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Introduction

2026: From AI Experimentation to Operational Excellence
As we enter the second half of 2026, the honeymoon phase of AI experimentation has officially ended. We’ve moved past the “science projects” and are now facing the cold, hard 
reality of operationalizing these technologies at scale. At Futurum Research, we’ve been closely tracking this shift. The theme for this year remains clear: execution over hype. Five critical 
pivots are defining the 2026 agenda:

	 The Infrastructure & Supply Chain Wall: Physical deployment barriers will spike the costs of AI factory builds due to acute shortages in transformers, 
fiber, and NAND flash. This physical friction will temporarily break deflationary trends, creating an intermediate re-rating of token prices higher.

	 The Sovereign AI Substance Test: The principle established by the June 2026 US export directive proved that model access is revocable at the source by originating 
jurisdictions. Regulated enterprise buyers must now mandate native, regional, or customer-controlled architectures to survive procurement scrutiny.

	 The Agentic Governance & Identity Crisis: Massive enterprise token volume has matured into a heavy utility load, with over 54% of decision-
makers generating 51 trillion or more tokens annually. This shift to autonomous execution breaks traditional IAM systems, requiring 
specialized authorization governance to prevent identity sprawl, unmonitored actions, and runaway token costs.

	 The Value-Based Shortlist Mandate: Non-seat-based pricing has become table stakes, with 70% of enterprise buyers favoring consumption or outcome-
linked models. Pure outcome-based models have nearly doubled in preference to 27%, forcing a rapid commercial restructuring across SaaS vendors.

	 The Relocation of Buying Authority: As AI removes the production constraint, value is re-pooling around integration, verification, and orchestration. Buying authority is following 
this value, moving up toward outcome-tied CIOs and out to business-unit leaders who utilize ecosystems like OpenAI and Anthropic as the default corporate fabric.

	 The Platform Ecosystem Gravity Shift: Core AI platforms are becoming the gravitational centers of enterprise technology, accelerating adoption 
through multiple interconnected GTM layers. By embedding directly across compute, GSI channels, and transactional marketplaces, this multi-
vector distribution bypasses traditional SaaS rails and forces legacy vendors to integrate natively to remain competitive. 

This isn’t just about technical upgrades; it’s a structural rebalancing of cloud strategy, data governance, and talent. This year’s winners won’t just have the smartest models, they’ll have 
the most resilient, cost-efficient, and reliable architectures to run them. Here’s to shaping what’s next, together.

Tiffani Bova 
Chief Strategy and Research Officer 
The Futurum Group 
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Why This is Trending:
While edge AI is not new, 2026 product launches highlight rapid innovation and an 
expanding variety of AI-capable form factors.

	  AI-enabled devices, including mobile phones, PCs, and wearables like smart 
glasses, are rapidly evolving, offering advanced assistant, productivity, and security 
features. These devices are increasingly mainstream, combining context-aware 
sensing, predictive analysis, and hands-free voice control for everyday tasks.

	  Smart appliances, such as AI-powered TVs, now offer seamless natural-language 
control. Simultaneously, AI cameras are advancing in precision autonomous 
recognition, while drones and semi-autonomous vehicles are becoming 
increasingly context-aware, enabling sophisticated real-time decision-making.

	  AI-enabled vehicles continue to drive towards not only full autonomous 
driving, overall performance optimization, and maintenance management 
expectations, but also next-generation agentic in-vehicle experiences.

	  The robotics race is on in earnest, and we expect investments in physical AI to 
ramp up between now and 2030, with every major technology company already 
driving the AI ecosystem, looking to compete in this still-nascent segment.

Device and Semiconductor Vendors’ Commitment to Edge AI Expansion: Major  
silicon and device vendors—from established leaders like Qualcomm, Apple, and 
NVIDIA to players like Amazon and Google—are aggressively competing to scale 
edge AI in IoT, automotive, and robotics. In 2026, partnerships across semiconductors, 
hardware, and AI platforms will be essential to consolidate ecosystems focused on 
interoperability and performance.

Vendor Impact:
	  Moving AI Processing from the Cloud to Devices: While AI training continues to 

be primarily cloud-based, particularly for LLMs (large language models), smaller 
models can increasingly be trained on devices for highly specialized or specific  
use cases. 

	  From Training to Inference: Edge inference is by far the biggest opportunity  
for AI-enabled devices and physical AI. Enabling real-time, natural-language 
interactions between users and devices is a primary driver of this disruption. 
Ensuring productivity and UX continuity regardless of network bottlenecks and 
connectivity challenges is a close second, with security and privacy advantages 
rounding out the Top 3 list of value propositions.

	  Agentic AI at the Edge: As agentic AI begins to transform the way users interact 
with apps and software, AI-capable devices are uniquely positioned to deliver 
agentic-AI-forward experiences for users - to save them time, improve productivity, 
and create remarkable experiences that raise the utility of and demand for every 
AI-enabled device category. 

	  Awareness, Context, and Agency: Devices and robots that are increasingly 
capable of understanding their surroundings and contextual cues will be better 
equipped to make useful decisions for their users or on their own. 

	  Beware the anti-AI backlash: While technology users enjoy many of the benefits of 
AI-enabled devices and vehicles, a growing number of them are becoming weary 
of AI’s potential negative impacts. Concerns range from trust, privacy, and choice 
to costs and negative environmental impacts. Vendors should lean on trust, privacy, 
and consent as critical competitive differentiators.

Prediction:

High-performance, power-efficient AI-capable silicon will continue to enable increasingly sophisticated AI use cases at the 
edge, accelerating the expansion of AI workloads into edge form factors such as devices, vehicles, IoT, and other physical AI. 
These edge AI use cases will increasingly complement cloud-based AI functions in an orchestrated, distributed hierarchy  
of AI workloads. 

