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Continuity,
with greater scale!

tarting March 1, 2026,
S CIO&Leader has moved

from9.9 Group to ET Edge.
This transition also includes the
CISO Forum and ITNEXT brands.
While it reflects a change in own-
ership, more importantly, it sig-
nals the start of a new phase—one
defined by greater scale, expanded
reach, and a stronger ecosystem to
drive future growth.

What remains unchanged is
our core strength. The brand,
the editorial philosophy, and the
team you know and trust remain
unchanged. The relationships
we have built with you through
consistent, practitioner-led
engagement remain intact.

What changes is the stage!

As part of ET Edge, an initiative
of The Times Group, CIO&Leader
now operates within one of
India’s most influential media
and business ecosystems. This is
not just about expanded reach.

It places enterprise technology
conversations within the broader
narrative of business strategy,
economic direction, and industry
transformation.

In many ways, my own journey
with this platform reflects that
same continuity. I first joined
in 2009, during the early days
of CIO&Leader (then The CTO
Forum) and IT Next, and spent
nearly 3 years helping shape
their foundations. After some
time away, I returned post-
COVID as Editor, reconnecting
with a platform that had evolved

alongside its community. Today,
as Chief Editor, that journey comes
full circle, rooted in the same
purpose, now with a wider canvas.
That sense of continuity extends
beyond individuals to the platform
itself. Over the years, CIO&Leader,
along with NEXT100 and CISO
Forum, has grown alongside the
enterprise technology ecosystem.
Over the past 25 years, many
of you have been part of this
journey in different roles as
participants, contributors, jurors,
and winners. That continuity
speaks to both the strength of
the platform and the way this
community has evolved together.
Looking ahead, our priority
remains consistency in editorial
quality, depth, and engagement.
At the same time, you will see a
broader footprint, not through an
intent shift but through expanded
reach and relevance. The objective
is clear: to ensure that the insights,
experiences, and leadership
emerging from this community are
amplified at the scale they deserve.
It is also important to
acknowledge those who have
shaped this journey. I thank
Vikas Gupta, Co-founder of
9.9 Group and former Editorial
Director, for his vision and
leadership in building these
platforms. As he moves into
retirement, his contribution
remains foundational to what
CIO&Leader represents today.
To our CIO and CISO
community, thank you for your

“As part of ET Edge,
an initiative of

The Times Group,
ClO&Leader now
operates within

one of India’s most
influential media and
business ecosystems,
amplifying its reach
and impact among
business and
technology leaders.”

|
|
I

continued trust and engagement.
As we step into this next phase,
there is both excitement for what
lies ahead and a sense of nostalgia
for the journey so far. With your
continued support, we look
forward to taking this platform to
new heights.m

Jatinder Singh
Editor
jatinder.singhi@timesgroup.com
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movernents

Kuldeep Koul
Appointed CDO at
NAMTECH

Kuldeep Koul

joins NAMTECH

as Chief Digital
Officer to lead its
digital strategy and
transformation.

)

7

Vinay Kumar
Appointed Head of
IT at Tim Hortons
Middle East

Vinay Kumar
joins Tim Hortons
Middle East to
lead IT and digital
transformation.
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Amit Waghmare
Takes Over as
CIO at Bennett
Coleman

Amit Waghmare
has been appointed
CIO at Bennett
Coleman to drive
enterprise IT
modernization.

Pramod Adiddam
Appointed CTO at
Myntra

Pramod Adiddam
joins Myntra as CTO
to lead platform,
data, and Al
strategy.

Vijay Narayanan
Appointed Head
of Innovation &
Al at Kotak
Mahindra Bank

Vijay Narayanan
joins Kotak
Mahindra Bank to
lead innovation and
Al initiatives.

Kallol Basu
Appointed
Divisional CIO
atITC

Kallol Basu joins
Divisional CIO at ITC
to drive corporate IT
transformation.

Somak Shome
Joins JAC OLIVOL
as Head of
Enterprise IT

Somak Shome
joins JAC OLIVOL as
Head of Enterprise
IT strategy and
Transformation.

Rahul Dayal
Appointed CTO at
SBI Mutual Fund

Rahul Dayal joins

SBI Mutual Fund as
CTO to scale digital
and core platforms.

Gyan Pandey
Appointed
Executive
President & CDIO
at Polycab India

Gyan Pandey joins
Polycab India as
Executive President
& CDIO to drive
digital and data
strategy.

Brijesh Mishrra
Appointed VP —
Sales & Revenue at
SecHard

Brijesh Mishrra
joins SecHard to lead
sales and revenue
across Asia.



CIO Movements

Purvi Shah
Appointed Head of
IT at Ajmera Realty

Purvi Shah

joins Ajmera
Realty to lead IT
modernization and
digital platforms.

1 ]

Kartikeya Pandey
Appointed AGM

- IT at Kajaria
Ceramics

Kartikeya Pandey
joins Kajaria
Ceramics to
strengthen IT
operations and drive
transformation.

Gaurang Vora
Appointed

SVP & Head of
Technology at
GlobalPay WSFx

Gaurang Vora joins
GlobalPay WSFx

to lead technology
modernization.

A. N. Srinivasan
Promoted to SVP —
IT at SRF

A. N. Srinivasan has
been elevated to SVP
— IT at SRF to lead
ERP modernization.

Ravi Kumar Pangal
Appointed CIO at
Indusind Bank

Ravi Kumar Pangal
joins IndusInd Bank
as CIO to modernize
core banking
technology.

Rahul Agarwal
Appointed VP - IT
at MakeMyTrip

Rahul Agarwal joins
MakeMyTrip to lead
enterprise IT and
digital platforms.

Taposh Saha
Appointed SVP —
IT at HDFC Bank

Taposh Saha
becomes SVP — IT

at HDFC Bank to
drive digital banking
initiatives.

Upkar Singh
Appointed Head
of IT at Paradeep
Phosphates

Upkar Singh

joins Paradeep
Phosphates

to lead digital
transformation and
IT strategy.

Krishan Bhardwaj
Appointed Group
ITHead at MGM
Healthcare

Krishan Bhardwaj
joins MGM
Healthcare to lead
group-wide IT
modernization.

Sandeep K
Vasudevan
Appointed Head —
IT Infrastructure at
Wipro Enterprises

Sandeep K
Vasudevan joins
Wipro Enterprises to
lead infrastructure
and cloud strategy.
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Al Impact Summit 2026
signals next phase of
enterprise Al adoption

Global scale, local execution, and the infrastructure push

driving enterprise Al

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

Bharat Mandapam from February 16 to 20,

was among the most ambitious artificial
intelligence gatherings in the Global South. The
five-day event brought together global policy-
makers, industry leaders, research innovators,
and enterprise technologists to discuss AI’s
future, its opportunities, risks, and the invest-
ments shaping its development.

The India AT Impact Summit 2026, held at

Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated
the summit, positioning India as a global hub

CIO&LEADER = February-March 2026

for Al innovation focused on public benefit and
inclusive growth. He noted that India’s exten-
sive digital ecosystem and growing talent pool
uniquely position the country to influence global
Al deployment.

The Summit drew delegations from more than
100 countries and included over 20 heads of state
and 60 ministers, underscoring its diplomatic
technological significance. Notable attendees
ranged from French President Emmanuel Macron
to leaders of major Al firms.

Senior executives from leading global tech
companies, including Sundar Pichai (Google)
and Sam Altman (OpenAl), participated in
panels and plenary sessions exploring AI’s
commercial opportunities, governance chal-
lenges, and societal impacts. Strategic commit-
ments were a central theme. One of the biggest
announcements was a collaboration between
OpenAl and Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) to
build 100 MW of dedicated AI compute infra-
structure in India to support large-scale Al
workloads and bolster the country’s global
competitiveness.

Reliance Industries and its telecom subsidiary
Jio pledged approximately $110 billion to Al and
data center infrastructure over the coming years.
This investment aims to address local compute
shortages and expand capacity for enterprise and
public sector adoption. The Al impact summit
highlighted that Al is emerging as a national pri-
ority, with governments and enterprises acceler-
ating investments in infra, policy and innovation
ecosystems. m
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India leads global GenAl
returns as 71% of firms
report positive ROI

Snowflake and Omdia data show 71% of Indian firms are
seeing positive returns from generative Al initiatives

By CIO&Leader | editor@cioandleader.com

mental phase of artificial intelligence to

achieve measurable financial gains. A new
global research report from Snowflake and
Omdia, “The ROI of Gen Al and Agents,” indi-
cates that 71% of Indian organisations now
report a positive return on investment from
generative AL This figure stands ten percentage
points higher than the global average of 61%.

The survey, which gathered data from 2,050
technology leaders across ten countries, places
India among the top three global adopters
alongside the United States and Germany. Cur-
rently, 42% of Indian companies utilise genera-
tive Al across multiple departments.

I ndian enterprises are moving past the experi-

The data shows that Indian firms apply these
tools heavily within technical functions. While
global adoption in software development sits at
48%, Indian firms report a 65% adoption rate.
This trend extends to several core operations:
IT Operations: 76% in India against 61%
globally.
Data Analytics: 75% in India against 57%
globally.

Cybersecurity: 69% in India against 52%

globally.

These figures suggest that Indian businesses
are prioritising under-the-hood improvements
to their digital infrastructure. Organisations by
automating routine engineering tasks, are aim-
ing to shorten development cycles and improve
system reliability.

According to the report, 94% of Indian respon-
dents noted gains in operational capacity, while
86% reported direct improvements in financial
performance.

Specific use cases in software engineering illus-
trate this trend. In India, 77% of organizations
use Al for code generation, and 76% use it for
debugging and reviews. In contrast, global averag-
es for these tasks are 64% and 65%, respectively.

India is also expected to lead global spending
on these technologies over the next year. Indian
enterprises plan to allocate 28% of their total tech-
nology budgets to generative Al initiatives. This is
the highest planned allocation among all surveyed
nations and exceeds the global average of 22%.
The next phase involves agentic Al systems
capable of executing complex tasks with minimal
human intervention. While 56% of global organ-
isations plan to implement these agents, 66%
of Indian firms have already started or intend to
start within the next 12 months. m

February-March 2026 = CIO&LEADER 7
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HPE and NVIDIA
unveils next-gen
supercomputing systems

HPE and NVIDIA expand Al portfolio with Vera
Rubin architecture, liquid-cooled supercomputers,

and air-gapped security

By CIO&Leader | editor@cioandleader.com

ewlett Packard Enterprise (HPE)
H announced a broad expansion of its NVID-
IA Al Computing by HPE portfolio. The
updates introduce new hardware based on the
NVIDIA Vera Rubin architecture and specialised
security features for sovereign and regulated
environments.

