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The Middle East and Africa region (MEA) is the smallest of the three regions in the 2026 Data Security and Compliance Risk survey: 12% of the 459 
respondents, n=54, against North America’s 32% (n=147) and Europe’s 56% (n=258). Small sample size means MEA’s figures should be read with 
somewhat more caution than the other two regions, and this summary flags that caveat wherever it matters. Even with that caveat, the pattern is 
distinct and consistent across every cut of the data: MEA is the one region in this survey that is not carrying an imbalance between security controls 
and AI governance. It is behind on both.

The three composite scores that anchor this report, computed directly from survey responses rather than self-reported estimates:

MEA and Europe post the same DSCRI, 15, but they arrive there by different roads, and the difference matters for what each region should do next. 
Europe gets to 15 with a strong DSMS (40) dragged down by a weak AIGMS (33): a lopsided profile. MEA gets to 15 with the lowest DSMS of 
any region (35.7) and an AIGMS (34) that is not much better: a flat, low profile on both axes. The report’s own diagnostic framework has a name 
for this combination. Crossing a low DSMS with low AIGMS produces what the report calls Dual Exposure, a profile where both security and AI 
governance are absent, named in the report alongside Federal Government and Defense Contractors, with the report noting that incidents in this 
profile are a matter of schedule rather than chance. That the report names MEA specifically alongside the two lowest-scoring industry sectors in the 
entire survey is the single most important fact in the report for a Middle East reader.

Overview

Data Security Maturity Score 
(DSMS)

AI Governance Maturity Score 
(AIGMS) 

Data Security and Compliance 
Readiness Index (DSCRI) 

an index from 0 to 100 built from 
11 binary security controls. MEA’s 
mean: 37/100 on the report’s 
regional chart, with the underlying 
regional-analysis text giving a more 
precise 35.7, the lowest of any 
region and below the global survey 
mean of 39.

an index from 0 to 100 built from 
19 binary AI data governance 
capabilities. MEA’s mean: 34/100, 
below the global survey mean of 
35 and below North America (39), 
though slightly ahead of Europe (33).

DSMS × (AIGMS/100). MEA’s mean: 
15/100, below the global survey 
mean of 16.2 and below North 
America’s regional mean of 19.

The 2026 Data Security and Compliance Risk survey is the accountability document for the 2026 Data Security and Compliance Risk: 
Forecast Report, published by Kiteworks in December 2025. This survey of 459 respondents, collected in Q2 2026, tests that report’s 15 
predictions against what organizations actually experienced. Globally, 80% experienced at least one security incident of either general or 
AI-specific type in the past 12 months, and 63% experienced a compliance consequence. MEA’s own figures on both counts run above the 
global pattern, not below it. MEA organizations report an AI incident rate of 78% in the past 12 months, above Europe’s 75% and just below 
North America’s 84%. MEA also carries the highest compliance consequence rate of any region at 76%, above North America’s 69% and well 
above Europe’s 57%.

Both composite scores behind the MEA numbers above are computed from binary yes/no controls, not from confidence or self-assessment, 
which matters because the survey also finds that self-reported maturity runs well ahead of what organizations can actually demonstrate: 49% 
of respondents cannot identify their own SIEM or log management platform without consulting a colleague, and 41% cannot identify the audit 
standard or framework they are audited against.

Not a Forecast, a Reported Outcome

How the Scores Are Built
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DSMS Tier Index Range Controls Deployed % of Global Sample

Tier 1, Nascent 0–18 0–2 of 11 24%

Tier 2, Developing 27–45 3–5 of 11 46%

Tier 3, Established 55–73 6–8 of 11 23%

Tier 4, Advanced 82–100 9–11 of 11 7%

AIGMS Tier Index Range Controls Deployed % of Global Sample

Tier 1, Nascent 0–26 0–5 of 19 48%

Tier 2, Developing 27–44 6–8 of 19 23%

Tier 3, Established 45–72 9–13 of 19 20%

Tier 4, Advanced 73–100 14–19 of 19 9%

The DSMS sums 11 controls: automated data classification, DLP policies (both general and technically enforced across channels), approved-channel 
restrictions enforced at the platform level, SIEM integration for sensitive data exchange, board-level AI data governance reporting, contractually and 
technically enforced third-party AI vendor controls, AI-specific DLP, AI access logs forwarded to SIEM, an AI kill switch, and continuously generated 
compliance evidence.