Physical AI is most often used to 
refer to robots, but it increasingly 
encompasses every category of 
AI-enabled device that is already in 
use today – our phones, AI-enabled 
PCs, smart speakers, fitness trackers, 
Agentic glasses, and AI-enabled 
cars – and connects us to a digital 
assistant, an AI agent, or any kind 
of AI-enabled feature. But to drive 
demand at scale, this interconnected 
ecosystem of devices needs to start 
solving real problems for real people, 
or demand may soften.”  

Olivier Blanchard 
Research Director & Practice Lead, 
Intelligent Devices

“

Intelligent Devices:  
ROI, Security, Efficiency, and UX  
Will Continue to Drive Expansion of AI 
Capability to the Edge Beyond 2026

Request Analyst Session

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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Why This is Trending:
Futurum’s 2H 2026 Enterprise Applications Decision-Makers survey shows enterprise 
buyers are pulling away from flat, per-seat pricing for core software purchases, but the 
picture for AI-specific pricing is more fragmented than a simple “seat-based is dead” 
narrative suggests, and vendors chasing one clean model risk misreading the market.

For core enterprise software generally, per-user-per-month is now the least-preferred 
pricing structure among buyers who name pricing as a top purchase criterion. That’s a 
real and significant move away from the seat-based default of the last decade, driven 
largely by the anticipated shift to agentic workers who aren’t tied to physical workers.

Generative AI functionality, however, tells a different story. Among buyers whose 
vendors charge separately for GenAI, per-seat pricing is the top preference, largely 
because buyers seek predictable, budgetable costs for AI specifically, even while 
demanding usage- and outcome-based pricing elsewhere, creating a clear tension for 
vendors to resolve.

	 Evolving Buyer Preferences: According to Futurum’s 2H 2026 Enterprise Software 
Decision Makers survey, buyers evaluating core software purchases now rank 
per-seat pricing dead last among five pricing models (12.6%), with consumption-
based (28.9%) and outcome-based (22.2%) leading. For generative AI functionality 
specifically, however, the picture flips: when AI is priced as a separate add-on, 42.3% 
of buyers still prefer per-seat pricing over consumption (36.6%) or outcomes (21.1%), 
suggesting buyers want cost predictability for AI even as they abandon seat-based 
pricing for the rest of their stack.

	  Market Momentum: Early movers like Zendesk, Intercom, and Decagon have 
already shifted to pure outcome-based models, while major incumbents, including 
Salesforce, Adobe, Pegasystems, and ServiceNow, are utilizing hybrid frameworks 
that incorporate consumption and outcome-linked elements. Varying company 
types, use cases, and levels of risk tolerance demand a flexible pricing approach 
that still allows users to see the value delivered by the core software and  
AI offerings.

Vendor Impact:
Pricing flexibility alone won’t win deals, but its absence will lose them. Vendors must 
pursue a three-pronged strategy: 

	  Instrument their platforms to generate transparent value metrics regardless of 
whether the commercial model is pure outcome, consumption, or hybrid. 

	  Build pricing optionality that enables enterprise procurement teams to select the 
model aligned with their risk appetite and use-case maturity.

	  Invest in customer success as a revenue function, not a cost center, because co-
owned outcomes require ongoing engagement infrastructure. 

The vendors that continue with limited pricing flexibility will find themselves excluded 
not because their technology is inferior, but because their commercial architecture 
signals misalignment with how buyers are managing value perception and risk.

Prediction:

By the end of Q4 2026, vendors will need to offer multiple pricing models, including value-linked approaches, to respond to 
buyer pressure and the need to more closely manage value, cost predictability, and scale. Vendors that fail to provide flexible 
pricing approaches will find themselves struggling to gain consideration by potential buyers.

Enterprise buyers have made their pricing 
preference clear: seat-based licensing is out 
for core software, but when it comes to AI, 
they want cost predictability more than they 
want to chase usage or outcomes. Small 
and very large enterprises have established 
a preference for outcome-based AI pricing, 
while companies in the middle prefer 
more traditional add-on or consumption 
pricing. That split creates a real tension 
for vendors, and those vendors clinging to 
rigid structures will find themselves quietly 
dropped from consideration, not because 
their product is weaker, but because their 
commercial model doesn’t match how 
buyers are balancing risk and value today.” 

Keith Kirkpatrick 
VP & Research Director, Enterprise 
Software & Digital Workflows

“

Enterprise Software  
& Digital Workflows:  
Pricing Optionality to Become  
Tables-Stakes by Q4 2026

Request Analyst Session

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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Why This is Trending:
	 First Major AI Stack Land Grab Campaign Is Complete: The AI value question is 
what’s left to prove. Presence in a layer is now easy to buy and hard to justify, with 
only 36% of Microsoft 365 Copilot’s users saying value clears cost against 24% who 
say cost wins [ETR AI Product Series, May 2026, N=363]. The constraint has moved 
from whether organizations can run agents to whether they can prove the ones they 
run are worth the spend and safe to expand.

	 Interoperability Already Won the Architecture Argument: Open standards are how 
it gets enforced. A majority of enterprise builders, 56%, run multiple foundation model 
providers in production today, against just 15% on a single provider [Futurum ETR AI 
Product Series, March 2026]. MCP and agent-to-agent protocols are becoming the 
connective tissue of that multi-model reality, so the winning control plane is the one 
that speaks them natively and coordinates identity, policy, and execution oversight 
across models and tools it does not own.

	 Spend without proof is becoming a governance liability, not only a finance one: As 
agents move from single to continuous execution across build, test, and deploy  
loops, unaccounted agent cost and unaccountable agent action are the same  
failure surfaced two ways, and the control plane is where both get answered, or  
neither does.