The new HPE Cray Supercomputing GX240
compute blade supports up to 16 Vera CPUs per
blade. This system uses 100% fanless direct liq-
uid cooling to manage heat while maintaining
high hardware density.

A single rack of the GX240 can scale to 640
Vera CPUs and 56,320 ARM-compatible cores.
This infrastructure is built for the most intensive
tasks, such as training trillion-parameter large
language models (LLMs) and running agentic Al,
autonomous agents that perform complex rea-
soning and task execution.

The HPE Al Factory portfolio now includes the
NVIDIA Vera Rubin NVL72 rack-scale system.
This configuration integrates 36 Vera CPUs and
72 Rubin GPUs. Compared to previous Blackwell-
based systems, this architecture offersup toa
10X reduction in costs for inference tasks and
requires four times fewer GPUs to train Mixture-
of-Experts (MoE) models.

HPE also introduced the HPE Compute XD700, an
Al server based on the NVIDIA HGX Rubin NVLS8.

CIO&LEADER = February-March 2026

This system provides double the GPU density of
previous generations, supporting up to 128 GPUs
per rack.

For research institutions and sovereign enti-
ties, new blades have been introduced for the
Cray Supercomputing GX5000 platform. These
include:

Vera CPU Compute Blade

Rubin NVL72 System

Liquid Cooling

In terms of meeting the needs of regulated
industries like defence and finance, HPE Private
Cloud AI now offers an air-gapped configura-
tion. This ensures that sensitive data remains
isolated from external internet connections. The
hardware integrates specialised data processing
units (DPUs) and high-speed Ethernet network-
ing. These components offload tasks from the
main processors, which improves overall system
speed. On the security front, the systems include
post-quantum cryptography and FIPS 140-3 Lev-
el 3 certification to protect sensitive data against
emerging digital threats.

The private cloud system can now scale up to
128 GPUs through new network expansion racks.
It also integrates NVIDIA Mission Control soft-
ware, which automates workload orchestration
and system recovery.m
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A digital coworking room
without humans? How
does this work

Al is evolving from a helper to an autonomous coworker
that can plan and complete tasks on its own

By CIO&Leader | editor@cioandleader.com

out humans once sounded like science

fiction. Today, it’s becoming reality. With
the arrival of tools like Claude Cowork by Al giant
Anthropic, Al is no longer just assisting work;
it is starting to do the work. Investors quickly
reacted to the disruption Claude Cowork could
bring to traditional IT services. This led to a
broad sell-off in global tech stocks.

The idea of a digital coworking room with-

Claude Cowork is an open-source plugin
designed to help enterprises build autonomous
workflows. Unlike traditional chatbots that sim-
ply respond to prompts, this tool can be given
controlled access to folders and files and then
plan, execute, and complete multi-step tasks on
its own. From organising documents and draft-
ing reports to creating spreadsheets from scat-
tered data, Al is now acting more like a digital
employee than a virtual assistant.

The conversation around AT has clearly moved
from AI helping humans work faster to Al being
capable of doing the work itself.

The impact wasn’t limited to tech discussions;

it quickly reached the stock markets. Investors
reacted sharply to the disruption this kind of Al
could bring to traditional IT services, an industry
long dependent on human billable hours.

Globally, tech and software stocks saw a sell-
off. In India, the NIFTY IT index dropped around
6—8%, wiping out billions in market value
from companies like Infosys, TCS, and Wipro.
The concern was clear: if Al can autonomously
handle tasks, demand for conventional service-
based IT contracts could decline.

Despite these fears, humans are far from irrel-
evant. Al may execute tasks faster, but humans
still play a critical role in setting direction, mak-
ing strategic decisions, and understanding con-
text. Most importantly, humans bring judgement
and ethics to areas where Al still falls short.

Al can analyse data and suggest actions, but it
cannot fully understand fairness, social impact,
or moral responsibility. Deciding what is accept-
able, setting boundaries, and taking account-
ability must remain human responsibilities.

As autonomous Al grows, ethical and responsible
use becomes the biggest concern. Humans must
ensure Al systems are fair, transparent, and
aligned with societal values. Al may run on algo-
rithms, but responsibility cannot be automated.
Claude Cowork doesn’t signal the end of human
work; it signals a transformation. The future
belongs to organizations that learn how to com-
bine autonomous Al with human judgement,
creativity, and ethics. m

February-March 2026 = CIO&LEADER 9
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t2:177 a.m. on a late Janu-
ary night, long after the
network team had signed

off, a closed-loop Al agent inside a
telecom network noticed something
unusual. There was a subtle but
consistent spike in latency across
multiple nodes. It did not escalate
the issue or wait for intervention.
Instead, it analyzed the anomaly in
real time, rerouted traffic, adjusted
network parameters, and triggered
corrective actions, restoring stability
before users noticed any impact.

By morning, everything was run-
ning smoothly. No late-night calls.
No war rooms. No frantic email
threads. Just business as usual.
Incident resolution times dropped
by 30 to 40 percent.

But here is the part that makes
most leaders pause: no human
stepped in. No one approved those
actions at that moment.

Afew weeks later, at an industrial
company, a dynamic pricing system
told a different story. It had per-
formed well in testing, but early in
production it ran into a messy data
issue. Nothing major, but enough to
put margins at risk.

The system did not fail, but trust
did. The project was paused, not
because the technology broke, but
because the organization was not
comfortable letting it run without
tighter control.

For most CIOs and tech
leaders, this situation feels familiar.
For years, Al helped analyze data,
predict outcomes, and optimize
decisions, but humans still made
the final call. That line is starting
to blur.

Today’s Al agents do not just rec-
ommend, they act. They are appear-
ing inside ERP systems, supply
chains, and factory floors. In manu-
facturing, they monitor equipment
and trigger fixes. In enterprises, they
are beginning to make decisions
that directly impact operations.

And that is where it gets real. The
question is no longer can Al do this?
The real questions are:

Are we ready to live with what

it does?

How much decision-making

power are we willing to hand

over?

What level of risk feels acceptable

when the system acts indepen-

dently?

And when something goes

wrong, who is accountable?

Technology is moving fast. The
harder part is deciding how much
control to give up and how much
responsibility to take back.

Why scaling is failing
Industry signals indicate enterprises
are entering the early stages of the
agentic Al era, but adoption remains
deliberate. According to McKinsey
& Company’s latest global Al survey,
over 70 percent of organizations
now use Al in at least one business
function, yet only a small fraction
have scaled it enterprise-wide.

The gap is revealing. Data from
the ClO&Leader CIO Priorities Sur-
vey reinforces this trend: more than
80 percent of ClOs rank Al as a top
priority, yet it still trails cyberse-
curity. Enterprises recognize Al's
potential but remain cautious about
operational and financial risks.

Cover Story

“We do not allow
any Al agent to
independently

create a material

impact on the
balance sheet
or take actions
that could cause
significant
reputational
harm.”

Gaurav Duggal

SVP — IT & Security,
Jio Platforms

February-March 2026 = CIO&LEADER n



Cover Story

“Our operating
principleis
simple: where
errors carry high
orirreversible

consequences,
humans

retain final
accountability.”

Ajay Kumar Ajmera
Group CIO,
Rockman Industries

This caution reflects fundamental
guestions: How do you govern sys-
tems that can act independently?
Where should autonomy stop? Who
is accountable when Al decisions
carry risk?

Insights from industry leaders
illustrate how this transition
is unfolding. At CNH Industrial, the
approach is deliberate and con-
trolled. Supriya Kaul, IT regional
CIO for APAC, explains: “We are
running pilots on Al. We are not
putting them in full-blown produc-
tion yet” Al agents handle infra-
structure monitoring—tracking
server utilization, RAM consump-
tion, and system alerts—tasks that
once required constant manual
oversight. Nearly 80 percent of
monitoring activities are automated,
freeing IT teams to focus on strate-
gic priorities.

Beyond operations, Al-driven
analytics inform business decisions.
By analyzing regional demand pat-
terns and product performance,
the company has identified under-
served markets, contributing to
a15—20 percent uplift in sales.
Boundaries remain clear. “We are
not letting Al take legal or compli-
ance decisions,” Kaul emphasizes.
Customer interactions, regulatory
responsibilities, and sensitive deci-
sions remain under human control.
The goal is confidence, not speed—
building trust in Al in controlled
environments before expanding
its authority.

Debanjan Banerjee, Global Ser-
vice Management Director at Per-
nod Ricard India, echoes this prag-
matic approach. His team leverages
Al solutions embedded within
enterprise-grade platforms like
Workday and ServiceNow, ensuring
continuous product evolution and
quality outcomes without heavy
internal overhead. Current use cas-
es include IT service management,
HR processes, transversal knowl-
edge search, and cybersecurity.
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Enterprises with a history of Al
deployments have seen significant
impact in sales, marketing, and
operations. Al has optimized mar-
keting spend, improved demand
fulfillment, and enhanced inventory
management, directly influenc-
ing both P&L and balance sheets.
However, high-stakes financial or
reputational decisions have not yet
been delegated to autonomous Al
agents. Organizations are preparing
for this next stage by building gov-
ernance frameworks, controls, and
risk thresholds.

“Currently, Al agents focus on
low-risk, efficiency-driven tasks
where productivity gains are clear
and compliance is maintained.
Enterprise deployment requires
careful evaluation of general-
purpose versus domain-specific
models, ROI, and sustainability,”
Banerjee adds.

Looking ahead, Al agents will
increasingly manage workflow
orchestration, routine approvals,
operational optimization, ticket
routing, expense approvals within
thresholds, and personalized
onboarding and coaching. Strategic,
ethical, and high-stakes decisions
will remain human-led. “In three
years, Al agents will likely manage
sub-processes autonomously with
frameworks for explainability, audit-
ability, and risk calibration, while
humans retain oversight on strate-
gic decisions,” he says.