MEA’s mean DSMS of roughly 36 places the region in the lower half of Tier 2, closer to the Tier 1 boundary than either North America or Europe sit.

The AIGMS sums 19 capabilities across four dimensions: technical data containment (kill switch, SIEM integration for AI logs, zero-trust access 
controls, network isolation, single control point for access revocation), data audit and traceability (complete audit log coverage, output-to-
source traceability, one-business-day audit records, formal detection process, rollback capability, board-level reporting), data policy enforcement 
(AI-specific DLP, purpose binding, human-in-the-loop review, data minimization), and organizational data governance (dedicated ownership, 
documented responsibilities, contractually enforced third-party controls, externally validated compliance).

MEA’s mean AIGMS of 34 sits in Tier 1, Nascent, the same tier as Europe’s 33, though marginally ahead of it. Read the two tables together and 
MEA’s regional story is arithmetic before it is anything else: a low Tier 2 security foundation carrying a Tier 1 AI governance layer, with neither 
dimension far enough ahead of the other to call the imbalance the main problem. The main problem is that both are low.

MEA’s regulatory environment does not resemble Europe’s. Where GDPR, the EU AI Act, and NIS2 give European compliance teams a dense, 
immediate set of enforcement deadlines, the compliance frameworks the full survey sample cites most often as primary drivers skew heavily 
toward frameworks with limited direct application in the Middle East:

The Regulatory Picture, and a Tension Worth Naming

Framework % Citing as Primary Driver (full sample)

ISO 27001:2022 42%

GDPR 42%

EU AI Act 41%
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The Governance Gap, in Middle East Numbers

CCPA/CPRA 26%

HIPAA/HITECH 21%

NIS2 19%

DORA 16%

PDPL 11%

PDPL, the data protection framework most directly associated with Gulf-region jurisdictions, sits at 11% of the full sample, the framework on this list 
most specifically relevant to MEA respondents. ISO 27001:2022 (42%), a globally applicable standard rather than a regional mandate, is the one 
framework on this list that applies to MEA organizations at the same rate it applies everywhere else.

Here is the tension worth naming directly. When the survey asked respondents to rank their top compliance challenge, EU/UK respondents put AI-
specific regulatory requirements first at 29%, and North America at 24%. Middle East respondents put it first at just 7%, the lowest of any region. 
Read alongside MEA’s 76% compliance consequence rate, the highest of any region, this produces a specific and uncomfortable finding: the region 
with the least concern about AI-specific regulation is the region experiencing the most compliance consequences overall. That is not necessarily 
a contradiction. It may simply mean MEA’s compliance exposure is coming from somewhere other than AI-specific rules, general data protection, 
contractual obligations, sector-specific requirements. But it does mean that ranking AI regulation low as a concern has not translated into fewer 
compliance problems for this region, and an organization reading its low ranking as reassurance would be reading it wrong.

The four-quadrant framework the report uses to map organizations, Resilient (strong security, strong AI governance), Fortified (strong security, weak 
AI governance), Policy-Led (weak security, strong AI governance framing), and Exposed (weak on both), gives MEA’s specific signature, and it is the 
starkest of the three regions:

(Figures are representation indices: an organization’s rate of appearing in a quadrant relative to what its regional share of the sample would predict. 
1.00 is proportional.)