Vendor Impact:
	  Consumption-Based Pricing Shift: A coding-tool vendor stalls at the 20% 

developer-penetration ceiling and repositions from seat expansion to a 
value-attribution layer that ties agent output to delivery acceleration, converting 
deployed but dormant licenses into proven, expanding ones.

	 Governing Models You Don’t Own: A cloud or platform vendor wins a multi-model 
enterprise by governing agent identity and policy across rival models its customer 
already runs in production, becoming the trusted execution authority because it 
does not require single-vendor commitment.

	  Evidence Trail for Expanding Autonomy: An agent development or observability 
vendor extends its existing footprint into agent execution proof, generating the 
evidence trail a CIO needs to expand autonomy from low-risk to high-impact 
agents without an all-or-nothing bet.

Prediction:

By the end of 2026, the control plane will become the layer where enterprises prove AI outcomes, and for agent-driven work 
specifically, interoperability through open standards like MCP and A2A, across the models and tools a customer already runs, 
rather than depth in any single stack, decides which vendors own it. The deployment-to-value gap is already measurable: 
GitHub Copilot is deployed at 59% of organizations, yet the plurality of adopters have licensed it to no more than 20% of their 
developers 1.

The control plane race in 2026 stops 
being about who deploys the most 
agents and becomes about who can 
prove the agents they deployed are 
worth what they cost and are safe to 
expand. The vendors that win own 
interoperable execution authority 
across the models a customer already 
runs, because by year-end the CIO 
question is not whether agents work, it 
is whether you can show they moved 
the needle for the business.” 

Mitch Ashley 
VP & Practice Lead, Software 
Lifecycle Engineering

“

Software Lifecycle Engineering:   
Interoperable Control Planes will Become the 
Primary Mechanism for Proving AI Outcomes, 
Prioritizing Open Standards Over Single-Stack 
Depth

Request Analyst Session

1 Source: Futurum ETR AI Product Series, January 2026'

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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Why This is Trending:
	 Enterprises Gate Agent By Observability and Control: This makes observability 
a structural constraint rather than a tooling preference. Low-risk work like code 
completion tolerates thin visibility, but autonomous deployment and production 
modification make invisible behavior unacceptable. Organizations will not delegate 
authority they cannot oversee, so the observability gap and the autonomy ceiling are 
the same line drawn twice.

	 Traditional Observability Cannot See What Matters Most: Alerts, metrics, logs, and 
traces were built for humans to reconstruct failures after the fact. Agents decide 
and act continuously at machine speed across planning, build, test, and deploy. 
Observability-native instead generates structured signals directly from agent 
workflows, capturing intent, reasoning, constraints, and outcomes as first-class 
telemetry rather than inferring them from infrastructure side effects.

	 Observability-Native Shifts Buying Decisions: Observability gaps are being 
reframed as governance failures. Boards, auditors, and regulators now ask how 
agents decide and act, and answering requires auditable decision trails that integrate 
with security, risk, and compliance workflows. Procurement follows the reframing, 
with RFPs beginning to require structured agent decision capture and excluding 
platforms that treat agent execution as opaque. 

Vendor Impact:
	 Autonomy Tiering by Visibility: An observability vendor packages decision-cycle 

capture as the control that lets a customer move a class of agents from supervised 
to autonomous, selling visibility as the unlock for higher-value automation rather 
than as monitoring. 

	 The Compliance-Grade Decision Trail: A platform vendor wins a regulated buyer 
by generating intent-to-outcome audit records that satisfy security and risk  
teams, turning agent traceability into the procurement requirement competitors 
cannot meet.

	  Lifecycle Correlation as Differentiator: A vendor unifies build-time and run-time 
signals so a CIO can trace a production incident back to the agent decision that 
caused it, displacing point tools that observe one stage and explain none.

Prediction:

By the end of 2026, the depth of an enterprise’s observability sets the hard ceiling on how much agent autonomy it will grant, 
and vendors whose platforms cannot capture the full decision cycle of intent, reasoning, constraints, and outcomes fall behind 
the market as buyers cap them at low-risk use cases. The demand signal is already in procurement: 37.4% of decision-makers 
rank AI observability a priority in platform selection, and 30.9% rank AI agent observability specifically, placing both ahead of 
distributed tracing at 23.7% 2.  

In 2026, observability stops 
being how you troubleshoot 
agents and becomes how much 
you are willing to let them do. 
The enterprises that can see 
an agent’s intent, reasoning, 
constraints, and outcomes will 
safely expand autonomy, and 
the ones that cannot will keep 
their agents boxed into low-risk 
work no matter how capable the 
underlying models become.”

Mitch Ashley 
VP & Practice Lead, Software 
Lifecycle Engineering 

“

Observability:   
Observability-Native Sets the  
Ceiling on Agent Autonomy

Request Analyst Session

2 Source: 1H 2026 Software Lifecycle Engineering Decision Maker Survey, Futurum Research, January 2026

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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Why This is Trending:
	  Agent Taxonomy Is Exposing Governance Blind Spots: Not all agents are the 

same problem. End-user-facing agents, such as copilots and assistants operating 
on behalf of individuals, carry different risk profiles than application-layer agents 
orchestrating workflows across systems, which differ again from agents embedded 
inside third-party SaaS platforms that security teams never directly reviewed. 
Each category has distinct identity models, oversight frequencies, and blast radii. 
Organizations that govern agents as a single, uniform category systematically 
under-engineer controls for autonomous, goal-directed agents while over-
engineering them for bounded, deterministic ones.