Where Al is working
Across industries, enterprises

are moving beyond experimenta-
tion with Al agents, demonstrat-
ing how the technology can drive
operational efficiency and strategic
advantage. Sectors such as tele-
com, manufacturing, logistics, and
retail are increasingly embedding
Al into core workflows—handling
everything from network monitor-
ing and predictive maintenance
to supply chain optimization and



Al Agent adoption journey

Company | Stage of Al Key focus Level of Impact and
agent de- areas autonomy notes
ployment

Jio Production- Network op- | Tiered: fully 30-40%

Platforms | scale erations, cus- | autonomous | reduction

tomer sup- (low-risk in incident
port, fraud tasks), resolution; im-
detection, IT human-in- proved service
service man- | the-loop reliability and
agement (moderate- operational
risk tasks), efficiency
human-con-
trolled (high-
risk tasks)

Rockman Pilot and se- Manufactur- | Human-mon- | Early im-

Industries | lective deploy- | ing process- | itored; ini- provements
ment es, predictive | tial pilots in machine

maintenance, | in low-risk performance

supply chain | operational monitoring,

optimization | scenarios predictive
maintenance;
risk-managed
deployment

EXL Controlled Data analyt- | Human Productivity
pilot ics, workflow | oversight gains, automa-

automation, mandatory; tion of repeti-

ITSM, HR outputs moni- | tive tasks; Al

processes, tored and viewed as

cybersecurity | validated productivity
accelerator,
not decision-
maker

Jindal Production Heavy manu- | Al supports Improved

Steel & and integra- facturing, decisions but | efficiency,

Power tion blast furnace | humans re- reduced

optimization, | tain strategic | downtime, en-
shop-floor oversight hanced safety;
safety, predictive and
predictive prescriptive
maintenance intelligence
enabled

CNH Pilot phase IT operations | Al agents Nearly 80% of

Industrial monitoring, handle monitoring

analytics monitoring; automated,;
strategic, strategic
regulatory, decisions re-
and compli- main human
ance deci-
sions human-
controlled

Pernod Enterprise- ITSM, HR Limited Measurable
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“Autonomy is
deliberately
limited: outputs
are monitored
and validated, and
human oversight
remains central.
Al augments
productivity
without
compromising
control.”

Ritesh Kumar

Assistant Vice
President — IT, EXL
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personalized customer engage-
ment. Companies like Jio Platforms
and Rockman Industries exemplify
this shift, showing how disciplined
Al adoption can deliver measurable
outcomes while maintaining control
and accountability.

Gaurav Duggal, SVP - IT & Secu-
rity at Jio, notes that Al agents are
no longer pilots—they are embed-
ded across core operations, driving
automation and real-time decision-
making. “We are well beyond experi-
mentation. Al agents are operating
in live production across several
core functions,” he says.

Al is delivering tangible results in
customer support, network moni-
toring, fraud detection, marketing
personalization, IT service manage-
ment, and supply chain forecasting.
A mature example is the closed-
loop network operations agent,
which ingests telemetry, detects
anomalies, identifies root causes,
and autonomously takes correc-
tive action. Properly implemented,
it can cut incident resolution times
by 30—40 percent in select clusters
while boosting reliability and opera-
tional efficiency.

Scaling Al safely requires disci-

plined control. At Jio, decision-

making is tiered by risk:

Fully autonomous: low-risk tasks

like network tuning or Level-1

issue resolution

Human-in-the-loop: moderate-

impact decisions like pricing

adjustments or fraud checks

Human-controlled: high-stakes

choices affecting compliance,

capital, or reputation

Ajay Kumar Ajmera, group CIO
at Rockman Industries, emphasizes
a similar approach in manufactur-
ing. Production processes, supply
chains, and quality control must
work in sync, so Al integration
requires careful alignment with
existing systems.

The first step is a strong digital
foundation. Operational data—from

shop-floor machines to ERP sys-
tems—must be structured, reliable,
and accessible. Once in place, Al
can analyze machine performance,
detect potential disruptions, enable
predictive maintenance, and reduce
unplanned downtime. Beyond the
shop floor, Al can optimize sup-

ply chain planning, inventory, and
scheduling, improving throughput
and resource utilization.

Ajmera advises starting with
well-defined scenarios where out-
comes are measurable and risks
are manageable. This disciplined
approach allows enterprises to
scale Al effectively, delivering value
without compromising control or
accountability.

The governance gap

Al adoption in enterprises is moving
from experimentation to practical
deployment, but success depends
on governance and striking the right
balance between automation and
human oversight. Organizations
must determine which tasks Al can
handle independently and which
require human judgment, ensuring
efficiency without compromising
control, accountability, or compli-
ance. This balancing act is not just
internal, governments and regula-
tors are also shaping the ecosystem.
Frameworks such as the EU’s Al

Act, evolving national Al strategies,
and industry-specific mandates (for
example in financial services and
healthcare) are pushing enterprises
to align innovation with legal and
ethical standards before scaling
agentic systems broadly.

Ajay Kumar Ajmera emphasizes
this in manufacturing. Routine tasks,
such as monitoring equipment or
analyzing production data, can
be automated, but strategic deci-
sions—on capital allocation, suppli-
er selection, and major operational
changes—remain under human
control. The goal is a collabora-
tive ecosystem where Al enhances
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“Al, loT, and
predictive
analytics are
improving
efficiency,
reducing
downtime, and
enhancing safety
across industrial
operations.”
Indradyumna Dutta

CDIO,
Jindal Steel & Power




“We are running
pilots on Al.

We are not
putting them

in full-blown
production yet.
We are building
confidence

in controlled
environments
before expanding
its authority.”
Supriya Kaul

IT regional CIO for APAC,
CNH Industrial

efficiency while humans provide
oversight, strategic direction, and
compliance assurance.

Ritesh Kumar, assistant vice
president — IT at EXL, highlights
a parallel approach in analytics.
Al agents developed through the
company’s Al Centre of Excellence
automate repetitive tasks like docu-
mentation, data preparation, and
workflow coordination. Autonomy
is deliberately limited. Outputs
are monitored and validated, and
human oversight remains cen-
tral. Strong governance, including
access controls, continuous moni-
toring, and override capabilities,
ensures Al augments productivity

without undermining accountability.

Indradyumna Dutta, CDIO at
Jindal Steel & Power Ltd,, illustrates
how Al, IoT, and predictive analyt-
ics transform heavy manufacturing
operations. At Jindal Steel, Al sup-
ports processes across the entire
steel value chain. Predictive models
optimize blast furnace productiv-
ity, reducing fuel consumption and
improving output efficiency. Com-
puter vision systems monitor shop-
floor activity in real time, ensuring
safety compliance and detecting
hazards before incidents occur.
loT sensors and predictive mainte-
nance algorithms identify potential
equipment failures before they
happen. These capabilities improve
asset reliability, reduce downtime,
and enhance safety across indus-
trial operations.

The company’s digital architec-
ture integrates operational tech-
nology with enterprise IT systems,
enabling real-time data flow across
production, logistics, finance, and
supply chain operations. This inte-
gration allows leadership to move
beyond monitoring toward predic-
tive and prescriptive operational
intelligence while maintaining regu-
latory compliance and alignment
with government-mandated safety
and reporting standards.

Cover Story

Beyond manufacturing, financial
firms provide blueprints for har-
monizing Al independence with
stringent oversight. Institutions like
JPMorgan Chase and HSBC layer
Al governance into their risk sys-
tems, fueling massive deployments
alongside human reviews, compli-
ance audits, and multidisciplinary
councils. At JPMorgan, Al controls
mesh seamlessly with enterprise-
wide risk protocols, expanding as
adoption grows; HSBC, meanwhile,
leverages Al pipelines to forecast
compliance hurdles and fairness
issues across global markets. This
integration powers breakthroughs
in fraud prevention and customer
experience, proving governance
can be operational bedrock rather
than a bolt-on.

Around the world, companies are
rising to regulatory challenges with
dedicated ethics committees and
responsible Al systems. Microsoft’s
guiding principles, Roche’s struc-
tured processes, and Walmart’s Al
tools stand out—they embed trans-
parency, equity, and responsibility
into tech creation, while tracking
ethical and sustainability metrics
in sprawling supply chains. These
efforts mark Al governance's evolu-
tion into a pillar of corporate risk,
reporting, and executive scrutiny, far
from mere tech silos.

In essence, these models reveal
the formula for trustworthy, high-
impact Al: disciplined controls,
defined responsibilities, and regula-
tory sync, all sustaining autonomy's
productivity edge.

Looking ahead

The journey of agentic Al is no lon-
ger theoretical; it is happening in
real time across industries. From
telecom networks that resolve inci-
dents autonomously to factories
and analytics firms where Al aug-
ments human decision-making, the
technology is proving its value. Yet
the lesson is clear: capability alone
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“We have not
delegated
high-stakes
decisions to Al,
instead building
governance,
controls, and
risk thresholds
to enable
responsible
adoption.”
Debanjan Banerjee

Global Service Management
Director, Pernod Ricard India

is not enough. Success depends on
governance, disciplined control, and
a careful balance between autono-
my and oversight.

For ClOs and technology lead-
ers, the question is not whether Al
can act independently, but whether
organizations are ready to trust it,
manage risk, and retain account-
ability. The companies leading the
way are those that start with man-
ageabile risks, build strong digital
foundations, and design Al to com-
plement human expertise rather
than replace it. The strategy is clear:
start where risks are manageable.
Early deployments of agentic Al
focus oninternal IT operations,
where Al agents monitor systems,
automate routine tasks, and deliver
measurable value without compro-
mising trust or compliance. With
the right guardrails, agentic Al can
extend traditional Al frameworks
into areas where autonomy ampli-
fies efficiency while maintaining
accountability.

In this balance between machine
intelligence and human judgment
lies the true promise of the agentic
enterprise: systems that act deci-
sively when needed, while humans
provide guidance, context, and
oversight. With the right guardrails,
such scenarios are not outliers,
they represent the future of enter-
prise operations.

The journey of agentic Al is no
longer theoretical; it is unfolding in
real time across industries. From
telecom networks that resolve inci-
dents autonomously to factories
and analytics firms where Al aug-
ments human decision-making,
the technology is already dem-
onstrating tangible value. Yet one
message is becoming increasingly

clear: capability alone is not enough.

