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Chapter 1 — The Golden Record Is No Longer the Finish Line

The central question is no longer whether master data is trusted enough to consume. It is whether the same data is trusted enough for a machine to act upon.

At Covestro, the pressure point in material master data was not the absence of a governed system. The pressure point was the manual interpretation that still had to happen before a request could enter the governed process. Business users sent unstructured requests to master-data experts, those experts worked out what the request really meant, clarified missing attributes, corrected mistakes, checked for duplicates and then entered the result into the governed SAP process. The master-data platform could enforce the final rules, but people still had to supply much of the business meaning before the request was ready for governance.

In May 2026, AWS described how Covestro moved part of that interpretive workload into MARIS, an AI agent for material master-data maintenance. AWS reported that the earlier process averaged about twelve hours while the MARIS-enabled process took about six minutes for roughly one thousand material requests a month. More important than the cycle-time claim is the operating model behind it: MARIS validates information against SAP data, checks for duplicates, enriches requests and creates SAP MDG change requests that continue into connected approval workflows. The agent did not make governance disappear. It moved interpretation and preparation closer to the point of request while the governed system remained the place where authoritative change was controlled.

That distinction is the starting point for this book. The golden record remains essential, but the enterprise problem has moved beyond producing one reliable representation of a customer, supplier, product, material or location. The next generation of enterprise systems increasingly needs that record to arrive with enough information to answer four practical questions: which real-world entity is this, which related facts matter to the decision, how current and trustworthy are those facts and what may the consuming agent do next? In this book, that surrounding information is trusted context. A record that was adequate when a person stood between information and consequence can become inadequate when the consumer is an agent that retrieves, decides and invokes the next step without waiting for a Steward to reinterpret the situation.

Traditional MDM has always supported operational processes as well as analytics, so the change should not be caricatured as a move from passive reporting to operations. The more consequential shift is that enterprises are beginning to shorten or automate the human interpretation step that historically sat between mastered data and action. When that step becomes thinner or faster, ambiguity that people previously noticed and resolved must be made explicit in the data, the policy or the limits on what the agent is allowed to do.


1.1 The Queue Beside the Golden Record

Most mature MDM programmes can point to familiar proof of progress: duplicate rates have fallen, identifiers have stabilized, survivorship rules are documented, stewardship queues are operating and downstream systems receive a more consistent view of the enterprise. Those are real achievements. Yet the operational reality around the mastered record often reveals a second system that is harder to diagram: the network of human interpretation that keeps the official system usable.

A supplier record may be technically complete while a procurement analyst still needs to know whether two legal entities should be treated as one commercial relationship. A product may have a valid classification while a steward knows that a particular hierarchy assignment is temporarily wrong because a reorganisation has not yet propagated. A customer may have a resolved identity while a service team knows that an apparently current address should not be used for a regulated communication. In each case, the mastered record is valuable, but the enterprise decision still depends on context that lives in stewardship knowledge, policy interpretation, relationship meaning, timing or exception history.

In a human-centred operating model, that gap can remain surprisingly stable for years because people compensate for it. They recognise that a field is stale, notice that two identifiers refer to the same organisation, call a colleague to confirm which source is authoritative, interpret a policy exception or refuse to proceed until the evidence is clearer. The enterprise experiences the delay as queue time, review effort or process friction, but the data architecture may still report a successful golden record.

Agentic execution changes the significance of that hidden queue because the human interpreter is no longer guaranteed to be present at every decision. If an agent can move from retrieval to recommendation, from recommendation to a tool call or from one agent to another agent in a larger workflow, the system has less time to discover that the record was only trustworthy under an unstated human assumption. What used to be a stewardship inconvenience can become a wrong action, an avoidable escalation or a chain of downstream decisions built on the wrong interpretation.

The first architectural consequence is therefore simple but demanding: ambiguity has to become visible before it becomes actionable. In plain terms, if the system does not know whether two suppliers are the same entity, whether a qualification is current or which source is authoritative, it must carry that uncertainty into the decision instead of hiding it. This does not mean every field must be perfect or that all uncertainty must be eliminated. It means the system has to know which uncertainties matter for the intended action, what evidence supports the chosen interpretation and where the action must stop when the evidence is not sufficient.

This is also why the golden record should not be dismissed as an old idea. Resolved identity, controlled survivorship and consistent reference data are the foundation on which the newer context layer depends. If those foundations are weak, adding more semantics or more capable agents simply gives the system more sophisticated ways to be wrong. The change is that identity alone no longer carries the full burden of trust. Once the consumer can act, the mastered entity has to arrive with enough surrounding meaning to support the decision that follows. The enterprise must therefore protect the strengths of traditional MDM while becoming more explicit about the judgements that used to sit outside the platform.