	  Credentials Solve Authentication, Not Authorization: Workload identity standards 
give agents a verifiable identity. They do not solve the runtime authorization gap, 
specifically, whether a specific action combining steps across multiple systems falls 
within what was actually intended when a human granted a goal. Goal-directed 
agents infer permission from objectives; they do not seek explicit authorization 
for discrete actions. When an agent causes harm, “Who authorized this?” has no 
clean answer. Logging and PAM provide detective value but cannot substitute for a 
prospective authorization layer that does not yet exist at enterprise scale.

	  Third-Party Agents Are an Information Asymmetry Problem: Agent sprawl is 
arriving faster than shadow IT ever did, partly because it travels through legitimate 
procurement channels. A vendor platform approved by a marketing team may 
contain embedded agents with broad data access that nobody in security has 
evaluated. There is no established SBOM equivalent for agents, meaning there is  
no standard disclosure mechanism specifying which agents a product contains, 
what permissions they require, and which systems they touch. Buyers cannot assess 
what they are deploying, and vendors have no market incentive to disclose more 
than necessary.

Vendor Impact:
	  Agent Taxonomy as a Governance Starting Point: Security teams are mapping 

agent environments by category, covering end-user agents, application 
orchestrators, and embedded third-party agents, and applying governance 
proportional to autonomy and blast radius. This bottom-up approach, starting with 
the specific runtimes already running in the organization, surfaces the embedded 
third-party agent population that would otherwise be invisible and yields more 
actionable results than waiting for a top-down framework.

	  Extending PAM and Requiring Agent Capability Disclosure: For high-value, known 
target systems, extending PAM to cover agent identities is the right near-term 
control, with honest acknowledgment of where it breaks for agents that discover 
APIs at runtime. For third-party agents, organizations are beginning to require 
capability disclosure in vendor contracts as a procurement forcing function, 
establishing what an agent can access before deployment rather than after  
an incident.

	  Token Spend as a Trust and Governance Signal: Runaway agent spend is 
becoming a governance concern in its own right. An agent with broad authorization 
and unconstrained tool access can consume compute and API budget well beyond 
what was anticipated at deployment. Organizations experiencing unexpected cost 
spikes are often those with the weakest authorization controls. Security and finance 
teams are beginning to treat the token budget as an authorization dimension: an 
agent that cannot account for its spend cannot be trusted with broad permissions.

Prediction:

As 2026 ends, enterprises will realize their Identity and Access Management systems are failing because they were built for 
humans, not goal-directed AI agents. Standard workload identity models designed for service accounts simply do not work  
for these new entities.

Meanwhile, agent identity sprawl will continue to accelerate due to unmonitored procurement, unmanaged open-source 
deployments, and agents embedded within SaaS platforms. Organizations will need to urgently build agent authorization 
governance fit for purpose. Without it, the costly gap between an agent’s authorized capabilities and its actual actions will 
become a severe liability.

The IAM problem with agents is not 
that we lack the right credentials 
standard. It is that we built access 
control around principals that have 
accountability, and agents have none. 
Every control we designed assumes 
a principal with something to lose. 
Agents operate outside that contract 
entirely. The organizations getting 
ahead of this are mapping what they 
actually have, categorizing it honestly, 
and governing proportionally to what 
each category can do and what it can 
cost when it goes wrong.”

Fernando Montenegro 
VP & Practice Lead, 
Cybersecurity & Resilience

“

Cybersecurity & Resilience:  
Agentic AI Identity Sprawl will Break 
Traditional IAM, Requiring Dedicated 
Authorization Governance to Prevent 
Unmonitored Agent Activity

Request Analyst Session

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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Why This is Trending:
The transition from generating insights to executing governed actions requires a 
significant investment in the underlying data estate, breaking down data silos, surfacing 
critical meaning through metadata, and overcoming architectural barriers that divide 
operational and analytical engines. However, success is currently constrained less by 
technology or budget than by a critical shortage of professionals capable of governing 
autonomous software and managing the technical debt of rapid agentic AI adoption. 
Amid these shifts, enterprises also face new risks of technical debt and inescapable 
inertia via vendor lock-in as providers attempt to control both the foundational 
database layer and the intelligence stored at the agent and ontology level. 

	  Bridging the Read/Write Gap: Organizations have largely figured out the read-
path for AI. Nearly 60% of enterprises are directing budget toward semantic layers, 
and standards like the Open Semantic Interchange (OSI) are helping ground 
models in shared business meaning, with MCP standardizing how agents reach that 
data. However, almost a quarter of organizations report that their agents’ inability 
to write back to systems of record is their main architectural bottleneck. If the data 
an agent reasons with and the data it alters live in different environments, the 
system stalls.

	  Governing Software like Human Workers: Letting software take action is a 
governance issue before it is a technical one. With 93% of organizations struggling 
to establish production governance, the emerging baseline is a “read informs, write 
requires approval” model. Agents are now distinct, trackable identities. We need the 
ability to authorize them, monitor their actions, and roll them back with a full audit 
trail if they make a mistake.

	  The Ceiling is Human, not Financial: The shortage of data professionals has 
climbed to 10.4% over the past year, overtaking budget constraints as the primary 
hurdle to scaling AI. This labor gap is the real forcing function behind the push for 
self-managing databases and simpler governance controls. The idea of the “AI 
Shepherd” is no longer just a forecasted job title; it is a hard limit on how much 
autonomy a company can safely deploy.

Vendor Impact:
	  The Governed Write-Back Loop: Instead of an agent suggesting an answer for 

a human to manually type into an ERP, the platform handles the loop on a single 
substrate. An agent reviews the reference data, drafts a reallocation, and the 
database simulates the outcome using copy-on-write before committing. Once 
a human approves, it writes back using the agent’s identity, respecting existing 
access controls, and creates a reversible audit trail. Vendors who keep context 
and transactional data in separate silos, connected by pipelines, will struggle to 
compete with those that bring them together.