Success will depend on gover-
nance, disciplined control,and a
careful balance between autonomy
and oversight.
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For ClOs and technology lead-
ers, the real question is no longer
whether Al can act independently,
but whether organizations are ready
to trust it responsibly, manage
the risks it introduces, and retain
accountability for its outcomes.

The leaders in this space are not
rushing blindly into scale. They are
deliberate. They begin with man-
ageable risks, invest in strong digital
foundations, and design Al systems
that complement human expertise
rather than replace it.

This is why many enterprises are
starting within controlled environ-
ments, particularly in internal IT
operations, where Al agents can
monitor systems, automate routine
tasks, and deliver measurable value
without compromising trust or com-
pliance. These early deployments
are not just about efficiency; they
are about building confidence, refin-
ing guardrails, and understanding
failure scenarios before expanding
Al's authority.

But as adoption scales, the
stakes will rise. Governance will
move from being a technical con-
sideration to a board-level priority.
Organizations will need to embed
auditability, security, and cost disci
pline directly into their Al architec-
tures, not as afterthoughts but as
foundational principles. The ability
to explain decisions, trace actions,
and intervene when necessary will
define whether enterprises can
scale Al sustainably.

Ultimately, the promise of the
agentic enterprise lies in balance.
Machines will act faster and with
greater precision, but human judg-
ment will remain essential to pro-
vide context, direction, and ethical
oversight. Enterprises that recog-
nize this balance and build
for it intentionally will not only
unlock efficiency but also earn
the trust required to lead in an Al-
driven future.m
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The modern vehicle is
a computing system

on wheels

Rajiv Pandey, CTO and VP, Tata Motors, on how software,
data, and Al are driving modern business

By Jatinder Singh | jatinder.singh1@timesgroup.com

or much of the past century, the car was

defined by mechanical engineering. Power,

durability, and manufacturing scale deter-
mined success. That hierarchy is now shifting.
Software, data, and artificial intelligence are
beginning to shape how vehicles are designed,
built, and operated..

Tata Motors, says that this transition has
unfolded steadily rather than suddenly. The
company says that it has been systematically
collecting data across vehicles, manufactur-
ing plants, dealers, service networks, and parts
logistics since two decades. What started as
operational record keeping has since evolved
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into a system that increasingly
influences how decisions are made.

“Data started as something
we observed,” says Rajiv Pandey,
chief technology officer and vice-
president of Tata Motors. “Today,
it is something that drives the busi-
ness.”

That shift, he argues, mirrors a
broader change across the automo-
tive industry. “The modern vehicle
is no longer just a mechanical
product. It is a computing system
on wheels, making decisions in real
time.”

The automotive sector is undergo-
ing one of its most consequential
transitions since the advent of mass
production. Electrification, emis-
sions regulation, and changing
consumer expectations are forcing
manufacturers to compete on intel-
ligence as much as on hardware.
Industry estimates suggest
that software and digital services,
which currently account for a mod-
est share of automotive revenues,
could represent a majority of indus-
try value within the next decade.

At Tata Motors, Al has moved
beyond experimentation roughly
six years ago. The focus shifted
from isolated proofs of concept to
embedding analytics directly into
core workflows.

“We realised AI could not sit on
the side as a pilot,” Pandey says.
“It had to be part of how logistics,
supply chains, and manufacturing
actually work.”

Logistics provided an early dem-
onstration of impact. By digitising
planning and applying predictive
algorithms, the company reduced
the time required to move parts
from warehouses to assembly lines
from nearly twelve days to about

Rajiv Pandey
CTO and VP,
Tata Motors

one and a half. The improvement
was not just of speed. Faster parts
movement helped stabilise produc-
tion schedules and reduce inventory
risk, particularly during periods of
supply-chain disruption.

Similar approaches were applied
to parts planning and distribution.
These efforts improved availability
and contributed to a marked expan-
sion of the parts business, while
also lowering the likelihood of pro-
duction stoppages.

Pandey discussed these changes
recently while speaking at the Ora-
cle ATWorld Tour in Mumbai, plac-
ing Tata Motors’ experience within
a wider industry context.

The application of Al is equally vis-
ible in Tata Motors’ products. Mod-
ern vehicles increasingly rely on
software to manage safety, perfor-
mance, and energy consumption.
Multiple systems operate simulta-
neously, taking real-time decisions
on braking, airbags, battery health,
and range optimisation.

“In today’s vehicles, multiple
Al systems are continuously run-
ning in the background,” Pandey
explains. “They are making deci-
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sions that directly affect safety and
efficiency.”

Electric vehicles intensify this
trend. Managing charging behav-
iour, predicting usable range, and
maintaining battery performance
under varied conditions require
continuous analysis of data. In this
environment, Al becomes less an
optional enhancement and more an
operational necessity.

Scaling these capabilities has
required significant investment in
digital infrastructure. Tata Motors
has built platforms capable of sup-
prting a growing ecosystem of
manufacturers, dealers, service
partners, and drivers, while main-
taining high levels of availability.

The company has also connected
its manufacturing plants through
resilient networks designed to
minimise operational disruption.
Improvements in system reliability
and network stability have trans-
lated into lower operating costs and
reduced downtime.

Looking ahead, Tata Motors plans
to deepen its use of Al across man-
ufacturing and service operations.
Areas under consideration include
intelligent devices on the factory
floor, digital representations of
dealer operations to improve ser-
vice efficiency, and tighter integra-
tion of data across the enterprise.
As data protection requirements
evolve, automotive companies will
need to balance innovation with
stronger governance and security.
Pandey suggests that Tata
Motors views this transition as
structural rather than cyclical. The
company is not simply adopting
new tools. It is adjusting to a world
in which software, data, and intel-
ligence increasingly determine how
vehicles are built, sold, and used.
For an industry long defined by
metal and machines, that repre-
sents a transformational change.m
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Why enterprises must
move from experiments
to outcomes

Mahendra Upadhyay, CIO, Broadcast Audience Research
Council (BARC), on scaling Al responsibly and driving
enterprise transformation

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

n conversation with CIO&Leader, Mahendra customer-first digital strategies. He also
I Upadhyay, CIO at BARC India, shares how highlights the growing role of Al agents,
enterprises are moving beyond Al experimen- talent transformation, and trust-driven eco-
tation toward real business value, emphasising systems in shaping the next phase of enterprise
responsible Al, enterprise resilience, and innovation.
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For much of the past two years,
Al has dominated boardroom
conversations, product announce-
ments, and investment strate-
gies. Yet beneath the noise of new
models and tools, a quieter shift
is taking place inside enterprises.
Technology leaders are beginning
to move from experimentation
to real-world value. The focus is
no longer on proving that AI works
but on proving that it can solve
meaningful business problems
at scale.

As Mahendra Upadhyay explains,
the last year was largely about dis-
covery. Organisations rushed to
announce Al initiatives, test proofs
of concept, and explore possibili-
ties. But the next phase will demand
something far more difficult: mea-
surable outcomes. “The time of
announcements and MVPs is over,”
he says. “Now the real question is
whether Al can solve big business
problems.”

The early surge of generative AI
was driven by rapid innovation
from technology leaders and the
explosive popularity of large lan-
guage models. Companies quickly
announced collaborations, inte-
grated Al assistants into productiv-
ity platforms, and experimented
with automation in workflows.

But early excitement also created
confusion. Organizations rushed to
adopt Al without fully understand-
ing where it would create sustain-
able value.

According to Upadhyay, the
coming year will shift the focus
toward practical implementation.
CIOs will remain responsible for
three enduring priorities: delivering
business value, reducing technolo-
gy debt, and ensuring visibility into
how technology supports competi-
tive advantage. But a fourth priority
isnow emerging.

Mahendra Upadhyay
CIO, BARC India

Alongside cost reduction and
value creation, enterprises must
now think about how responsible
Al becomes part of their work cul-
ture,” he explains. Protecting intel-
lectual property, securing data, and
ensuring ethical deployment are
no longer optional considerations.
They are becoming core governance
requirements.

Earlier waves of automation were
dominated by robotic process auto-

mation and workflow orchestration.

These systems followed predefined
instructions to complete repetitive
tasks. Al agents introduce a differ-
ent paradigm. Instead of executing
rigid scripts, they can analyze data,
interpret context, and respond
dynamically. This shift is often
described as the move from auto-
mation to autonomy.
Customer-facing chatbots,
for instance, are evolving into
intelligent assistants capable of
understanding customer intent,
personalizing responses, and rec-
ommending products or services.
By combining insights from CRM
systems, sentiment analysis, and
behavioral data, enterprises can
create highly personalized interac-
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tions that drive both customer sat-
isfaction and revenue growth.

For many organizations, this
represents a new opportunity to
rethink how technology engages
customers. Rather than stitch-
ing together disconnected digital
journeys, companies can design
platforms that deliver seamless,
experience-driven interactions.

As enterprises move beyond experi-
mentation, the focus of Al invest-
ment is also changing. Instead of
isolated proofs of concept, organi-
zations are looking for measurable
returns. Al initiatives are increas-
ingly evaluated based on their abil-
ity to reduce operational expendi-
ture, accelerate decision-making,
and create new revenue streams.
For instance, enterprises are
beginning to examine where Al
can optimize large cost centers. If
technology investments can reduce
operating expenses over two or
three years while improving effi-
ciency, the business case becomes
far more compelling. The real chal-
lenge lies in scaling these benefits.
Many organizations have
deployed Al in small pilots but
struggle to translate those pilots
into enterprise-wide solutions.
Achieving scale requires not only
better algorithms but also stronger
collaboration between business and
technology teams.

The expansion of Al also introduces
new risks, particularly as organiza-
tions rely on data-intensive sys-
tems and distributed infrastructure.
Historically, disaster recovery
strategies focused on metrics such
as Recovery Point Objective (RPO)
and Recovery Time Objective (RTO).
But AI-driven systems require a
broader perspective. Enterprises



must now think about resilience at
the organisational level rather than
the application level.

“When AI operates across mas-
sive datasets and interconnected
systems, resilience cannot be lim-
ited to individual applications. It
has to become enterprise-wide.”
Upadhyay noted. This shift requires
new governance frameworks, faster
recovery mechanisms, and stronger
accountability structures.

