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Where Al Delivers Real ROI:

How Al-First Integration and
Orchestration Transform
Workflows
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Al Has Shifted from Experimentation to Execution

The enterprise Al landscape is crowded with point solutions: bolted-on chatbots, external analytics dashboards, and
disconnected Al services siftting adjacent to core business processes. These limited approaches operate at the periphery of
workflows rather than within them, requiring manual hand-offs and delivering marginal value relative to their cost.

Al-first architecture takes a different approach: redesigning workflows from the ground up so Al capabilities integrate deeply
info the systems users already rely on, with an infimate understanding of business context and operational constraints. Al
functionality becomes inseparable from core business capability, enabling plug-and-play Al components to work seamlessly
with existing infrastructure, understand the processes they serve, and coordinate autonomously across business boundaries.
As shown in Figure 1, enterprises are rapidly progressing beyond early-stage Al experimentation toward more standardized
and fransformational adoption models.

Figure 1. Five Stages of Enterprise Al Maturity
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Futurum Research found the proportion of organizations in the early awareness or pilot modes is declining rapidly,
while those reaching standardized, enterprise-wide adoption and transformation are rising.

Source: Futurum Research, Al Platforms Decision Maker Survey, 1H2026.

The same Futurum research confirms that Al has shifted from a peripheral experiment to a central driver of enterprise
strategy and workflow investment. Nearly 78% of organizations plan to increase their Al budgets over the next 12 months, with
17% projecting increases of 50% or more. Meanwhile, 77% of CEOs report feeling moderate-to-high competitive pressure to
adopt Al, with growth opportunities, cost reduction, and leadership mandate cited as the primary adoption drivers.! C-suites
recognize the potential for Al-first approaches to drive strategic agility, new business models, and competitive advantage
beyond automation and cost savings.

A companion Futurum Research study on the Business Economic Value (BEV) of IBM watsonx Orchestrate deployments found
organizations achieving 236% three-year ROl and payback in 2.1 months — validating that Al-first, orchestrated workflows
deliver measurable financial returns within months, not years. Embedding Al into how work actually gets done rather than
layering it on fop mattered: across interviewed enterprises, orchestrating Al agents directly into workflows reduced manual
coordination, accelerated execution cycles, and increased overall throughput.

1 Futurum Research. Al Platforms Decision Maker Survey, 1H2026.
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The Limitations of Bolt-On Al and Why
Integration Matters

Bolt-on Al — external chatbots, supplementary analytics platforms, point-solution automation tools — suffers from several
structural limitations (see Table 1).

® First, bolf-on tools lack operational confext. They are disconnected from the systems of record, the data flows, and
the decision-making patterns that define how work actually gets done. A chatbot answering general questions,
for example, may be technically sophisticated but operationally useless if it cannot access customer account
information, transaction history, or the specific policies and rules that govern how customer service representatives
should respond in real-world scenarios. The Al operates in abstraction rather than in the context of actual business
execution.

® Second, bolt-on approaches fragment the user experience. Rather than presenting Al as a seamless capability
within the applications users work in daily, they force users fo context-switch — opening a separate tool, typing
a different prompt, and then manually translating insights back into operational action. This friction is not merely
an inconvenience; it is a fundamental limitation on adoption and value redlization. Many bolt-on Al initiatives fail
because the friction is too high, not because the Al is weak.

® Third, bolf-on tools are difficult to govern and control. Because they sit outside core systems, they operate with
incomplete visibility into data lineage, compliance requirements, and operational dependencies. Security teams,
compliance officers, and business leaders struggle to maintain appropriate oversight and ensure that Al systems
operate within defined guardrails. This governance debt compounds over time as organizations accumulate more
disconnected Al solutions.

Al-first architectural integration addresses these limitations: Al systems operate with full business context, Al capabilities
appear naturally within workflows users already navigate, and teams can ensure oversight without governance debt.