	 Agent Identity as a Baseline Requirement: Agents require their own identities, 
much like an employee badge. This allows platforms to manage specific 
permissions, track risk, and maintain audit trails. If an agent goes off track, the 
governance plane limits the damage and reverts the system to a known-good 
state. The feature that unlocks enterprise budget right now is the ability to discover 
and govern shadow agents across multiple clouds before they access and alter 
production data.

	  The “Refuse to Guess” Toggle: Basic, naive RAG is giving way to curated  
context engines that sit between agents and data. The most practical feature of 
these engines is a strict governance toggle: if a trusted definition is missing, the 
agent declines to answer rather than guessing. If asked for a metric without a 
governed definition, it returns a refusal rather than a confident fabrication. This 
approach increases accuracy and lowers token costs, as precise context requires 
less compute.

	  The Ontology-Portability Clause: Procurement teams are starting to catch on to 
the shell game being played among vendors. Expect the standard RFP question to 
move beyond whether a vendor supports open formats like Iceberg: buyers want  
to know if they can export their ontology, entity relationships, and agent memory  
in a reusable format. Vendors who offer open storage but lock down the intelligence 
layer will face heavy pushback from buyers who have learned this lesson the  
hard way.

Prediction:

In the second half of 2026, the focus for data and AI leaders will shift from generating trusted insights to executing  
governed actions. We spent the first half of the year building semantic layers to help models understand business context. 
Now, organizations face a harder problem: letting agents act on that data in a safe, governed, and performant manner.

We spent the early part of the year 
getting models to understand our 
data. Now we have to figure out if 
we can safely let them touch it. The 
market is moving from generating 
answers to executing actions, which 
changes the baseline requirements 
for databases and catalogs. The goal 
isn’t just building a smarter agent. 
It’s about letting an agent change 
a record and being able to prove 
exactly who authorized it, why it 
happened, and how to reverse it.” 

Brad Shimmin 
VP & Practice Lead, Data Intelligence, 
Analytics & Infrastructure

“

Data Intelligence, Analytics
& Infrastructure:
Data Control Planes will Shift Focus from  
Passive Insight Generation to Governed,  
Autonomous Execution of Business Actions

Request Analyst Session

https://futurumgroup.com/request-an-analyst-session/
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AI Platforms:  
Sovereign AI’s Substance  
Test Arrives

Why This is Trending:
	 The Test Arrived Earlier and Harder than the Market Expected: A US export control 

directive suspended global model access for foreign nationals, including provider staff. 
This event proved that originating jurisdictions maintain unilateral control over model 
access, invalidating the perceived immunity of sovereign infrastructure or contracts.

	 Enterprise Buyers drew the Wrong Conclusion: Many incorrectly dismissed this as a 
frontier-model issue unlikely to affect mainstream tiers. This misses the structural reality: 
the jurisdictional-reach principle established by the directWive is tier-agnostic, applying 
to any model from any US provider, regardless of capability. And the fact the ruling 
was eventually rolled back also doesn’t matter; it happened, and it has changed the risk 
assessment for AI. 

	 Sovereign-region Infrastructure does not address this Vulnerability: While sovereign-
AI discussions focus on data residency and infrastructure control, the recent directive 
introduced a critical risk: originating jurisdictions can unilaterally revoke model access, 
bypassing regional infrastructure protections. Even a model hosted on sovereign 
infrastructure in Frankfurt remains dependent on its US-originating provider.

	 Regulated Sectors Cannot Absorb this Risk Quietly: Regulated entities such as banks 
and energy providers cannot risk unilateral model revocation. As these organizations 
shift from pilot to production, legal and compliance teams will increasingly scrutinize this 
operational vulnerability, intensifying the pressure originally deferred during procurement.

Vendor Impact:
	 Hyperscalers Face a Question Their Sovereign Tiers were not Designed  

to Answer: Sovereign-region offerings were built to address data residency, 
operational access, and jurisdictional governance of the data path. They 
were not designed to address model-access revocation by the originating 
government. Providers will need to explain credibly what continuity protections 
exist if a directive of the June 2026 type were applied to their mainstream 
model tiers; “it won’t happen to us” is not a procurement-grade answer.

	 European Sovereign-cloud and Private-cloud Specialists have a Sharper Argument 
than before: Vendors offering deployable models in genuinely customer-controlled 
environments, where the customer holds the weights, runs the inference, and 
does not depend on a live connection to a US-headquartered provider, can 
now point to a live event rather than a hypothetical risk. Their market just got 
more credible, and the regulated-sector buyer who dismissed on-premises or 
sovereign-cloud AI as over-engineered has a new reason to revisit that call.

	 Model Providers Face a Portability Question: The ability to offer genuinely deployable 
model versions - weights that can run in customer-controlled or regionally isolated 
environments, not solely via a central endpoint - becomes a procurement differentiator in 
regulated sectors. Providers whose models are only available as a hosted API are exposed 
to the revocation risk in a way that providers offering deployable weights are not.

	 AI Platform Vendors need a Continuity Architecture: Policy-aware inference 
routing -  automatically deciding whether a workload can run on a global endpoint, 
must stay in-region, or must execute in a customer-controlled environment - now 
needs a fourth dimension: what happens if the primary model endpoint becomes 
unavailable due to a government directive. Failover, model substitution, and continuity 
planning become platform requirements rather than edge-case considerations.

	 Systems Integrators have a new Practice Line: Regulated-sector clients will need their 
AI workloads mapped against revocation risk, not just data-residency requirements. 
Designing continuity architectures for AI services, i.e., what runs where, what the 
failover path is, what the contractual protections are, becomes a distinct and billable 
engagement, separate from the sovereignty compliance work that was already in motion.