Cybersecurity also becomes more
complex as Al systems expand the
digital attack surface. Instead of
simply reacting to incidents, orga-
nizations are increasingly using AI-
driven detection to identify threats
and respond proactively.

The goal is no longer just mitiga-
tion. It is anticipation.

For years, digital transformat-
ion initiatives revolved around
cloud-first and mobile-first
strategies. While those priorities
remain important, they are now
being complemented by a new
philosophy.

Customer-first. AI-first: This
approach recognizes that technol-
ogy must adapt to customer behav-
ior rather than forcing customers to
adapt to technology.

Whether customers interact
through mobile apps, websites, or
digital platforms, enterprises must
deliver consistent, personalized
experiences across every touch-
point. Al enables organizations to
analyze context in real time and
respond with tailored interactions
that feel seamless to the user.

In practice, this means data
must flow freely across systems
while maintaining strong security
and privacy protections. The result
is amore synchronized digital eco-
system, where customer interac-
tions become more intuitive and
responsive.

Despite the technological excite-
ment surrounding Al, Upadhyay
believes the most underestimated
challenge is human capability.

Enterprises cannot simply hire Al
expertise overnight. Instead, they
must invest in learning, reskilling,
and cultivating talent within their
own organizations.

“We will not find the right talent
with the click of a button. We have
tobuild it,” he emphasised.

This requires a cultural shift.
Employees must be encouraged to
experiment, learn new tools, and
collaborate with Al rather than
fearing that automation will replace
their roles. In many cases, Al will
eliminate repetitive tasks but create
new opportunities for architects,
designers, and strategic thinkers.

Organizations that frame Al as
a partner rather than a threat are

Insight

far more likely to build a workforce
capable of thriving in the new digi-
tal landscape.

Ultimately, the long-term success
of AT adoption depends on trust.

Enterprises must create ecosys-
tems where customers, employees,
and partners feel confident that
technology is being used responsibly.
That means balancing innovation
with safeguards such as data priva-
cy, secure infrastructure, and trans-
parent governance frameworks.

“If we can build a trustworthy
ecosystem around privacy, person-
alization, and secure computing,.
The opportunities ahead will be
enormous.” Upadhyay said.

Artificial intelligence may be
redefining how enterprises oper-
ate, but its success will depend on a
simple principle. Technology must
empower people. m
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Viraj Deshpande
Sr VP & CIO, Petrochemicals,
Reliance Industries

eliance’s Intelligence Mani-
R festo, articulated by our

Hon’ble Chairman, sets a
clear ambition, to become India’s
first Al-native enterprise—one that
systematically converts data into
insights, insights into actions, and
actions into customer delight.

Understanding every customer
with unmatched depth and empa-
thy, creating experience so intel-
ligent and effortless, they feel like
magic. Intelligence is our power;
India is our purpose.

Over the last three years, the CIO
mandate has undergone a funda-
mental shift. Technology is no lon-
ger evaluated as an enabler, a cost
center, or even a transformation
program.

It is now assessed as a direct
driver of enterprise outcomes, with
explicit accountability for value

How CIO

accountabilityis
being rewritten

for 2026

Viraj Deshpande, Sr. VP & CIO of
Petrochemicals at Reliance Industries,
shares how expectations, metrics,

governance, and relationships are being
redefined for 2026 and beyond

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

realization, risk, resilience, and
speed of execution.

In asset-intensive sectors such
as petrochemicals, this shift is even
more pronounced. It is no longer
asked what systems were delivered;
they ask what business outcomes
moved, what risks were reduced,
and what decisions became faster
and more reliable as a result of
technology investments.

Drawing on the AI-Native Pet-
rochemicals execution framework
and outcome model, that reflects a
real-world CIO perspective on how
expectations, metrics, governance,
and relationships are being rede-
fined for 2026 and beyond.

ClO&Leader: In 2026, what are
the top business outcomes busi-
nesses expect from technology,
and how have those expectations
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shifted over the past three years?

VIRAJ DESHPANDE: In 2026, expec-

tation from technology is to deliver

measurable business outcomes, not
abstract digital maturity. The shift
over the last three years is clear:

m From efficiency to value cre-
ation: Technology is now
expected to improve EBITDA,
ROCE, working capital, and
margin resilience, not just
reduce cost.

m From automation to decision
superiority: Expectation is for
better, faster, and more con-
sistent decisions across pric-
ing, asset performance, supply
chain, and capital allocation.

m From digitization to AI-native
execution: The expectation is no
longer digitized workflows, but
closed-loop, Al-executed work-
flows with human supervision.



In petrochemicals, this trans-

lates into outcomes such as:

m Higher on-stream factors and
lower unplanned downtime

m Faster grade introduction and
portfolio optimization

m Improved OTIF with lower
inventory

m Disciplined pricing, credit, and
working-capital control

m Improved customer value, oper-
ational excellence, and share-
holder returns

From digitized processes
to Al-executed workflows
The expectation is no longer dash-
boards or reports but closed-loop
workflows where Al executes
repeatable operational and com-
mercial decisions within defined
safety, DoA, and regulatory guard-
rails—under human supervision.

Technology is now judged by its
ability to move these needles con-
sistently, across cycles..

ClO&Leader: How are CIOs dem-
onstrating measurable value from
digital, Al, and transformation
investments to the board, and
which metrics truly matter today?
VIRAJ DESHPANDE: CIOs no longer
defend spend using system uptime
or adoption metrics. Value is dem-
onstrated through workflow-linked
KPIs, plant-level and P&L-visible
outcomes

What resonates with executive
leaderships today:

m Outcome-linked metrics, such
as margin per ton, inventory
days, yield improvement, or
reduction in manual interven-
tion hours

m Decision cycle-time reduction,
especially in planning, logistics,
pricing, and turnaround execu-
tion

m Risk-adjusted value, show-
ing not just upside but volatility
reduction and downside protec-
tion

The expectation is no
longer dashboards
or reports but
closed-loop
workflows where Al
executes repeatable
operational and
commercial decisions
within defined safety,
DoA, and regulatory
guardrails—under
human supervision.

In an Al-native model, each
canonical workflow (e.g., Order-to-
Delivery, Asset Performance, Bill-
ing & Credit) has
m Aclear business owner
m Codified decision rights (DoA-
as-code)

m Embedded policy guardrails

m Quantified impact on EBITDA,
ROCE, safety, or working capital

This allows CIOs to report value
at the level, where outcomes are
appreciated, not platforms..

ClO&Leader: Where do expecta-
tions align with reality, and where
do execution complexity and
trade-offs create the biggest chal-
lenges on the ground?

VIRAJ DESHPANDE: There is strong

alignment between Business Lead-

ership and CIOs on what must be
achieved. The challenge arises in
how fast and how cleanly it can be
executed.

Key on-ground challenges
include:

m Legacy fragmentation across
plants, functions, and systems
that resists end-to-end work-
flow ownership

m Change fatigue when trans-
formation is layered on top

Tech Talk

of existing operating models
instead of rewiring them
m Data readiness gaps, where Al
ambition outpaces data quality
and governance maturity
m Riskaversion around autono-
my, especially in safety-critical
environments
This is why parallel-run (“make
before break”) models are essential.
Al-led execution must prove supe-
riority on safety, reliability, stabil -
ity, and outcomes before authority
is shifted not as a leap of faith, but
as an evidence-based transition..

ClO&Leader: Which technology
risks are now viewed as enterprise
risks, and where are accountability
boundaries still unclear between
the CIO, CISO, and business
leaders?
VIRAJ DESHPANDE: Several tech-
nology risks are now firmly viewed
as enterprise risks:
m Al decision integrity and
explainability

m Data quality and lineage
m Cloud cost volatility
m OT cybersecurity and plant safe-

ty interlocks

However, accountability bound-
aries remain blurred. CIOs own
platforms and data, CISOs own
cyber defense, but business leaders
own outcomes. The most effective
organizations make this explicit:
technology risk governance is
shared, with clear escalation paths
and codified limits..

ClO&Leader: How has the cyber-
security conversation evolved
from protection to enterprise-
wide resilience, recovery, and
accountability?
VIRAJ DESHPANDE: Cybersecu-
rity has evolved from a perimeter
defense conversation to an enter-
prise resilience mandate.

The expectation is:
m Business-continuity assur-

ance, not just breach prevention
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ClIOs no longer defend spend using system
uptime or adoption metrics. Value is
demonstrated through plant-level and P&L-
visible outcomes.

m Time-to-recover metrics,
especially for plants, logistics,
and order fulfillment

m Clear accountability for cyber-
physical risks in OT, IT, and Al
systems

In Al-native enterprises, security
is embedded as policy-as-code, not
manual enforcement. Autonomous
workflows cannot bypass safety,
regulatory, or financial guardrails.

As autonomy increases, governance

must become stronger not looser.

ClO&Leader: How are boards
reassessing cloud costs, ROI, and
modernization priorities, and what
tensions does this create for long-
term digital strategy?

VIRAJ DESHPANDE: Cloud econom-

ics are being assessed with sharper

scrutiny. The question has shifted

from cloud first to value first.
Imperatives considered are:

m Short-term cost control con-
flicts with long-term modern-
ization

m Lift-and-shift models fail to
deliver promised agility

m Al workloads demand scalable
platforms but lack clear outcome
ownership

Successful CIOs anchor cloud
investments to specific workflow
economics — for example, how
faster planning cycles or predic-
tive maintenance reduce working
capital or downtime. Cloud is no
longer a strategy; it is an execution
enabler.
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ClO&Leader: What do CIOs need

more from boards to deliver

outcomes successfully, clearer

direction, investment discipline,

patience, or shared risk owner-

ship?

VIRAJ DESHPANDE: CIOs do not

need more enthusiasm for technol-

ogy. They need:

m Clear outcome priorities, not
shifting digital agendas

m Investment discipline, tied to
measurable value realization

m Patience for foundational rewir-
ing, especially data, governance,
and operating-model change

m Shared ownership of risk, par-
ticularly in AI-led decisioning
and autonomy

When business treat transforma-

tion as an enterprise shift — not an

IT program — execution acceler-

ates dramatically.

