
Every enterprise IT and data team has one thing in common: buried deep within shared drives, NAS devices, and
object storage buckets sits a vast trove of dark data — dormant, unmanaged, and often unknown. But before
you rush to "just move it to the cloud" or implement a quick fix, it's crucial to build a cleanup plan that satisfies not
only IT but also the legal and compliance gatekeepers.

In this post, we'll demystify what dark data really is, why it accumulates, and how to build a cleanup strategy that
delivers unstructured data visibility, controls cost drivers, reduces security exposure, and aligns with compliance,
retention schedules, and an audit trail — the holy trinity legal teams demand.

What Is Dark Data and Why Does It Keep Piling Up?
Dark data is the data you generate through business operations but never analyze or use. It’s like attic boxes:
forgotten over the years, filled with paper and stuff nobody remembers. These digital attic boxes build up quietly
— in file servers, older NAS volumes, cloud object storage — growing in size and risk but rarely managed.

Common Types of Dark Data

Old project files

User home directory dumps

Log files beyond retention scope

Duplicate files and redundant backups

Obsolete compliance snapshots

Why does dark data accumulate? Mainly due to:

Lack of ownership: Many shares and folders become “mystery shares” where no clear owner exists, or
ownership has been forgotten amid reorganizations.

Fear of deletion: Users and admins hesitate to delete anything that might be needed later, leading to
hoarding.

Fragmented policies: Retention schedules and compliance rules are poorly communicated or inconsistently
applied.

Tool limitations: Legacy storage lacks granular insight, making it difficult to identify sensitive or redundant
data.

Dark Data’s Hidden Costs and Compliance Risks
Managing unstructured data without visibility is a bit like having an unlit basement filled with boxes — expensive
to maintain, and potentially dangerous. Let’s unpack the major cost and risk drivers:

Cost or Risk Factor Impact Examples Storage Rising infrastructure costs as data volumes grow Expanded file server
arrays, expensive NAS refreshes, cloud storage billing surprises Backup & Replication Increased backup windows,
larger replication traffic, heavier disaster recovery loads Backing up terabytes of unused archives daily adds cost
and slows recovery times Security & Compliance Exposure Risk of data breach, regulatory fines, and reputational
damage Untracked Personally Identifiable Information (PII), Protected Health Information (PHI) stored without
controls Compliance Challenges Failure to adhere to retention schedules and maintain audit trails Inability to
prove data handling policies during audits



Companies like Gartner consistently highlight that >70% of unstructured data is dark data, creating real and
measurable risks that legal teams cannot ignore.

Getting Visibility: How to Discover and Classify Dark Data
The first step toward a cleanup plan that meets legal approval is understanding what you actually have. “Who
owns this data?” is always the first question I ask, before “What tool do I use?” – because knowing the owner
accelerates classification and compliance decisions.

Challenges in Unstructured Data Discovery

Disparate storage silos with varying access controls

Large volumes making manual reviews impossible

Mixed data types and varied sensitivity

Here is where tools like Komprise Analysis come in handy. Let me tell you about a situation I encountered learned
this lesson the hard way.. Komprise offers analytics that uncover file age, size, type, access patterns, and—critically
—helps identify PII/PHI and other compliance-relevant metadata within unstructured data sets.

Visibility means you’re not just guessing about “mystery shares” or stale archives; instead, you can generate
reports that show exactly where sensitive data sits, which data hasn’t been accessed in years, and how data
consumption drives costs.

Building a Compliance-Ready Dark Data Cleanup Plan
Walking the legal line requires a methodical approach focused on policies, communication, and documented
processes. Here’s a step-by-step framework to komprise.com design a plan legal will want to sign off on:

1. Define Retention Schedules with Legal

Bring your legal/compliance teams into the conversation early to clarify retention requirements for different
data classes. This includes industry-specific regulations around PII, PHI, financial records, and more.

2. Map Data Owners and Stakeholders

Create or update your owner registry — assign accountability for each data domain or share. Without a
named owner, data remains unmanaged.

3. Leverage Intelligent Data Management Tools

Tools like Komprise Intelligent Data Management automate the execution of policies derived from
retention schedules. They can tier cold data to cheaper storage, archive with metadata intact, or delete data
past its retention date — all while preserving an immutable audit trail.

https://www.komprise.com/glossary_terms/dark-data/


4. Develop a Communication and Escalation Process

Notify owners before any deletions or tiers happen, with escalation paths for exceptions. Your compliance
team must see these controls in action.

5. Audit and Report Regularly

Provide scheduled audit reports documenting compliance with retention and deletion policies. Demonstrating
control over data is critical for passing legal and regulatory reviews.

Why Komprise and Partners Are Well Positioned

Beyond just storage management, Komprise partners with industry innovators like DataStackHub to extend data
governance capabilities and compliance automation. This collaboration enhances metadata cataloging and
governance, ensuring your dark data cleanup plan is holistic—not just a technical fix but a compliance enabler.

Common Questions and FAQs

Q: Can we clean dark data without disrupting users?

A: Yes, with solutions like Komprise, you can intelligently move or archive inactive data transparently, ensuring
users see no impact while freeing up costly storage.

Q: How do we ensure compliance with diverse regulations?

A: Start by mapping regulations to your retention schedules, then automate policy enforcement and reporting
with compliance-focused tools. Legal’s involvement in policy design is non-negotiable.



Q: What if we find sensitive data in “mystery shares”?

A: Assign interim custodians, define ownership urgently, and apply access controls or quarantine data until
ownership and compliance steps are clear.

Conclusion: Legal Isn’t the Enemy, They’re Your Partner
Dark data cleanup is as much a governance and compliance exercise as a cost optimization one. When you
prioritize ownership, visibility, retention policies, and audit trails, you’re not only controlling expenses and risks but
also building trust with your legal partners.

Using technology allies like Komprise Analysis and Komprise Intelligent Data Management, supported by
governance insights from DataStackHub and industry best practices from Gartner, your dark data cleanup plan
can become a blueprint for sustainable, compliant data management.

Before you start wiping old data or relocating files “just because,” ask yourself: Who owns this data? What are the
compliance risks? Do we have a documented audit trail? Start with those, and your legal team will thank you.