Prediction:

By the end of 2026, the principle that AI model access is revocable by originating jurisdictions, demonstrated by the June 2026 
US export directive, will become a critical factor in mainstream enterprise procurement. Enterprises can no longer assume 
“sovereign” labels provide immunity from revocation. This directive proved that, regardless of regional infrastructure or 
contracts, access remains subject to unilateral control. Consequently, regulated buyers will now scrutinize every AI service for 
this risk. Vendors unable to provide a credible continuity strategy for their sovereign-label offerings will face exclusion from 
regulated-sector tenders, as compliance and procurement teams prioritize jurisdictional resilience over simple hosting location.

The June 2026 export control directive 
established something the market has not 
yet absorbed: that model access is revocable 
by the originating jurisdiction regardless of 
sovereign infrastructure, regional deployment, 
or contractual commitment. Most enterprise 
buyers have treated it as a frontier-model 
security story with no implications for their 
own deployments. That reading will not 
survive the scrutiny of legal, compliance, and 
procurement functions as AI moves into live, 
regulated workloads. The question is no longer 
only where a model is hosted or who operates 
the infrastructure; it is what happens to a 
regulated deployment if access is suspended 
at the source. Vendors with a credible answer 
to that question are in a different position than 
those without one. Sovereign AI’s substance 
test has arrived, and it arrived with a lot more 
impact than anyone had predicted.” 

Nick Patience 
Vice President & Practice Lead, 
AI Platforms

“
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Why This is Trending:
Three primary factors have caused the shift: 

	 The AI Multiplier: AI training workloads, such as LLMs or generative media, 
transform traffic patterns. Training these models requires GPUs to use all-reduce 
gradients constantly. This creates traffic patterns that are 24 to 32 times more 
intensive than cloud applications. When combined with the AI Factory model being 
championed by providers, the majority of traffic is server-to-server.

	 Microservices and Talkative Apps: Current software design utilizes microservices 
much more than previous iterations. A user request triggers hundreds of east-west 
server calls behind the scenes between databases, authentication servers, and 
other systems. Every year brings more of these applications, leading to a wider 
range of calls and more east-west traffic for every AI agent request.

	 Disaggregated Storage: AI clusters have minimal storage on the servers 
themselves. High-speed storage lives in its own space connected via fabric. Server 
DPUs handle I/O requests, making off-system storage usage transparent to the 
CPU and GPU. These requests still consume network bandwidth, turning every disk 
read into east-west traffic.

Vendor Impact:
The massive traffic increase has forced organizations to rethink their architecture  
and develop new use cases that optimize hardware to best serve the systems that 
require priority.

	  No More Three-Tier: The historical three-tier model (Access -> Distribution -> 
Core) will only serve legacy clients and enterprises. The traffic route through the 
core to reach other servers cannot meet the needs of AI clusters. Oversubscription 
of distribution links creates expensive bottlenecks that can’t be eliminated with old 
thinking.

	  Standardizing on Leaf-Spine: The hyperscale leaf-spine (Clos) architecture 
provides the most predictable east-west traffic path in the data center. The 
spine switches’ connectivity means servers are only two hops away from their 
destinations, making load-balancing traffic much easier. Newer switch designs can 
scale to 128 ports at 800 GbE to support more GPUs connected to a network fabric 
while still delivering high-speed throughput.

	  The Rise of Rail Optimized Solutions: 2026 will see increased use of rail-optimized 
topologies, specifically designed to address GPUs that use all-reduce gradients. The 
GPUs in a server are each connected to a different switch in the leaf, which means 
each GPU has a dedicated path to its partner device. This path design eliminates 
port congestion and ensures that GPUs are never idle because of the network.

Prediction:

AI usage has changed traffic patterns in the enterprise data center. Traditional user-focused flows to servers  
(north-south) have given way to server-to-server traffic (east-west). By the end of 2026, east-west traffic will  
account for 90% of all data center traffic flows.  

Networks evolve because of 
traffic. Cloud computing did not 
change how traffic flows from 
user to server. AI is fundamentally 
different because of East-West 
communication. Practitioners 
need to understand how to 
deploy new designs to utilize 
hardware efficiently and why  
old-school thinking will only lead 
to pain down the road.” 

Tom Hollingsworth 
Research Director, Networking 
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Networking:   
East-West Traffic Dominates  
Data Centers
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Why This is Trending:
	 Massive Token Production Outpaces Lab Projections: Enterprise token volume is no 

longer a forward-looking metric—it has matured into an active, heavy data center 
load. 54.7% of decision-makers plan to produce 51 trillion or more in tokens annually. 
To put this in perspective, when Meta disclosed a burn rate of roughly 60T tokens in 
a single month (~720T annualized), it was viewed as an outlier. Today, a significant 
portion of corporate IT buyers occupy that exact same bracket, transforming token 
generation into a core infrastructure utility bill.

	 Infrastructure Bottleneck & Capex Walls: Rising demand is colliding with physical 
and financial realities. 23.3% of infrastructure decision-makers now cite CapEx limits 
as their primary barrier to scaling AI compute. This is compounded by a severe 
deployment bottleneck, where 61.8% of leaders report token production lead times 
exceeding 4 months due to the complexity of liquid-cooled rack architectures. 
Simultaneously, an acute NAND flash shortage is inflating hardware bills of 
materials, driving up system integration costs, and squeezing deployment margins.

	 The Monolithic Pivot to NVIDIA Vera Rubin: Faced with CapEx limits, enterprises 
are consolidating around monolithic, co-designed architectures to maximize 
throughput. A definitive 74% of compute decision-makers plan to adopt NVIDIA’s 
Vera Rubin NVL72 platform for its unified networking fabric and promise of 35x 
token per megawatt gains.  