ClO&Leader: What is the most
underestimated technology risk
or opportunity for 2026-27, and
how do expectations differ across
sectors?
VIRAJ DESHPANDE: The most
underestimated opportunity is
Al-native execution at scale — not
pilots, copilots, or dashboards, but
Al systems that run the business
within defined boundaries.
Conversely, the most underes-
timated risk is partial transforma-
tion: adopting AI without rewrit-
ing workflows, governance, and
accountability. This creates com-
plexity without compounding value.
Sector expectations vary. Asset-
heavy industries focus on reliability
and safety; consumer sectors focus
on personalization and speed. But
across sectors, the winners will be
those who treat Al not as a tool —
but as a new operating system for
the enterprise.m



Ashish Thakur

CIO, Cummins India

s enterprises move from
Adigital transformation to

decision transformation,
CIOs are under growing pres-
sure to prove measurable busi-
ness outcomes from technology
investments. In this conversation
with CIO&Leader, Ashish Thakur
unpacks how board expectations
have shifted from cloud adoption
and pilots to revenue impact,
resilience, and decision quality
in an AI-first enterprise. He
explains why use-case-driven
Al integrated digital cores, and
outcome-linked metrics now define
CIO credibility and why boards
must move from passive oversight
to shared risk ownership to unlock
real transformation.

ClO&Leader: In 2026, what are
the top business outcomes busi-
nesses expect from technology,
and how have those expectations
shifted over the past three years?
ASHISH THAKUR: Over the past
three years, technological expecta-
tions have evolved significantly.
Businesses have shifted from foun-
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ClOs are now
accountable for
outcomes, not
infrastructure

Ashish Thakur, ClIO, Cummins India on what
boards really expect from technology in 2026

By Jatinder Singh | jatinder.singh1@timesgroup.com

dational transformation like cloud
migration and remote work enable-
ment, to leveraging technology

as a revenue driver. Autonomous
systems, Al-assisted processes,
and real-time predictive capa-
bilities such as scenario planning,
demand sensing, and supplier risk
modelling have become essential.
The focus is now on pre-empting
disruptions rather than react-

ing to them. Customers demand
faster innovation cycles, personal-
ized products, and agile market
response. Integration across PLM
(Product Lifecycle Management),
ERP (Enterprise Resource Plan-
ning), and MES (Manufacturing
Execution System) is imperative,
enabling seamless workflows from
design, simulation, commission-
ing and service. CIOs must priori-
tize use-case-driven Al adoption,
ensuring technology delivers mea-
surable value, beyond just tools
and systems.

ClO&Leader: How are ClOs dem-
onstrating measurable value from
digital, Al, and transformation

investments to the board, and
which metrics truly matter today?
ASHISH THAKUR: CIOs today are
increasingly expected to dem-
onstrate measurable value from
digital, AI, and transformation
investments, shifting the con-
versation from mere technology
adoption to clear business impact.
Boards and investors now prioritize
ROI that aligns with strategic goals
and tangible outcomes. To address
this, CIOs are linking technology
investments directly to core busi-
ness KPIs, enabling a clear correla-
tion between tech initiatives and
business performance. They are
also leveraging frameworks such
as OKRs (Objectives & Key Results)
and Value Stream Mapping to
track and showcase progress
against strategic objectives. Bench-
marking against industry standards
further builds credibility by contex-
tualizing performance.
Additionally, storytelling with
data has become a critical skill for
CIOs, as they must present their
narratives in a way that highlights
business value achieved, rather than
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focusing solely on the technology
itself. This approach ensures tech-
nological initiatives are not viewed
as abstract concepts but as drivers of
measurable business success.

ClO&Leader: Where do expecta-
tions align with reality, and where
do execution complexity and
trade-offs create the biggest chal-
lenges on the ground?

ASHISH THAKUR: Reality sets in
when technology moves from con-
cept to deployment, since success
relies not just on implementa-
tion, but on adoption and effec-
tive change management. Success
hinges on shared responsibility
between business leaders and CIOs
with clear ownership and pre-
defined success criteria guiding
initiatives. These criteria provide a
framework for consistent execution
and progress tracking. A significant
challenge lies in understanding
business process complexity. Many
initiatives & projects fail because
teams underestimate real-world
scenarios and exceptions. It’s often
these exceptions, rather than stan-
dard processes that disrupt execu-
tion. Addressing these complexities
with thorough planning and adapt-
ability is essential to bridge the gap
between expectations and on-the-
ground realities.

ClO&Leader: What do CIOs

need more from boards to

deliver outcomes successfully,
clearer direction, investment dis-
cipline, patience, or shared risk
ownership?

ASHISH THAKUR: In 2026, the role
of CIOs has evolved from asking for
permission to transform, to deliv-
ering measurable outcomes like
growth, resilience, productivity,
and trust, despite rising expecta-
tions and reduced tolerance for
errors. The success of these efforts
depends as much on the board’s
behavior, governance, and spon-

“Leaders must shift
focus from counting
Al initiatives to
ensuring Al enhances
decision quality.

The priority now is
to use Al to drive
smarter, faster, and
more responsible
decisions, while
managing risks such
as bias, opacity, and
overreliance.”

sorship along a similar scale on
technology capabilities. CIOs need
boards to provide clearer direc-
tion, including explicit articulation
of business outcomes that matter
most, and disciplined investment
strategies focused on high-impact
initiatives rather than spread-

ing resources thin. Additionally,
patience is essential, ensuring
funding supports end-to-end value
realization rather than stopping at
pilot programs.

Above all, shared risk ownership
by the board, through active spon-
sorship of cross-functional initia-
tives, clear prioritization of speed
versus risk or growth versus cost,
and support in dismantling organi-
zational silos, forms the foundation
for achieving transformative out-
comes. This collaborative approach
fosters alignment and ensures CIOs
are equipped to drive meaningful,
measurable business results.

ClO&Leader: What is the most
underestimated technology risk
or opportunity for 2026-27, and
how do expectations differ
across sectors?
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ASHISH THAKUR: Technology risks
like Al bias, data integrity, and
decision-making distortions are
now enterprise risks, with account-
ability boundaries between CIOs,
CISOs, and business leaders often
unclear. While AI’s promise lies in
automation and cost reduction, its
deeper impact shaping and accel-
erating decisions, poses significant
risks if unchecked. For example, Al
systems expected to improve effi-
ciency may also unlock hidden sup-
ply chain costs or margins through
quick decisions, yet these outcomes
depend on proper oversight. Lead-
ers must shift focus from count-
ing Al initiatives to ensuring Al
enhances decision quality, asking:
How is Al influencing critical busi-
ness decisions, and are the results
measurably distinct as a compara-
tive analysis of decision-making
quality levels?

ClO&Leader: What is the most
underestimated technology

risk or opportunity for 2026-27,
and how do expectations differ
across sectors?

ASHISH THAKUR: Al’s transforma-
tive influence on organizational
decision-making appears as among
the most underrated technology
risks towards the future trajectory.
AD’s real impact isn’t in automa-
tion or cost cutting alone, it lies

in how it shapes, accelerates, and
improves critical decisions. Beyond
efficiency gains, Al can reveal hid-
den opportunities such as supply
chain cost reduction, margin opti-
misation, and smarter planning.
Success is not about the number of
Al projects, but about better deci-
sion quality. Leaders should ask:
How many critical decisions are AI-
enabled, and are outcomes measur-
ably better? The priority now is to
use Al to drive smarter, faster, and
more responsible decisions, while
managing risks such as bias, opac-
ity, and overreliance. m



Tirthankar Lahiri
SVP, Mission Critical Data and Al
Engines, Oracle

s enterprises move Al from
Apﬂots to production, a harder

question is emerging inside
boardrooms and CIO offices: how do
you add intelligence to core systems
without breaking trust, governance,
or uptime?

The problem is no longer wheth-
er Al works. The question is wheth-
er Al can be trusted to operate in
mission-critical systems that run
banks, telecom networks, insurers,
and national infrastructure. The
shift underway is architectural, not
experimental.

In this conversation with Jatinder
Singh of CIO&Leader, Tirthankar
Lahiri, Senior Vice President, Mis-
sion Critical Data and Al Engines
at Oracle, argues that the future of
enterprise Al will not be defined by
speed or scale alone, but by verifi-
ability, structural constraints, and
security anchored at the data layer.
From why Al must live inside the
database to why “guardrails” are
not enough for agentic systems,

Tech Talk

You can’t bet your
business on Al
you can’t verify

In this exclusive interaction, Tirthankar
Lahiri, SVP, Mission-Critical Data and Al
Engines, Oracle, explains why CIOs must
build verifiability—not just intelligence—into

critical systems

By Jatinder Singh | jatinder.singh1@timesgroup.com

Lahiri lays out a pragmatic blueprint
for CIOs trying to move from auto-
mation to accountable delegation.

ClO&Leader: As Al shifts from
experimentation to mission-critical
workloads, what global changes do
you see by 2026 in how enterprises
are architecting data platforms
that must balance Al innovation
with determinism, reliability, and
regulatory compliance?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: By 2026, the
biggest shift will be architectural.
Enterprises are realizing that Al
cannot sit outside the system of
record. Moving data to separate

Al engines introduces governance

gaps and security fragmentation.

We are seeing three global
patterns:

m Security anchored at the data
layer: Al must obey the same
access controls as human users.

m Verifiability built into work-
flows: Outputs must be audit-
able and reproducible.

= Bounded intelligence: AT must
operate within defined execu-
tion paths, not open-ended rea-
soning loops.

Innovation is no longer about
experimentation. It is about
embedding intelligence inside
deterministic infrastructure.

ClO&Leader: Why do you

believe Al must be engineered
directly into the data platform,

and what risks arise when Al is
layered outside core enterprise
systems?

TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: What we

are doing at Oracle is focused within
the database organization. The
strategy is simple: you should not
have to move your data elsewhere
to run Al. Many older vector data-
base products required moving data
to a separate system for Al work-
loads. That creates security risks
because once data leaves the corpo-
rate database, you lose governance
and control.
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For us, everything must remain
in the same place. Enterprises can
only deploy solutions they can not
only trust but also verify. Trust
implies faith. In enterprise systems,
faith is not enough. You must be
able to verify the output.

It starts with security embed-
ded deep in the data layer. We call
this Deep Data Security. When AI
accesses data, it must follow the
same rules as a human user. Al
cannot bypass security controls. If
security lives only in the application
layer, Al can bypass it and access
data directly. Security has to exist at
the source.