The DSCRI by region places MEA alongside Europe at the bottom of the three-region comparison, for different underlying reasons:

Region Mean DSCRI Mean DSMS Mean AIGMS

North America 19 38 39

Europe 15 40 33

Middle East and Africa 15 ~36 34

Region Resilient Fortified Policy-Led Exposed

North America 1.45× 1.09× 0.84× 0.91×

Europe 0.85× 1.04× 1.11× 1.01×

Middle East and Africa 0.49× 0.55× 0.92× 1.19×
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MEA is underrepresented in Resilient at less than half the expected rate (0.49×) and also underrepresented in Fortified (0.55×), meaning the region 
is not compensating for weak AI governance with strong security infrastructure the way Europe is. It is overrepresented in Exposed at 1.19×, the 
highest Exposed concentration of the three regions. The report’s parallel narrative sections, which apply a second, slightly different analytical 
threshold, describe the same picture with numbers in a similar range: MEA underrepresented in the leadership quadrant at 0.76 to 0.80 times the 
expected rate depending on which threshold is applied, and overrepresented in the laggard quadrant at 1.15 to 1.27 times, the highest laggard 
overrepresentation of any region under either threshold. The exact decimal shifts with the analytical cut; the direction and the magnitude relative to 
the other two regions do not.

The report’s own reading of the underlying scatter plot: Middle East respondents are “disproportionately concentrated at the bottom of the maturity 
distribution, not in the middle tiers,” and no Middle East respondent in the survey appears in the Policy-Led quadrant at all, meaning the governance-
investment-ahead-of-security pattern visible in parts of Europe has no counterpart in this region’s data.

Globally, 65% of organizations discovered employees using 
unapproved AI tools with organizational data in the past 12 months, 
and 16% of those that discovered it are finding it monthly or more. 
The survey’s regional breakout does not support a reliable region-
specific discovery rate for MEA, so this summary does not cite one; 
what is well supported is the region’s underlying capability to find 
shadow AI in the first place. MEA carries the lowest DSMS of any 
region and an AIGMS in the same low tier as Europe’s, and detection 
infrastructure (real-time alerting, AI access logging, SIEM integration) 
is a direct component of both scores. A region with the weakest 
measured detection capability of the three is not a region where 
any single discovery-rate figure, high or low, can be read with much 
confidence either way.

The data flowing through unsanctioned AI tools generally (not broken 
out by region in the survey) is not incidental: among organizations 
using employee-facing AI chatbots, 36% route customer and client 
data through them, 33% route IT credentials and access requests, 
31% route employee personal and HR data, and 30% route financial 
data. The governance infrastructure to prevent this, AI-specific DLP, 
approved-channel enforcement, purpose binding, is deployed at fewer 
than 30% of organizations globally, and MEA’s below-average scores 
on both composite indices give no reason to assume the region sits 
meaningfully ahead of that baseline.

Shadow AI in 
the Middle East

Unlike the Technology-sector parallel that fits Europe’s profile, the 
report names MEA’s parallel directly rather than leaving it to be 
inferred. In the same diagnostic table that defines Dual Exposure, 
the report groups MEA with Federal Government and Defense 
Contractors, the two lowest-scoring industry sectors in the entire 
survey. Federal Government records the lowest DSMS of any 
sector with a meaningful sample size (22.7) and the second-
lowest AIGMS (25.4). Defense Contractors records the lowest 
DSMS of any sector overall (15.2, though from a sample of only 
three respondents) and ties Federal Government for the lowest 
AIGMS (22.8). Both sectors operate under compliance frameworks, 
CMMC for Defense Contractors, executive policy for Federal 
Government, that the report describes as having failed to translate 
into operational control deployment: “executive AI policy at the 
national level has not translated to operational control deployment 
at the organizational level.”

The report does not cross-tabulate industry against region, so it 
is not possible to say how much of MEA’s regional profile reflects 
public-sector or defense-adjacent organizations specifically. But 
the report’s own choice to name MEA in the same sentence as 
these two sectors, rather than industry examples drawn from 
Financial Services or Healthcare, is itself a signal about where the 
report’s authors see the closest parallel.