Table 1. Bolt-On vs. Al-First

Feature Bolt-On Al Al-First Integration
Operational Context Disconnected; lacks system-of-record access Deeply aware of business rules and roles
User Experience High friction; requires context-switching Pervasive; woven into existing tech stacks
Governance Treated as an external constraint Built info the architecture by design
Primary Outcome Marginal value and rising complexity Strategic agility and autonomous execution

Source: Futurum Research

FUfurum Al-First Infegration and Agentic Orchestration: The Path to Autonomous Workflows 2



What Deeply Integrated, Al-First Systems Look Like

Deeply integrated, Al-first systems share several defining characteristics:

Contextual Awareness: Al-first systems know the business processes they serve; not just the data, but the
roles, responsibilities, and decision-making patterns of the people using them. An Al-first finance system
doesn't just flag unusual transactions; it understands which exceptions matter for a particular role, the
approval authorities for specific tfransaction types, and the routing rules for escalation. That context furns
generic alerts info genuinely useful guidance.

Pervasive Presence: Al-first systems are woven throughout the technology stack, not bolted on as discrete
add-ons. Users encounter Al ubiquitously across stages of work — data validation, decision support,
resource planning, and handoff orchestration — not as a separate tool they activate occasionally.

Process Alignment: Al-first systems are process-driven; designed around defined business outcomes and
evaluated against measurable improvements in efficiency, quality, or speed. This contrasts with model-
first approaches that build around available data and search for applications afterward.

Unified Systems That Work Together Everywhere: Truly effective Al-first systems do not require rip-and-
replace. They operate as an open, hybrid orchestration layer that extends existing on-premises or public-
cloud ERP, CRM, and BPM suites. Built on open interoperability, rather than brittle point-to-point APIs, they
provide consistent intelligence across the heterogeneous enterprise without creating a new silo.

Governance by Design: Al-first approaches embed governance into system architecture rather
than treating it as a constraint imposed after the fact. Access controls, audit trails, explainability, and
compliance monitoring are built in from the start. Organizations scale Al with confidence instead of
implementing cautiously and then scrambling to manage risk as deployments grow.

Futurum
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From Integration to Orchestration:
The Agentic Frontier

Progressing from Al-first integrated systems to agentic Al orchestration is a meaningful evolutionary leap, yet the philosophical
foundation remains the same: Al should be deeply intertwined with business processes, rather than staying peripheral.

Deeply infegrated Al systems excel at improving decision-making and task execution within workflows. For example, an
at each handoff.

Al-first procurement system may automatically classify purchase requisitions, recommend vendors based on historical

performance and current market conditions, flag potential compliance risks, and accelerate requisition-to-contract matching.
All of these capabilities operate within the procurement workflow, significantly reducing manual work and cycle fime.

Agentic Al orchestration extends this model across workflow and system boundaries. Agentic systems coordinate multiple
processes and execute autonomously across teams and systems, rather than improving a single process. An agentic

procurement system could initiate a request when inventory falls below threshold, route it through approvals, confirm

warehouse capacity, coordinate with suppliers on delivery, and execute payment and fulfillment — without human intervention

The distinction matters. Traditional workflow automation, including Al-enhanced workflow automation, requires explicit

human triggers and decisions af major process junctures. A human submits a purchase order; a different human approves it;
another system is triggered to execute fulfillment. Each fransition involves human actions or human-configured system rules.

than following rigid, pre-programmed sequences.

Agentic Orchestration Introduces Genuine Autonomy: Al agents assess context, understand business objectives,
plan sequences of actions, and initiate execution across system and organizational boundaries. They can recognize

Futurum

when routine decisions need escalation, when policies should be waived for strategic reasons, or when a change in
The companion BEV study quantifies this in practice: Across four enterprise deployments, orchestrated IBM watsonx

circumstances requires adapting the original plan. They coordinate with other agents and systems in real time rather
per week for users.

agents eliminated the manual coordination layer that typically constrains workflows, saving anywhere from 2 to 10 hours
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The Business Case for Integrated Al Control Planes:
Efficiency, Quality, and Strategic Value

Al-first, deeply integrated confrol planes deliver value on several fronts — compounding as organizations move from
integration to agentic orchestration.

Operational Gains Appear Fast, Then Compound

Immediate operational gains appear quickly, reducing costs and improving throughput:
® Cycle time falls from days to hours, as Al instantaneously handles data validation, classification, and routing.
® Decision quality improves with real-time, context-aware guidance; rework and errors drop.
® User satisfaction rises; workflow friction diminishes.