1.2 From Human Interpretation to Bounded Machine Action

The Covestro example is useful because it avoids two extremes that often distort discussions about agentic systems. On one side is the claim that enterprise agents will replace governance because they can understand natural language and orchestrate tools. On the other is the claim that nothing fundamental changes because the final master record still sits inside an existing MDM or ERP governance process. MARIS shows a more practical middle ground: interpretive work can move into an agentic workflow while authoritative control remains bounded by the enterprise systems and approval paths already responsible for master data.

This is where the consequence model changes. An experienced master-data specialist can hold several forms of uncertainty in mind at once: the requestor may be using the wrong business term, a candidate duplicate may be plausible but not proven, a source field may be more recent but less authoritative and a technically valid change may still require another person to approve it. An agent can also be designed to reason about those conditions, but it must be given the evidence and the operating constraints to do so. Otherwise, model capability merely makes an under-specified process run faster.

The practical objective is not autonomous action for its own sake. It is bounded machine action in which the system knows the difference between reading data, forming a proposal, evaluating policy, asking for human judgement, committing a change and reversing that change if the outcome is wrong. Later chapters will make those boundaries precise. For now, the simpler point is that mastered data begins to influence what the agent is allowed to do, not just what the agent knows. In that sense, master data becomes an execution control as well as a consolidated information asset.

The market is already moving toward runtime context. SAP’s 2026 Reltio announcements are one example: they describe master data as trusted, context-rich data for analytics and AI agents across SAP and non-SAP estates. The product framing is specific, but the architectural pressure is portable: an enterprise agent needs governed context during execution, not merely record access.

That context can support different levels of autonomy. In one workflow it may simply help an agent prepare a better stewardship case. In another it may allow a procurement agent to assess a supplier, gather the supporting facts and propose a course of action. In a tightly bounded low-consequence case, policy may permit a direct action. The test is not how much autonomy the agent has. The test is whether the authority granted for that specific action is justified by the evidence and context available, and whether the outcome can be explained and, where consequence demands it, corrected or reversed.



1.3 Report-Grade Data Is Not Automatically Agent-Grade Data

The phrase report-grade data is useful here, but it needs care. It does not mean low-quality data and it does not imply that reporting environments are undemanding. It describes data that is fit for a consumption pattern where a human, an analytical model or a controlled application can tolerate some interpretation between the record and the final decision. Agent-grade data raises a different question: is the information fit for the specific action an autonomous or semi-autonomous consumer is being asked to take?

A customer address can be accurate enough for a monthly segmentation report yet unsuitable for an agent that is about to trigger a regulated communication if the address has not been confirmed recently enough. A supplier may be correctly represented as a legal entity while a sourcing agent still lacks the relationship context needed to understand that the supplier belongs to a parent currently subject to a restriction. A product record can be syntactically valid while its classification conflicts with the hierarchy that determines where an automated procurement or fulfilment decision should route. In each case, the data can be good in one sense and not decision-ready in another.

Current MDM guidance also converges on the attributes that make such context usable: resolved identity, relevant relationships, freshness, lineage, permission signals and quality indicators. These are not decorative metadata. They determine whether an agent can tell which entity it is acting on, how the entity relates to the business and whether the information is still fit for the decision.

This is why a generic data-quality score is not enough to govern agentic execution. Completeness may matter for one action and be irrelevant to another. Freshness may be critical for a supplier-risk check and largely immaterial for a slowly changing product description. The enterprise may be certain enough about an identity for a recommendation yet not certain enough for an irreversible merge. Provenance may not change what the value is, but it can change whether the system is allowed to rely on that value for a consequential decision.

Agent-grade therefore does not mean “higher quality everywhere.” It means purpose-aware, consequence-aware and explicit about what the consumer needs to know before it can act. That framing will become important later when we define decision readiness, master-data contracts and evaluation gates. Chapter 1 only needs to establish the shift: the quality question is moving from “Is this a trusted record?” to “Is this trusted record sufficient for this action, under this policy, at this moment?”

The distinction also prevents a common overreaction: trying to make every master-data attribute real-time, perfectly complete and equally governed before any agent can be deployed. That is neither practical nor necessary. A useful agentic architecture narrows the decision, identifies the fields and relationships that actually affect it and then sets stronger requirements where the consequence justifies them. A supplier-risk workflow may need current sanctions status and ownership relationships while caring little about a marketing description. A product-content workflow may need detailed classification and provenance but have no reason to retrieve banking information. Agent-grade data is therefore as much about disciplined exclusion as richer context; giving an agent every available attribute can increase cost, confuse reasoning and widen the security boundary without improving the decision.