Vendor Impact:
	  Leveraging Custom Silicon for Token Price Relief: Deploying application-specific 

custom silicon allows infrastructure vendors to bypass the 2026 token price re-
rating, transforming architectural optimization into an aggressive pricing weapon. 
Utilizing specialized internal silicon shifts the vendor competitive landscape 
away from a pure arms race of raw processing speed and into a targeted price-
performance war, effectively stealing high-volume enterprise contracts from 
competitors tethered to premium commercial GPU margins.

	 Capacity Planning For Cooling and Networking: For infrastructure and capacity 
planners, the primary challenge is navigating a highly volatile hardware pipeline 
while preparing data centers for aggressive networking and cooling overhauls. 
With long hardware lead times and a storage shortage, planners must map out 
power allocation and liquid cooling retrofits long before hardware arrives. This 
friction is compounded by a near-universal cycle of networking switch upgrades, 
encouraging capacity teams to synchronize server arrivals with high-speed network 
availability to prevent next-generation clusters from sitting idle. Vendors that bring 
GPU-accelerated software simulation into data center design can stand out in 
system performance.

	  Early Adoption of Rack-scale Token Factories: Securing early system validation 
and shipment allocation pipelines for next-generation platforms—specifically 
NVIDIA’s Vera Rubin NVL72 and AMD’s open-standard Helios architecture—instantly 
positions a vendor as a tier 1 provider capable of commanding pricing premiums 
from enterprise buyers trapped in multi-month supply queues. By establishing early 
operational mastery over the complex systems, first movers entrench their primary 
multi-trillion token production factories within the specific hardware and software 
fabrics of these pioneer deployments.

Prediction:

In the back half of this year, the AI infrastructure market will collide with a structural paradox. While enterprise token demand 
has reached a multi-trillion-dollar utility scale, physical system integration barriers will temporarily break the historical trend 
of deflationary token pricing. The extreme complexity and structural immaturity of next-generation, liquid-cooled rack-scale 
architectures, combined with rigid enterprise capital constraints, will cause an intermediate re-rating of token prices higher as 
cutting-edge reasoning models debut before next-gen token factories can fully scale.  

We have officially collided with the 
physical friction points of the AI 
buildout. As enterprise demand scales 
into multi-trillion token agentic loops, 
the bottleneck has fundamentally 
shifted from software capabilities to 
the raw engineering maturity of the 
data center floor. The resulting token 
price paradox means raw compute is 
no longer a deflationary commodity 
but a tightly rationed premium utility. 
In this environment, the ultimate 
competitive weapon is token  
price relief.”

Brendan Burke 
Research Director, Semiconductors, 
Supply Chain, & Emerging Tech
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Semiconductors, Supply  
Chain & Emerging Tech:   
Friction at the Infrastructure  
Frontier Will Drive Token Prices Higher
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Why This is Trending:
	 The current high prices for, or unavailability of, RAM, SSDs, and HDDs are due to 

contracts to build massive AI data centers as quickly as possible. AI builders placed 
orders for hardware to fill their as-yet unbuilt data centers, leading to a predicted 
shortage and high prices for uncontracted production capacity.

	 The servers, GPUs, storage, and networks do not operate in isolation; they require a 
collection of infrastructure elements. Without chillers, transformers, and optical fiber 
connections, among many other essential components, the racks of servers won’t 
bring any income. 

	 If the data center project cannot be guaranteed to operate profitably, or even 
service its construction debt, the project and its server orders will be canceled. 
The hype around the AI revolution will not forever hold back the pain of interest 
payments or shareholder returns.

Vendor Impact:
	 Vendors with long-term supply contracts will continue to ride out the current high 

prices, insulated from them. The only risk is renegotiating contracts during periods 
of high prices; keeping the contracted term short will prove beneficial. Component 
pricing is unlikely to fall below pre-AI pricing, leaving existing contracts viable for 
these vendors.

	 Public Cloud vendors are likely to face the most headwinds, as their plans for 
massive AI expansion meet the realities of the supply chain. Many of the planned 
data centers are being built by or for these cloud providers. Difficulties and delays in 
delivering new data centers will lead to capacity constraints on existing services or 
difficulties delivering new ones. 

	  For vendors exposed to current SSD and RAM prices, relief should come sooner 
than expected, long before new semiconductor fabs can be built, although not  
soon enough for some customers. 

Prediction:

By the start of 2027, many of the massive AI data center builds announced in late 2025 and early 2026 will be delayed or 
canceled. Several data center builds have already been blocked by communities and State governments; this trend will 
continue despite federal efforts to clear the blocks. A harder issue is the supply chain for essential components such as power 
transformers and optical fibers. High-power electrical transformers are needed between the power grid (or local power 
generation) and computers; supply is now back-ordered for years. Optical fiber faces another supply challenge, partly due to 
the war in Ukraine, which has consumed millions of miles of fiber for drones. 

Commodity RAM and SSD 
prices have risen sharply, and 
will continue to affect purchasing 
decisions until other supply chain 
issues slow the AI wave. Delays 
and cancellations of massive 
AI data center projects will 
relieve pressure on these prices, 
but not soon enough for many 
customers.” 

Alastair Cooke 
Research Director,  
Hybrid Cloud & Infrastructure
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Why This is Trending:
	 Hyper-Growth of the Core AI Platform Market: OpenAI and Anthropic are among 

the fastest-growing technology companies in modern history, spearheading 
an AI Platform sector that Futurum expects to reach $497 billion by 2030. Their 
unprecedented expansion is rewriting the traditional software playbook, forcing 
enterprise tech vendors to align with their development trajectories to capture the 
next wave of IT spend.

