
Operationalizing a Zero Trust strategy is critical for modern cybersecurity, requiring a comprehensive approach 
that encompasses robust architecture and a shift in organizational culture. At its core, Zero Trust operates on 
principles such as "never trust, always verify," strong authentication, continuous monitoring, comprehensive 
visibility, and least privilege access. These principles address five primary pillars: Identity, Devices, Networks, 
Applications, and Data. Among these, data remains the most neglected, particularly within federal agencies, 
due to legacy systems, data silos, and limited visibility.

Unfortunately, an organization's Zero Trust architecture is only as robust as its weakest pillar. Neglecting the 
data pillar leaves agencies vulnerable to breaches, undermining the entire strategy and leaving the crown 
jewels ready to be exploited. Recognizing this, Alation and Merlin Cyber have partnered to provide federal 
agencies with innovative solutions for data security, governance, and maturity, ensuring that data is no longer 
an afterthought in Zero Trust implementations.

Enhancing Data Security with
Zero Trust and Data Cataloging

The Need for Data Culture Maturity in Federal Agencies
Data governance, hygiene, and security are often the last priorities for federal 
agencies, which focus more on other pillars like networks and devices, viewing 
them as "low-hanging fruit." While surrounding vulnerable data with additional 
controls, the data itself is left ungoverned. This approach neglects the 
complexities of modern hybrid cloud environments, characterized by data 
sprawl and silos. Addressing these challenges requires a structured 
assessment of data culture maturity.

Alation simplifies this process with an interactive assessment model, enabling 
agencies to evaluate their status in areas such as data modernization, 
governance, and self-service analytics. The four key components of data 
maturity include:

▪ Data Governance: Ensuring data is used correctly, trusted, and governed
by appropriate access controls.

▪ Data Discovery: Facilitating efficient search and identification of data 
assets.

▪ Data Leadership: Driving strategic alignment between data initiatives and 
agency missions.

▪ Data Literacy: Enhancing understanding and proper usage of data across
the organization.



Striking the Balance in Data Governance
Effective data governance is essential for enforcing least privilege 
access, ensuring that users can only access the data necessary for 
their roles. This balance is crucial; overly restrictive controls hinder 
productivity, while lax governance compromises security. Agencies 
often overlook governance until a breach occurs, but proactive 
measures are vital.

To address this pressing need, Alation has created a 20-minute maturity 
assessment to provide agencies with a clear roadmap to enhance their 
data maturity maturity posture. The process identifies weaknesses in 
data discovery, classification, leadership, and governance, helping 
agencies prioritize improvements aligned with their missions.

Leveraging AI for Data Governance
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is reshaping data governance and security, 
offering advanced capabilities for identifying and mitigating risks. 
However, its adoption in federal agencies faces challenges, including 
concerns about data quality, bias, transparency, security, and ethical 
considerations. Alation enables agencies to evaluate data readiness 
and establish necessary guardrails for AI adoption.

By providing tools to define appropriate data for AI models, Alation 
enables agencies to balance innovation with governance. A structured 
roadmap, aligned with mission objectives and supported by executive 
sponsorship, is essential for successful AI integration. This ensures 
alignment between data initiatives and operational goals, fostering 
trust, security, and accountability.

Modernizing Data Through Cloud Migration
Many federal agencies are undergoing digital transformation by migrating data from physical data centers to 
cloud environments. This process involves assessing existing systems to identify relevant, duplicate, and 
obsolete data. Alation’s data cataloging capabilities streamline this transition by automating the 
identification and classification of data assets.

Using metadata tagging and lineage mapping, Alation highlights how data is used and identifies redundant 
or unnecessary information. This approach ensures that only pertinent data is migrated, reducing 
complexity and enhancing efficiency. For example, agencies processing large volumes of claims can use 
Alation to prioritize critical data and streamline workflows.
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Operationalizing Data Cataloging for Zero Trust
Data cataloging is fundamental to Zero Trust, enabling agencies to 
understand, classify, and secure their data assets. Alation’s platform 
functions as a "Google for data," offering capabilities such as:

▪ Mapping data relationships and lineage.

▪ Highlighting access gaps and over-permissioned roles.

▪ Enhancing data literacy and governance.

By providing insights into how data is used and accessed, Alation 
empowers agencies to enforce least privilege, comprehensive 
visibility, and other Zero Trust principles. This ensures that data 
governance supports security without hindering operational 
efficiency.

Operationalize Zero Trust with Alation and Merlin Cyber 
Zero Trust is an essential cybersecurity strategy, but its success depends on addressing all five 
pillars equally. Data, often the most overlooked, requires focused efforts to ensure maturity, 
governance, and security. Alation and Merlin Cyber provide federal agencies with the tools and 
expertise to enhance their data culture, fostering a secure and efficient environment.

Through advanced data cataloging, AI integration, and cloud migration support, Alation helps 
agencies operationalize Zero Trust around the data pillar. This holistic approach not only 
strengthens security but also aligns data initiatives with mission-critical objectives, ensuring 
long-term success in an increasingly dynamic digital landscape.

Data Security in the Age of Zero Trust
Implementing Zero Trust principles for the data pillar requires a 
balance between observability and access control. Alation acts as 
a comprehensive lens, providing visibility into data assets, access 
patterns, and governance gaps. While it doesn’t directly enforce 
access controls, it maps them to highlight vulnerabilities and over-
permissioned areas.

This visibility enables agencies to:

▪ Prioritize sensitive data for stricter access controls.

▪ Identify data critical for daily operations, balancing accessibility 
with security.

▪ Mitigate risks from shadow IT and siloed systems created by 
users circumventing controls.

Shadow IT—the use of unauthorized tools and systems—poses 
significant risks to security and compliance. By illuminating these 
hidden systems through data cataloging, Alation helps agencies 
address vulnerabilities and enforce Zero Trust principles effectively.
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