As integration deepens, so do efficiency gains. Enhanced coordination between Al systems eliminates delays and rework
typically fromn manual system handoffs. Al improves data quality by identifying and correcting issues before they spread.

For businesses with high daily transaction volumes, such
as finance, supply chain, or customer service, streamlining
complex multi-system processes delivers material,
compounding cost savings.
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Better Decision-Making Means Better Business Outcomes

Enhanced decision-making is far more strategically important than efficiency gains alone. Al-first systems can process vastly
more context than humans can reasonably handle, recommending decisions that humans may otherwise miss or misjudge.

An Al-first credit assessment system can evaluate and rec-
ommend decisions in real time based on hundreds of vari-
ables, external market data, and behavioral signals — reduc-
ing loss rates in lending, increasing close rates in sales, and
resolving complex disputes more quickly.

Strategic workforce transformation is the most important benefit. As routine decisions and execution become automated,
human expertise shifts toward higher-value activities. And as orchestration expands across workflows, organizations move
from improving individual tasks to restructuring how work flows across systems and teams, enabling higher output volumes
without proportional increases in staffing or operational overhead.

® Financial analysts spend less time on data reconciliation and focus instead on strategic planning.

® Customer service representatives handle fewer routine queries and focus instead on complex problem-solving.

® Supply chain managers spend less time on order expediting and focus instead on strategic supplier partnerships and
network opfimization.

The Al-enabled shift is redeploying existing expertise strategically, rather than reducing headcount — driving business
improvements to growth, margin, and CX.

Proven Business Impact

Futurum’s BEV study quantifies these effects in practice:

enterprise organizations that deployed agent orchestration with IBM
watsonx achieved an average 236% three-year ROl and broke even in
just over two months. Interviewees reported benefits including reduced
manual labor, faster process execution, and automation of high-vol-
ume routine tasks.

Futurum
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IBM's Al-First Strategy: Building the Enterprise
Al Control Plane

Futurum has observed that IBM's portfolio approach is focused on Al-first integration and tools that enable organizations
to make Al a native capability.

As organizations deploy increasing numbers of Al agents across business functions, a new challenge emerges: how to
observe, govern, coordinate, and optimize those agents at enterprise scale. Managing agents individually creates operational
complexity, governance risk, and rising costs that can limit the business value of Al deployments.

IBM watsonx Orchestrate addresses this challenge through an agentic control plane that provides a centralized operational
layer for managing Al agents across the enterprise. The platform enables organizations to observe agent activity, govern
behavior, optimize performance, and coordinate execution regardless of where agents were built or where they run.

By providing a unified control plane, watsonx Orchestrate helps organizations move beyond fragmented Al experiments
toward a scalable, governed, and optimized operating model. Organizations gain greater visibility into agent behavior,
stronger governance confrols, and the ability to scale Al initiatives while maintaining security, compliance, and operational
consistency.

Al-first architectural integration is not a one-size-fits-all exercise; organizations need tools customized to their industry's
specific processes, regulatory environment, and operational constraints. These watsonx Orchestrate capabilities integrate
across IBM's broader portfolio, including industry-specific solutions for financial services, healthcare, and other verticals.
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How to Implement Al-First Architecture Successfully

Translating the strategic vision of Al-first infegration into operational redlity requires thoughtful implementation and disciplined
execution. Organizations that have successfully deployed deeply integrated Al systems consistently emphasize several critical
factors.

1. Start with Process Understanding, not Technology

The most common implementation mistake is beginning with Al capability — identifying a model or algorithm you want to
deploy — and then searching for business problems it might solve. Pilot projects fail to scale due to this mistake, because they
address marginal use cases or require unsustainable data preparation.

Conversely, organizations can build systems that drive real value by first deeply understanding their highest-impact
processes, the current sources of delay and error, and where Al could genuinely improve outcomes. Technology must follow
the business need, not the reverse.