We also focus on verifiable
design. We call it Generative Creator
Development. Generative Al is not
one technique. It is a collection of
approaches to ensure outcomes are
trustworthy and editable.

If I receive an output, I should be
able to review it and decide what I
want and what I do not want. AI-
generated code and SQL are risky
because you may not know what
they will ultimately do.

So we rely on trusted data
APIs that prevent arbitrary access
to tables and columns. They
expose complete business objects
and ensure any change preserves
business validity. The same applies
to agentic Al Every interaction
must be verified. Guardrails alone
are not sufficient.

ClO&Leader: You already touched
on GenAl and described Database
26ai as Al native. How does that
fundamentally change capabilities
such as vector search and natural
language interaction when these
are built directly into mission-criti-
cal applications?

TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: Vector search
brings Al into any application by
expanding how data can be queried.
I can ask, “Find me the top-selling
products.” That runs on any version
of Oracle Database. But now I can

“Al should act like a clerk, not a judge. The
final decision must remain human.”

also ask, “Find me the top-selling
products that are similar to this
product.” Similarity is no longer a
traditional database construct. It
is semantic. With an AI-powered
database, that becomes possible.
Traditionally, databases excel at
value-based operations: precise fil-
tering, aggregation, and computa-
tion. With Al and vector search, you
can search based on semantic simi-
larity, which traditional databases
could not do. That is foundational to
modern Al systems, and that is why
it is transformational.

Vector search itself may not
be unique to Oracle, but Oracle’s
strength lies in combining it with
the database's other capabilities.
You can take complex applications
in banking, financial services, or
telecom and embed Al simply by
adding vectors as another search
dimension. That integration is what
makes the shift fundamental. It also
enables natural language interac-
tion.

Looking ahead, I believe most
systems will primarily use natural
language interfaces. SQL and pro-
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gramming languages may become
like assembly language, low-level
outputs of higher-level conversa-
tional interactions.

But human language is ambigu-
ous. If someone asks, “Find me the
top-selling products,” the system
should clarify: “Do you mean by
revenue or by number of units?”
The shift from an ambiguous ques-
tion to a precise, deterministic
query is critical.

This will be multi-stage. Al
interprets the initial question,
refines it into a more specific
question, and presents it back for
confirmation. For example: “Do
you want the products with the
highest units sold in Maharashtra
last week?” Once the user
confirms, the translation to SQL
becomes straightforward and
deterministic.

So Al is the bridge between
natural language and structured
business data through semantic
matching. That is where Oracle’s
strength lies, given the scale and
importance of the business data
repositories it manages.



ClO&Leader: With Al-specific
regulations emerging alongside
DPDP, how should enterprises
design Al systems to ensure audit-
ability, accountability, and verifi-
ability rather than blind trust?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: For me,

it has to be verifiable. Al can-

not operate like a black box. Every
action must be auditable and trace-
able. There must be reasoning
behind why an answer was selected,
and a human must always be able to
edit it.

I prefer a multi-stage genera-
tion process. Instead of producing
one long, unreviewable output,

Al should generate structured
responses that can be checked. Even
if it runs automatically, everything
must be logged so someone can go
back, review what happened, and
correct it.

The confusion comes from con-
sumer Al People think they can use
tools like ChatGPT to summarize
business data and rely on it. You
should not bet your business on
that. Al is nondeterministic. It may
be right most of the time, but that is
not enough for enterprise systems.

Al is like a smart teenager. Often
correct, always confident, and
ready with an answer, even when
it is wrong. That can be useful, but
it requires supervision. Enterprise
Al has to operate within workflows
that support editability, account-
ability, and retry. I think regulation
will evolve around that reality. Ver-
ification will always be required.

ClO&Leader: Some of Oracle’s
large customers, especially in
banking and other regulated
sectors, still value a predictable
database over an intelligent one.
How do you address concerns that
introducing Al into the database
could create opacity, governance
challenges, or new security risks?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: First, securi-
ty must live in the data layer. That is

“Innovation is

no longer about
experimentation. It
is about embedding
intelligence inside
deterministic
infrastructure.”

non-negotiable. You cannot secure
Al only at the application layer.
Data is the foundation, so secure
the foundation.

Second, introduce Al care-
fully. Start with internal use cases
before exposing them to custom-
ers. Many banks are experimenting
with internal chatbots to improve
employee productivity. That is a
lower-risk entry point.

You should not use Al for adju-
dicative workflows. An Al should
not approve mortgages or claims.
But it can assist a human agent by
drafting questions, recommending
additional information, and helping
structure an application. The final
decision must remain human.

Al should act like a clerk, not a
judge. It can organize and assist,
but it should not independently
approve or reject critical decisions.
That is how you add intelligence
without compromising governance.

ClO&Leader: As intelligence
spreads across the stack, does
it compound value or compound
risk? What controls are essential
at the engine level?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: It can

do both.

Intelligence compounds value
when it improves efficiency inside
bounded workflows. It compounds
risk when it operates without struc-
tural limits.

Tech Talk

Essential controls include:
m Hard access restrictions, not soft
guardrails
m Deterministic execution path-
ways
m Fulllogging of Al interactions
m Human override capabilities
Al should operate like a train on
tracks. It may choose among pre-
defined routes, but it cannot leave
the rails.

ClO&Leader: From an engineering
level standpoint, what guardrails
do you think are critical to prevent
unintended or emergent behavior
in production systems?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: I person-
ally do not believe in guardrails.
They give a false sense of security.
Guardrails are still suggestions.
Think of it like telling my teenage
child, “Please don’t go into that
room.” That is my guardrail. I can
be pretty sure someone will go into
the room. So what do you do? You
lock the room.

You cannot expect Al to follow
rules just because you told it to. You
have to engineer trust into the core
architecture. Guardrails are, at best,
documentation of what the rules
should be. What you really need are
hard rails. Hard tracks you ca not
deviate from. You can choose a direc-
tion, you can go to A or B, but you
cannot go in an arbitrary direction.

That is the only way to build a
secure, verifiable enterprise AL

ClO&Leader: With the rise of vec-
tor databases and specialized Al
data stores, do you think the tra-
ditional RDBMS model is moving
away?

TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: No, I think
the opposite. My prediction is that
vector databases were a flash in the
pan because of generative Al. Com-
panies quickly discovered that once
you move data out of a relational
database, you lose security and
governance.
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In the next five years, every
major database will support vectors
natively. We will not even discuss
vector indexes in five years because
they will be like the indexes every-
body has.

When that happens, standalone
vector databases will struggle. They
are not bad products, but they are
limited in scope. They can perform
semantic similarity searches, but
they do not support sophisticated
relational business queries or fil-
ters. Once you export data to them,
your security controls are no longer
in place. You have to reinvent them,
and those databases lack decades of
enterprise security maturity.

Oracle, for example, has deep
security capabilities, like only
letting me see employees in my
organization from a table. A vector
database lacks that sophistication.
If I run a similarity search there, it
may run across everyone.

I think the benefits of vector
databases will move into the tra-
ditional relational databases and
expand what they do. But I do not
think vector databases will have a
long-lived run as document data-
bases did. I would be surprised if,
five years from now, many of them
still exist.

ClO&Leader: Looking at India
specifically, where do you see
maximum demand for Al cloud
solutions coming from? What are
you seeing among Oracle’s largest
mission-critical customers and
their key pain points?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: My larg—
est mission-critical customers are
focused on core systems like core
banking and core telecom, the sys-
tems their businesses depend on.
Alot of them are enabling RAG
and interactive workflows on those
systems to answer questions like,
“Which customers are similar to
this customer?” or “What service
request is similar?” That is a very

“Enterprises can only
deploy Al they can not
just trust, but verify.
Faith is not enough

in mission-critical
systems.”

common use case. Before taking a
new service request or ticket, you
first check whether any existing
tickets match the symptoms. You
can do that on the production ser-
vice request database.

Service request databases are
huge. For a large telecom, you could
have millions filed daily. Earlier,
you would just accept the request
and process it. Now you can do a
first diagnosis: “This looks similar
to that issue. It may be the same
problem.”

That creates massive operational
efficiency. Instead of routing it to
another rep and duplicating work,
you can flag likely duplicates and
speed up resolution. These core sys-
tems will be augmented with Al to
drive better operational efficiency.

ClO&Leader: Is adoption of Al-
enabled databases accelerating
with trust, or are they deploying
cautiously due to risks?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: People are
cautious. Not just in India. They
are still exploring what they can
do without harming anyone. That
is the right way to start. Find use
cases with no risky side effects that
improve efficiency and give mea-
surable ROI, but without taking
over workflows.

Caution is the name of the game
in enterprise, especially mission-
critical systems. I do not see agentic
workloads proliferating immedi-
ately on core systems. I see adjunct
workflows that improve efficiency.
Over time, agentic workflows will
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become more common as we get
comfortable with them. In bank-
ing, especially given the legislation
and regulations to follow, cautious
adoption is the right approach.

ClO&Leader: What is the single
biggest driver, cost, speed of inno-
vation, efficiency, or something
else?

TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: Efficiency.
Everybody wants to reduce costs
and improve operations. That is a
big driver.

As in the service request exam-
ple, one customer saw a 60-70%
reduction in service requests filed
because they could detect dupli-
cates quickly. That reduced the
workload for the team managing
them. These are the early use cases
customers want: reduce costs and
improve turnaround time

ClO&Leader: What leadership or
architectural trade-offs do ClOs
face introducing intelligence into
mission-critical databases with-
out compromising trust, uptime, or
accountability?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: Ideally, you
should not make trade-offs. Trade-
offs imply compromise, and most
CIOs do not want to compromise
on system integrity or verifiability.
They want to add Al seamlessly
without introducing risk or vulner-
abilities.

The ideal outcome is adding Al
without compromising integrity.

ClO&Leader: How critical is
upskilling to manage risks like
data leaks from employees using
rogue Al tools like ChatGPT?
TIRTHANKAR LAHIRI: Upskillil’lg

is essential. AT won't replace
humans, but humans who master
Al will replace those who don't. You
can't stop large workforces from
using ChatGPT independently; edu-
cation on safe Al practices is abso-
lutely key.m



Hemant Tiwari
Managing Director & VP — India and
SAARC, Hitachi Vantara

Hemant Tiwari, Managing Direc-

tor & VP — India & SAARC, Hitachi
Vantara, shares how Indian CIOs
can build sovereign, hybrid data
foundations aligned to DPDP, RBI
and MeitY mandates. He unpacks
how to modernise legacy storage,
enable Al-ready infrastructure, and
embed zero trust at the data layer.
The discussion also explores cyber
resilience, edge-to-cloud architec-
tures, and governance at scale.