The Sector Parallel the Report 
Draws Explicitly

No AI containment control measured in this survey, globally, is deployed by more than 35% of organizations. Purpose binding, the technical 
restriction of AI agents to authorized tasks and data scopes, is deployed by 26% of organizations (74% do not have it). AI kill switch capability 
is deployed by 21% (79% have no automated mechanism to stop a misbehaving AI agent). These are global figures; the survey does not 
report an MEA-specific breakout for individual containment controls. But MEA’s AIGMS of 34, built from exactly these capabilities, gives no 
basis for assuming the region sits above the global containment baseline, and its position as the lowest-DSMS region in the survey argues 
the opposite.

1. AI Data Governance and Containment

Key Findings Relevant to the Middle East
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2. Sensitive Data Exchange and Fragmentation

54% of organizations globally use 4 or more separate platforms for sensitive data exchange, and 73% have no technical enforcement 
restricting which of those channels employees can use. Only 43% of organizations globally have achieved centralized AI gateway control, and 
only 39% can enforce tagging and classification consistently across channels. The survey does not report channel fragmentation by region, 
but MEA’s DSMS, the lowest of any region and built in part from classification and channel-enforcement controls, suggests the region is not 
ahead of this global picture.

3. Detection and Response

74% of organizations globally experienced at least one general security incident in the past 12 months, and 80% experienced at least one 
incident of either type. Only 37% have real-time alerting for AI data access anomalies, only 33% forward AI access logs to a SIEM, and only 
29% generate any logs of AI system data access at all globally. The report’s most operationally significant cross-cutting finding is directly 
relevant to MEA: low AIGMS predicts AI incident rates regardless of DSMS tier, and general security maturity does not protect against AI-
specific exposure. MEA’s own AI incident rate of 78% in the past 12 months, the second-highest of any region, is consistent with a region 
whose composite scores on both dimensions sit at or near the bottom of the distribution.

4. Compliance and Regulatory Readiness

MEA’s 76% compliance consequence rate is the highest of any region in the survey, above North America’s 69% and well above Europe’s 
57%. Globally, 50% of organizations cannot produce a complete AI data access audit record within one business day, 67% lack tamper-
evident audit trails, and only 40% apply a consistent evidence approach across all required frameworks. One MEA-specific data point stands 
out clearly: 50% of MEA organizations have tested third-party access revocation through actual incident response, the highest rate of any 
region, compared to 35% in North America. That is not a sign of stronger preparation. It is a sign that MEA organizations are learning to run 
this specific control because they have needed to use it, not because they built and rehearsed it in advance. The report’s own framing: MEA’s 
profile is “responding to incidents and enforcement actions rather than building preventively.”

5. The Human Element

36% of organizations globally cite workforce training on AI data security as a top investment priority, the most commonly planned response to 
shadow AI, a problem the report argues training cannot structurally solve on its own. Fewer than half of organizations that discovered shadow 
AI subsequently deployed technical controls to prevent recurrence; the most common response was updated policy guidance. Outright 
organizational bans on AI tool usage dropped from 28% of organizations in 2025 to 7% in 2026 globally (Cisco’s 2026 Data and Privacy 
Benchmark Study), without a corresponding increase in technical controls replacing those bans.

Priority % Citing as Top Priority

AI Security Controls 43%

Workforce Security Training 36%

Compliance Automation 30%

SIEM/SOC Capabilities 28%

Data Sovereignty/Localization 25%

Data Loss Prevention (DLP) 24%

Where Global Investment Priorities Point
The survey asked all 459 organizations, including MEA’s 54, to name their top investment priorities for the next 12 months:
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Globally, 43% name AI security and governance as a top priority, yet only 9% of organizations worldwide have reached AIGMS Tier 4. Nothing in 
MEA’s regional data suggests the region is closing that gap faster than the rest of the sample; its Tier 1 AIGMS mean argues the opposite.

MEA’s exposure is broader than Europe’s. Where Europe’s problem is narrow and specific, a strong security foundation that has not been extended 
into AI-specific governance, MEA’s problem spans both dimensions at once. That is a harder starting position, and it changes what “close the gap” 
means in practice.