1.4 From System of Record to System of Trusted Context to System of Action

For decades, one of the strongest ideas in enterprise data architecture has been the system of record: the place where an authoritative state is maintained for a particular business object or transaction. MDM complemented that model by reconciling fragmented representations and creating governed master views that applications and people could use consistently. None of that becomes obsolete in an agentic enterprise. In fact, it becomes more important because the cost of unresolved identity and inconsistent reference data rises as machines take on more of the interpretation workload.

What changes is the role that mastered information is asked to play. A system of record tells the enterprise what the authoritative state is. A system of trusted context adds the meaning needed to interpret that state for a decision: identity, relationships, provenance, freshness, quality signals, relevant policy and the evidence that explains why one interpretation should be preferred over another. A system of action uses that trusted context to decide what can happen next, under an authority boundary that is separate from the data itself.

Figure 1.1 — Golden Record: Finish Line vs Starting Point










	TRADITIONAL CONSUMPTION — GOLDEN RECORD AS FINISH LINE





	SOURCE SYSTEMS
	MATCH • RESOLVE • SURVIVE
	GOLDEN RECORD
	HUMAN / APPLICATION INTERPRETS → ACTION



	AGENTIC EXECUTION — GOLDEN RECORD AS STARTING POINT



	SOURCE SYSTEMS
	MATCH • RESOLVE • SURVIVE
	GOLDEN RECORD + TRUSTED CONTEXT
	POLICY / AUTHORITY → ACTION → EVIDENCE RETURN





These are architectural roles, not necessarily three separate products. A mature enterprise may retain an incumbent MDM hub, add a context-serving layer around it and allow agents to consume governed master context through existing APIs, events or newer interface patterns. A greenfield organisation may assemble the same roles differently. Another enterprise may run a new agentic path alongside an incumbent and move responsibility only after reconciliation evidence supports the change. The argument in this chapter is therefore not a migration argument. It is an operating-model argument: wherever the technology sits, the context between record and action has to become explicit.

This shift from golden record to runtime context matters because enterprise agents need identity, relationships and current policy-bearing facts at the moment of action. The architecture therefore has to serve mastered context as an execution-time dependency rather than assuming that periodic integration and reporting are sufficient.

That runtime role also makes freshness and temporal meaning harder to ignore. A record can be historically correct and operationally wrong for the current decision. It can be the right entity with a relationship that ceased yesterday, the right supplier with a risk state updated an hour ago or the right product with a hierarchy change that is effective next week. Once machines act continuously, the enterprise needs not only the value but also enough temporal and provenance context to know whether the value should govern the action now. Later chapters will treat these properties directly; here they show why the golden record is better understood as a starting point for trusted context than as the final destination of the data programme.

Trusted context should not be confused with a larger data dump. The objective is not to surround every agent request with every attribute, relationship and policy the enterprise can retrieve. Context has to be selected for the purpose and consequence of the action. This is another place where MDM earns a new role: the mastered layer can help determine which identifiers, relationships and governed attributes are relevant enough to expose and which should remain outside the request. The goal is to shape the context around the decision: include what can change the outcome and exclude what cannot. In this book, decision-shaped data means exactly that.



1.5 The Reciprocal Shift: Agents for MDM and MDM for Agents

The change has two directions. Reciprocal simply means two-way, and separating the two directions early prevents the book from collapsing Agentic MDM into 'automated stewardship.' The first direction is Agents for MDM: agents can help discover data, interpret requests, profile sources, investigate duplicates, prepare evidence, classify records, recommend survivorship decisions and route exceptions. Covestro's MARIS is a concrete example of this direction because the agent reduces the interpretation and coordination burden around material-master requests while continuing to use the enterprise governance workflow.

The second direction is MDM for Agents: the mastered data estate becomes part of the trusted context that enterprise agents rely on when they perform procurement, service, finance, commerce or operational work. Current market direction supports this pattern, but the architectural point is vendor-neutral: governed master data becomes a common context foundation for AI-driven decisions rather than merely a downstream analytical asset.

These two directions reinforce each other. As agents perform more master-data work, they generate new evidence about ambiguous identities, source quality, exceptions, relationships and outcomes. As MDM becomes better at capturing and serving that evidence, other enterprise agents can act with stronger context. The resulting relationship is not a one-way pipeline in which AI simply consumes a finished golden record. It is a governed exchange between the systems that improve master data and the systems that use master data to act.