	 The Unmet Workflow Transformation Gap: According to Futurum Decision 
Maker data, only 13% of organizations feel they have truly transformed their 
business through AI, leaving the remaining 87% in earlier stages of maturity. To 
help customers close this gap and transition from basic experimentation to deep 
workflow redesign, technology providers must establish close technical proximity to 
the leading AI models that power these modern workflows.

	 The Gravity of “Everywhere Ecosystems”: Rather than relying on linear SaaS 
distribution, OpenAI and Anthropic are embedding their cognitive reasoning 
engines across five critical enterprise layers: physical compute, Global Systems 
Integrator (GSI) implementations, private-equity rollouts, native zero-ETL database 
integrations, and proprietary transactional marketplaces. This multi-vector 
approach deeply embeds their models in corporate environments, making them 
the default computational fabric of the modern enterprise.

Vendor Impact:
	  Orchestrate Joint Field Actions and Co-Sell Alignment: While platform-native, 

Zero-ETL integration is a technical prerequisite, engineering alone will not win 
enterprise deals; vendors must match this code with tight commercial alignment 
in the field. This requires mapping target accounts directly with OpenAI and 
Anthropic’s enterprise sales forces, creating joint co-selling playbooks, and training 
field reps to position native model compatibility as a unified, high-value solution. 
Vendors who build native technical integrations but fail to establish proactive 
GTM coordination in the field will remain functionally invisible to enterprise buyers. 
Deployment/support remains a top-3 criterion when customers select their AI 
technology partners, according to Futurum Data.

	  Target the 87% with Reimagined Workflow Solutions: Software providers  
should leverage their close alignment with OpenAI and Anthropic to build  
out-of-the-box, transformed workflows rather than generic “AI sidecars.” By 
targeting the massive portion of the market still struggling with maturity,  
vendors can position themselves as key partners in their customers’  
operational scaling journeys.

	  Position Go-To-Market Strategies Within Ecosystem Marketplaces: Vendors 
must list their solutions directly within the Claude Marketplace and GPT Store 
to tap into pre-negotiated enterprise cloud and model budgets. Integrating into 
these commercial transactional ledgers allows tech companies to bypass long 
procurement cycles, leverage “commitment burn-down” models, and unlock 
dormant budgets.

Prediction:

By the end of 2026, enterprise software vendors will face a stark architectural and commercial choice as OpenAI and 
Anthropic move into gravitational centers of enterprise tech, mandating native platform integration to remain competitive on 
purchase shortlists. This structural shift is supported by ETR’s March 2026 data, which shows OpenAI’s GPT “o-series” models 
leading enterprise usage at 57%, while Anthropic’s Claude surged from 21% to 48% within a single year, establishing these two 
players as the primary engines driving enterprise AI adoption.

In 2026, software vendors are 
realizing that they no longer operate 
in a vacuum; they must choose 
which orbit they want to spin in as 
OpenAI and Anthropic construct their 
‘Everywhere Ecosystems.’ With the AI 
platform market on its way to $497 
billion, the battle is no longer about 
raw model benchmarks, but about 
which vendors can help the 87% of 
enterprises still struggling to transform 
their daily workflows.”

Alex Smith 
VP & Practice Lead, Ecosystems, 
Channels & Marketplaces
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Prediction:

The defining enterprise-technology shift in 2H 2026 is relocation. Adoption is no longer the story. As agentic systems move into 
operations, production stops being the scarce step. The binding constraint moves to governing, integrating, and verifying work 
that systems now generate at scale. Value collapses where production used to be the bottleneck and re-pools around the new 
one. Buying authority follows the value: up toward CIOs who tie technology to business outcomes, and out toward field CTOs 
and business-unit leaders who hold budget and execution. Vendors repositioning to sell to the CIO are often aiming at the 
wrong buyer. Vendors selling production acceleration alone are aiming at the wrong layer.

Adoption was the easy part. In the 
second half of 2026, the production 
bottleneck dissolves, and value moves 
to governing and integrating what 
AI now generates at scale. Buying 
authority moves with it. Having sat in 
the CIO, CTO, and GM seats, I can tell 
you the vendors that win the next two 
quarters are the ones who learn which 
buyer decides, and which layer they 
actually sell into, before they rebuild 
their motion around a title.”  

Mitch Ashley 
VP & Practice Lead, CIO &  
Technology Buyers

“

Digital Leadership, CIOs & 
Tech Buyers
As AI Removes the Production Constraint, Value 
and Buying Authority Relocate, and Most Vendor 
Go-to-Market is Aimed at the Wrong Buyer

Why This is Trending:
	 The Constraint Moved: When systems generate code, content, and analysis 

at scale, production is no longer where work backs up. Judgment, integration, 
governance, and verification are, and value re-pools there.

	 The Organization Reshapes Around it: Headcount, budget, and decision rights 
reorganize around the new scarce work, and authority moves with them, up to 
the outcome-tied CIO and out to the business units.

	  The Buyer and the Layer both Move: A motion built for a single CIO persona 
misses the field. A product built for production acceleration sells into the layer 
value is leaving.

	  The Bet is Expensive to get Wrong: Repointing go-to-market, packaging, 
and compensation at an executive buyer is a multi-quarter commitment, and 
vendors are making it on instinct.

Impact for Vendors:
	  Map the Buyer Before the Motion: Know where the buying authority actually 

sits by role and segment, and where it is moving, before spending a multi-
quarter motion on a title that no longer decides alone.

	 Know Which Layer you Sell into: Production acceleration faces compression 
as value re-pools at governance, integration, verification, and orchestration. 
Locate the product in the collapsing layer or the re-pooling one, and  
reposition accordingly.

	 Test Readiness Before Repositioning: Selling up to an outcome-driven 
executive buyer is a different motion than selling to a technology team. The 
gap between intent and capability is where the shift fails or holds, and it is 
worth diagnosing before launch.
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