
systems are tested in real-world contexts, uncovering vulnerabilities
that traditional assessments may overlook.

Effective cross-functional capability looks like comprehensive, cultural
readiness. Not just tech skills in isolation. By embedding Al fluency across
departments, fostering a shared understanding of risk, and cultivating a
mindset of responsible innovation, you can clear a faster, more meaningful
path forward.

Organisations that treat Al readiness as a collective responsibility will
be best placed to scale safely, earn trust, and lead with confidence in
the Al era.




Secure deployment at scale

Scale the tool; scale the risk. We're all familiar with the idea that as the stakes get
higher, the rewards may multiply, but so do the potential costs. This is why deploying

Al at scale requires a security-first mindset.

As agentic Al systems begin to operate
autonomously across enterprise environments,
the traditional Security Operations Centre
(SOC) must evolve. Agentic Al systems don't
just process data - they reason, adapt, and act.
That shift introduces new risks, and demands
new defensive strategies.

From a security point of view, Agentic Al
changes the threat landscape. These systems
can mimic human behaviour, interact with
tools, and even collaborate with other
agents. Without robust oversight, they can
be exploited to bypass controls, manipulate
outputs, or trigger unintended actions.

The future SOC must be equipped to monitor,
steer, and constrain Al behaviour in real time.
This means setting safeguards like reasoning-
aware controls, and clearly defined boundaries
for agent authority.

Defensive strategies must keep pace. Al red
teaming and auditing are no longer optional

- they are foundational. Organisations
absolutely must simulate adversarial scenarios,
test for ethical weaknesses, and uncover

the vulnerabilities that emerge only in live
environments.

Explainability is critical: if Al decisions cannot
be understood, they cannot be trusted.

Security teams must be trained to interrogate
model behaviour, assess risk across the Al lifecycle,
and respond to threats that evolve dynamically.

Only governance-first deployment is acceptably
safe deployment. Rather than rushing to adopt,
organisations must first secure their data
foundations.

For example, when deploying Microsoft Copilot,
this would include implementing Microsoft's
Information Protection framework for classification
and encryption, training administrators on
governance policies, and using tools like Purview
and Data Security Posture Management (DPSM)

to monitor Al interactions. These measures ensure
that Al tools operate within defined boundaries,
protecting sensitive data and maintaining
compliance.

Secure deployment at scale is not just about
technology - it's about discipline. It requires
cross-functional coordination, continuous
oversight, and a commitment to responsible
innovation. Organisations that embed security
and governance into every stage of the Al journey
will be best placed to scale with confidence,
resilience, and trust.
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Upskilling for speed
and safety as one

The coveted prize of the ‘Al advantage’ cannot simply be bought.
It's earned. It's learnt.

Al doesn't start working for your business simply because your
invested in a tool. It yields results when your people truly know
how to use and get the most out of it.

The pace of change demands that organisations go further than one-off

training and embrace continuous , role-specific learning. Upskilling is no longer a
nice-to-have; it is a strategic imperative for resilience, innovation, and trust in the
Age of Al

From frontline business users to Al engineers, every role must evolve.

« Business users need foundational Al literacy - how to prompt effectively,
interpret outputs, and challenge hallucinations. To stay ahead, they must learn
to build context, engineer prompts, and even deploy simple agents to support
their workflows.

+ Legal, compliance, and risk professionals must understand Al governance, bias
mitigation, and regulatory alignment.

+ Engineers and data scientists require deep expertise in model development,
deployment, and adversarial defence.

To meet this multi-layered challenge, organisations must invest in structured
learning pathways.

QA's Al Security & Governance programmes are designed to equip teams with the
skills to deploy Al responsibly. These include training in Al auditing, red teaming,
ethical design, and secure deployment practices.

Whether you're enabling business users or building specialist capability, the goal is
the same: to ensure Al is used safely, confidently, and with purpose.

Upskilling for speed and safety will position your organisation to not simply keep
up with change, but to lead - adoption, innovation, and competition.

Embed learning into your culture, align it with strategic goals, and treat it as a
shared responsibility in order to thrive.
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Conclusion:
Resilience over
reactiveness

Organisations must stop choosing between
speed and safety. The real competitive
advantage lies in mastering both - deploying

Al swiftly, but with the rigour, governance, and
cross-functional capability to do so responsibly.

We've already proven that this balance approach does not
slow down innovation, but builds the resilience to sustain it.

Al is the most widely felt and profoundly impactful wave
of tech disruption that QA has seen in 40 years. Like any
transformation, it demands a mindset shift.

It's time to move beyond reactive adoption and fragmented
oversight, towards a culture of readiness, ethical design, and
shared accountability. It's time to recognise that Al risk is not
just technical - it's operational, reputational, and strategic.

Organisations that see the greatest strategic and competitive
results from their Al initiaitives in the coming years will be
those who are already investing in upskilling across every
function, embedding governance into every stage of the
lifecycle, and building systems that are not only smart, but
safe. These winning businesses will understand that trust

and sustained benefit is earned not through speed alone, but
through transparency, explainability, and human oversight.

QA is a partner you can trust — let’s start building
Al-ready teams.

Learn more)
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