For senior data leaders, this two-way view changes investment priorities. The question is no longer limited to how much Steward effort an AI feature can remove from the MDM operating model. An equally important question is how much of the enterprise agent portfolio will depend on mastered identity, relationship and policy context that is not yet available at runtime. One side of the business case is operational efficiency inside MDM; the other is risk and decision quality across the agents that consume MDM. Organisations that evaluate only the first side may automate a stewardship queue while leaving a much larger context problem untouched. Organisations that evaluate only the second may expose a trusted record to agents without improving the evidence and feedback needed to keep that record trustworthy as machine activity increases.

Chapter 3 will make that two-way model explicit. It is enough here to recognise why the book begins with the golden record rather than with an AI-agent taxonomy or an architecture diagram. If the enterprise still treats mastered data as something that becomes 'done' when the record is consolidated, every later discussion of agents starts on the wrong side of the problem. The real question is what that trusted record enables, what context has to travel with it and what evidence must return after an action changes the enterprise.



1.6 The Decision This Chapter Changes

The practical decision for a data leader is not whether to abandon the golden record. It is whether to stop treating the golden record as the final measure of MDM success. In an agentic enterprise, a mastered record is successful when it can support the intended decision with the required identity, context, freshness, provenance, rules and authority limits, while making uncertainty visible enough that the system knows when not to act.

That changes how MDM programmes should be discussed with AI teams. The question is no longer “Can the agent access the customer or supplier master?” Access is the easy part. The harder questions are whether the agent can tell which entity is authoritative, whether the information is current enough for the requested action, whether the relevant relationships and policies are visible, whether uncertainty changes the permitted authority and whether the eventual decision can be reconstructed after the fact.

The rest of the book builds those capabilities systematically, but one boundary must be established before architecture can proceed. The market currently applies the word agentic to chat interfaces, ML-assisted matching, generated suggestions, workflow automation and genuinely goal-directed systems with tool access. Those are not the same thing and they do not deserve the same authority. Chapter 2 therefore begins by defining exactly what Agentic MDM is, what it is not and how to distinguish useful automation from bounded autonomous execution.







	OPTIONAL COMPANION EXERCISE — IS YOUR GOLDEN RECORD READY FOR MACHINE ACTION?





	Business use case. A global manufacturer trusts its supplier master for reporting, purchasing and payment controls. The same organisation now wants AI agents to help procurement teams identify qualified suppliers and investigate duplicate suppliers. The golden record contains the basic supplier profile, but the new workflows also depend on reliable identity, parent relationships, plant qualification, provenance, freshness and explicit ownership. Leadership is asking whether the existing MDM foundation is ready for machine action or whether the first priority should be to strengthen the data and governance foundation.

What you will do. Use CP01 Exercise 1 to classify the organisation as Greenfield, Augment or Coexist / Modernise, identify the weakest prerequisite and state the safest operating boundary for an initial Agentic MDM workflow. Then, if you want to go one step further, use CP01 Exercise 2 to compare several candidate workflows and select one bounded first pilot using business value, frequency, manual friction, data readiness, reversibility, decision risk, integration complexity and evaluation feasibility.

What you will produce. A one-page readiness decision plus, if you complete the prioritisation extension, a ranked candidate list and one explicit pilot decision with its proposed operating mode.

Attempt this exercise if... you are wondering whether your existing golden record is genuinely ready to support agents, or you need a structured way to decide whether to start by strengthening master data, augmenting an incumbent MDM platform or running new capability alongside the existing estate. Skip it if you only want the conceptual argument in this chapter; Chapter 2 assumes no readiness score or workbook output.

Estimated effort. 30–45 minutes for the readiness assessment and workflow prioritisation together. Use the supplied fictional examples in learning mode or replace them with your own organisation in practitioner mode. No code, API key or earlier companion exercise is required.

You are finished when... you can answer, without reopening the workbook: What is our starting position? What is our weakest prerequisite? Which bounded workflow should we test first? What may the agent do at the outset? What evidence or condition would stop us from expanding autonomy?

Companion files. CP01_Agentic_MDM_Readiness_Assessment.xlsx and CP01_Workflow_Prioritisation_Matrix.xlsx. The CP01 reader guide contains the detailed field-by-field instructions, examples and completion checks.








EPUB/nav.xhtml


  Contents


  
    		Sample Chapter


    		Chapter 1 — The Golden Record Is No Longer the Finish Line


  




  
    		Title Page


    		Cover


    		Beginning of Sample Chapter


  





EPUB/media/Agentic_MDM_Cover_1600x2400.jpg
AGENTS THAT STEWARD DATA

AGENTIC

PRACTITIONER
ARCHITECT ’

Master Data Management

for the Autonomous Enterprise .ﬂ

SRINIVAS BOMMENA