2. Design for the Workflow, not Around It

To design Al-first systems into workflows, process owners and frontline users must be involved in system design from the
earliest stages. Organizations need to understand not only what decisions need o be made, but also how they are currently
made, what context users need to make good decisions, and how decisions flow through broader business processes. Al
recommendations must integrate naturally into how work happens, rather than requiring users to change their behavior to
accommodate Al

3. Build Internal Capability and Governance Simultaneously

Organizations often treat governance, change management, and capability building as afterthoughts to model development
and infrastructure. Scaling Al past a single trial requires the reverse: treating governance as a core technical requirement
from the start, with automated guardrails built into the system to prevent the compounding failure modes (hallucination, data
leakage, prompt injection) that cause agentic deployments to stall. That turns governance from a manual checkpoint into a
reusable blueprint that accelerates deployment across platforms.

4. Take an Integrated, Rather than a Point-Solution Approach

Deploying isolated Al solutions for specific high-value problems may show initial value, but their benefits can fail to compound.
Instead, take an integrated approach that reuses Al capabilities, governance infrastructure, and integration patterns across
processes and business units. By amortizing costs of foundational capabilities over more use cases, organizations can achieve
superior economics.

5. Measure and Iterate Relentlessly

Al-first systems are not deployed once and then left static. Successful implementations involve continuous measurement
of business impact, rapid iteration to address performance gaps, and regular incorporation of new data and feedback.
Organizations should build monitoring and feedback loops up-front, with clear governance on when and how to update
models and processes.
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6. Addressing Risks and Building Trust

Data quality and bias remain foundational risks for Al-first architecture. If the data used to train and operate Al systems is
incomplete, biased, or misaligned with current business reality, Al systems will amplify these problems at scale. Organizations
must invest in data governance, continuous monitoring for data quality degradation, and mechanisms to detect and
remediate bias. This is an ongoing discipline, not a one-time exercise.
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Model performance degradation occurs when patterns in training data no longer reflect current operational reality or when
the environment changes in ways models didn't anticipate. Financial models trained on pre-pandemic data, for example,
will fail in economic circumstances models never encountered. Successful organizations implement monitoring that detects
performance degradation quickly and establish clear governance for when models should be retrained or replaced.

Governance and compliance at scale require that decision-making by Al systems operates within appropriate guardrails.
What decisions can Al autonomously make? When must humans be involved? How do organizations ensure compliance with
regulations that may not have been written with Al-driven decisioning in mind? These questions require ongoing collaboration
between technology teams, business leaders, and compliance professionals.

User frust and adoption depend on users' understanding of how Al systems work, their belief that they can rely on them,
and their confidence that they operate fairly. This requires transparency about how Al systems make decisions, clear
mechanisms for users to flag issues and provide feedback, and genuine responsiveness when problems are identified. Trust
is not built through technology alone; it is built through consistent demonstration that Al systems operate as intended and in
users' interests.
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Looking Forward: The Agentic Imperative

The trajectory of Alin enterprise is clear, and it is not a distant future state. Leading organizations already operating with an
Al-first architecture are gaining competitive advantage and generating measurable business value. For enterprises that have
not yet begun this journey, the strategic imperative is clear: begin by understanding your highest-impact processes, commit to
making Al-first architectural integration core to your digital strategy, and invest in the governance and change management
required to operate at scale.

Learn more about the real ROI organizations are generating
with Al-first architecture in Futurum'’s Business Economic
Value Study on IBM watsonX Orchestrate

Agentic Al has moved to the top of the CIO agenda: Futurum's CIO research shows that keeping up with emerging
technologies is now the #1 or #2 challenge for IT leaders?. Among enterprises, 51% now favor a hybrid approach o Al
development (balancing in-house and vendor solutions), signaling demand for integrated platforms that can orchestrate
across heterogeneous environments rather than proprietary point solutions®.

Agentic orchestration — the next stage in this evolution — represents both the fullest expression of Al-first architectural thinking
and the largest opportunity for competitive advantage. When Al systems not only improve individual workflows but also
orchestrate entire business processes autonomously and intelligently, organizations achieve levels of efficiency, quality, and
strategic agility that are difficult for competitors to match.

2 Futurum Research. CIO Insights Survey, Q4 2025.
3 Futurum Research. Al Platforms Decision Maker Survey, 1H2026.
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