Three implications follow directly from MEA’s numbers:

Build the security foundation and the AI governance layer together, not sequentially. Unlike Europe, where AIGMS investment alone would produce 
disproportionate DSCRI gains given an already-adequate DSMS, MEA’s low score on both dimensions means the region does not yet have the 
foundation that makes AI-specific governance controls fully effective. The report’s own diagnostic framework calls this Dual Exposure for a reason: 
neither dimension is far enough ahead to carry the other.

A reactive third-party revocation capability is a start, not a finish. MEA’s 50% rate of having tested third-party access revocation through actual 
incident response, the highest of any region, shows the capability exists. What is missing is doing this on a planned schedule rather than only when 
a breach forces it. The gap between “tested because we had to” and “tested because we scheduled it” is the same gap the report identifies globally 
around AI kill switches, where 23% of organizations with AI in production have never tested their termination capability at all.

Invest in detection capability before leaning on discovery-rate figures. Shadow AI discovery rates are only as reliable as the infrastructure used to 
measure them, and MEA’s detection infrastructure is the least mature of any region in this survey. Building out real-time alerting, AI access logging, 
and SIEM integration is what makes any future discovery-rate figure, low or high, something the region can act on with confidence.

Implications for the Middle East

Operational Recommendations, Adapted for MEA’s Profile

Prioritize the DSMS foundation controls that unlock everything else. 

Classification, SIEM integration, and approved-channel enforcement are DSMS components MEA has deployed at the lowest rate of 
any region. These same controls are prerequisites for the AI-specific governance capabilities the AIGMS measures, so sequencing 
matters less here than making sure both tracks move in parallel rather than waiting for one to finish before starting the other.

1

Convert reactive third-party testing into a scheduled program.

50% of MEA organizations have already exercised third-party access revocation, driven by actual incidents. Formalizing this into a 
recurring, planned test closes the gap between having the capability and being able to rely on it before the next incident forces 
the issue.

2

Build AI audit trails and tamper-evident logging as a baseline, not a response to inquiry.

50% of organizations globally cannot produce a complete AI data access record within one business day, and MEA’s compliance 
consequence rate, the highest of any region, suggests this capability gap is already producing real costs rather than theoretical ones.

3

Treat the region’s low AI-regulation concern ranking (7%, the lowest of any region) as a blind spot, 
not a clean bill of health.

MEA’s compliance consequences are coming from somewhere, and the survey data does not support the inference that 
AI-specific regulatory risk is genuinely lower here than elsewhere; it may simply be less visible to respondents relative to other 
compliance pressures.

4
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Assign dedicated AI data governance ownership.

39% of organizations globally treat AI data governance as an add-on to an existing role (CISO or CIO) rather than a dedicated 
responsibility. In a region building both the security foundation and the AI governance layer at the same time, dedicated ownership is 
what keeps the two tracks coordinated instead of competing for the same limited attention.

5

Conclusion
The Middle East enters the second half of 2026 as the one region in this survey without a lopsided profile to correct. North America overrepresents 
in strong-security, strong-governance organizations. Europe has built security infrastructure it has not yet extended into AI governance. MEA is 
behind on both counts at once, the pattern the report’s own framework names Dual Exposure, and it is the pattern the report explicitly warns 
produces incidents that are “a matter of schedule, not chance.”

The region does not lack evidence that this matters. It carries the highest compliance consequence rate of any region in the survey, at 76%, and 
an AI incident rate of 78%, the second-highest measured. What it has not yet built, on this survey’s evidence, is the ability to get ahead of either. 
Its highest rate of any region for testing third-party access revocation, 50%, is a capability proven by necessity rather than by design; that is a 
meaningful asset to build from, and also a clear signal of how the region has been operating until now.

The path forward is not sequential. It is not “fix security, then add AI governance,” the model that would fit Europe. It is building both at once, 
prioritizing the foundational DSMS controls that make AI-specific governance possible while deploying AI-specific containment and audit capability 
in parallel. The organizations in this region that make that shift before the next incident, rather than because of it, are the ones that will not be 
describing the same Dual Exposure profile when this survey runs again next year.
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