I n conversation with CIO&Leader,

ClO&Leader: How is Hitachi Van-
tara tailoring its global data plat-
form strategy to align with India’s
unique priorities such as data
sovereignty under the DPDP Act,
“Make in India”, and sectoral man-
dates from RBI and MeitY?
HEMANT TIWARI: India’s regula-
tory and digital priorities demand
a data strategy that is both globally
robust and locally precise. At Hita-
chi Vantara, we design platforms
that enable data sovereignty by
keeping sensitive data governed,
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Why CIOs must
rethink their data
stack in 20267

Hemant Tiwari, Managing Director &
VP - India and SAARC, Hitachi Vantara
highlights the data strategy within defined

jurisdictions

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

protected, and accessible within
defined jurisdictions. Our core data
infrastructure and hybrid cloud
strategy deliver policy-centric
controls, robust governance, and
security posture that support com-
pliance demands across industries.
At the same time, we invest in local
capabilities and partner engage-
ment to support digital growth
initiatives and innovation across
government and enterprise sectors.
This approach helps CIOs build a
future-ready foundation aligned to
national and regulatory priorities
while enabling scalable outcomes.

ClO&Leader: Canyou share

some examples where Hitachi
Vantara has co-developed or
localized data solutions with cus-
tomers to address India-specific
challenges like vernacular data,
rural edge connectivity, or regula-
tory complexity?

HEMANT TIWARI: Our customer
engagements in India focus on
practical outcomes that reflect local

needs. We work with partners and
customers to tailor hybrid data
solutions that cope with distrib-
uted operations, vernacular and
large-scale unstructured data, and
environments with variable con-
nectivity. We also build localized
proof-of-concepts and workshops
with partner ecosystems, ensuring
that regulatory complexity is trans-
lated into consistent compliance
and governance frameworks within
the data layer. This collaborative
approach allows CIOs to deploy
resilient data platforms that remain
relevant to India’s diverse opera-
tional landscape while leveraging
global best practices.

For example, with Malayala
Manorama, one of India’s largest
regional media groups, we worked
closely with their technology teams
to modernize data infrastructure
for managing high volumes of ver-
nacular and unstructured content
across print, digital, and mobile
platforms. The solution was tailored
to support rapid content ingestion,
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scalable storage, and secure access
across distributed newsrooms,
enabling faster publishing cycles
while maintaining strong data gov-
ernance and long-term archival
integrity.

In the BFSI and IT services sec-
tors, our engagements with an
Asia-based bank operating in India
and Infosys focused on building
resilient, compliant hybrid data
platforms that align with local data
residency, risk, and audit require-
ments. We worked closely with
customers to design architectures
that ensure high availability, secure
recovery, and consistent data gov-
ernance across distributed delivery
environments, helping organiza-
tions confidently scale digital ser-
vices while adapting global best
practices to India’s regulatory and
operational landscape.

ClO&Leader: Many organiza-
tions still rely on fragmented,
aging storage systems. What’s
your recommended path to mod-
ernize this infrastructure while
minimizing business disruption?
HEMANT TIWARI: The journey to
modernization begins with consoli-
dation, visibility, and prioritizing
non-disruptive transformation.
We recommend leaders start by
unifying fragmented storage and
data estates into intelligent data
platforms that simplify operations
and automate management. Early
adopters benefit from predictable
performance, reduced complexity,
and improved resilience without
disrupting business-critical work-
loads. By taking a phased approach,
leveraging automation and policy-
based governance, organizations
can modernize steadily while
unlocking the performance, scal-
ability, and flexibility needed for
digital-era workloads.

ClO&Leader: With Al becoming
boardroom imperative, how does

Hitachi Vantara ensure its stor-
age and data platforms deliver the
performance, reliability and inte-
gration needed to power scalable,
responsible Al workloads?
HEMANT TIWARI: Al success starts
with a reliable, high-performance
data foundation. With platforms
designed to unify block, file, and
object data and native integra-
tions across hybrid environments,
organizations gain consistent
performance and governance. Our
hybrid cloud and data management
capabilities help CIOs move from
experimentation to production
with enterprise-grade reliability,
enabling responsible Al adoption
that is governed, secure, and opti-
mized for real business value.

ClO&Leader: Given the sharp rise
in ransomware targeting Indian
enterprises, how does your data
stack provide protection and resil-
ience?

HEMANT TIWARI: We see ran-
somware today not as a perimeter
failure, but as a data survivability
challenge. The way our data stack is
designed, we aim to predict breach
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and focus on guaranteed recover-
ability, immutability, and busi-
ness continuity. At the core of our
approach is a zero-loss recovery
architecture that combines immu-
table snapshots, air-gapped backup
copies, and continuous data integ-
rity validation. In case the primary
systems are impacted, we focus on
supporting enterprises in restoring
clean data copies in a short span of
time, helping to minimize opera-
tional disruption.

What further distinguishes our
approach is that resilience is sup-
ported through our Cyber Resilience
Guarantee, which outlines recovery
objectives when recommended best
practices are followed. For Indian
enterprises navigating increasing
regulatory scrutiny and the finan-
cial impact of downtime, this helps
position cyber resilience as part of a
broader business risk management
strategy rather than solely an IT
consideration.

ClO&Leader: Beyond perimeter
security, how are zero-trust prin-
ciples embedded into your data
infrastructure?



HEMANT TIWARI: At Hitachi Van-
tara, we believe zero trust must
extend all the way to the data layer,
not stop at identity or network
controls. Our approach assumes
that internal networks can be just
as hostile as external ones, which
is why we embed Zero Trust Archi-
tecture directly into the data infra-
structure, ensuring that security
travels with the data rather than
remaining perimeter bound. Every
access request, whether from a
user, application, cloud work-
load, or edge device, is treated as
untrusted by default and continu-
ously verified based on identity,
role, and contextual signals before

any interaction with data is allowed.

From an implementation
standpoint, we enforce zero trust
through fine-grained access con-
trols, least-privilege permissions,
and strict separation between
production, backup, and recovery
environments, all with full audit-
ability, even privileged users. We
apply micro-segmentation to pre-
vent lateral movement and contain
breaches to the smallest pos-
sible footprint, while data-centric
encryption protects information
both at rest and in transit across
hybrid and multi-cloud environ-
ments. By embedding these con-
trols directly into our storage and
data protection layers, we signifi-
cantly reduce the blast radius of
insider threats, credential com-
promise, and ransomware attacks,
the challenges that are increasingly

prevalent across Indian enterprises.

ClO&Leader: The DPDP Act man-
dates purpose limitation, consent
management, and data minimiza-
tion. How can your platform help in
the discovery, classification, and
enforcement of dynamic usage
policies on personal data across
hybrid environments?

HEMANT TIWARI: We at Hitachi
Vantara view the DPDP Act as a

“This unified
approach empowers
organizations to scale
at their pace, optimize
TCO, and retain
control over their data
estate in a way that
meets compliance
and performance
expectations.”

catalyst for operationalizing data
responsibility, not just compliance.
Our platform enables automated
discovery and classification of
personal and sensitive data across
structured and unstructured sourc-
es, on-premises, in the cloud, and
at the edge. Once data is classified,
we help enterprises dynamically
enforce usage policies throughout
the data lifecycle. This ensures data
is used only for defined purposes,
retained only as long as required,
and governed in line with consent
conditions, even as data flows into
analytics and Al workloads. Since
these controls operate continuously
rather than through periodic audits,
enterprises gain stronger account-
ability, reduced regulatory risk, and
the confidence to scale data-driven
innovation in India’s evolving pri-
vacy landscape.

ClO&Leader: Enterprises struggle
with fragmented oversight across
on-prem, cloud, and SaaS. How
does Hitachi Vantara enable a sin-
gle data governance fabric?
HEMANT TIWARI: Fragmentation
can make governance more com-
plex, and we address this through
Virtual Storage Platform One (VSP
One) and our unified data fabric
approach, which aims to provide

a true single pane of glass across

Tech Talk

the entire data ecosystem. VSP One
abstracts the complexity of on-
premises, private cloud, and pub-
lic cloud environments, giving IT
leaders a centralized control plane
to view, manage, and govern data
consistently, regardless of where it
physically resides.

Instead of maintaining frag-
mented policies across AWS, Azure,
and local data centers, our data fab-
ric allows enterprises to define gov-
ernance policies once and enforce
them everywhere, ensuring uni-
form controls across all data assets.

ClO&Leader: Many firms retain
data indefinitely due to legal
uncertainty. How do your solutions
automate data lifecycle manage-
ment in alignment with Indian sec-
toral regulations?

HEMANT TIWARI: Across sectors in
India, organisations are managing
unprecedented data growth while
also navigating evolving regula-
tory expectations. In this context,
data often gets retained longer
than necessary simply to avoid risk.
Our focus is on helping enterprises
bring structure and automation to
data lifecycle management. Using
metadata-driven classification and
policy-based controls, data can

be governed from the moment it

is created. Retention, archival and
deletion rules can then be aligned
with sector specific needs, whether
it is audit requirements in financial
services, record management in the
public sector, or long term content
preservation in media organisa-
tions. For example, platforms such
as Virtual Storage Platform One
and Hitachi Content Platform allow
organisations to apply consistent
lifecycle policies while maintain-
ing audit readiness and operational
clarity.

ClO&Leader: Since enterprise data
fuels Al models, how does your
governance framework help detect
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bias, ensure explainability, and
maintain accountability—especial-
ly in regulated sectors like BFSI?
HEMANT TIWARI: As Al adoption
expands across enterprises, gov-
ernance becomes a prerequisite for
trust. Our approach centres on data
quality, lineage and transparency
so that organisations have a clear
understanding of where data origi-
nates and how it is transformed
before it is used in Al models.
Through solutions such as Hitachi
iQ, data can be catalogued, profiled,
and traced end to end, which sup-
ports explainability and account-
ability in decision making. In regu-
lated sectors like BFSI, this level of
visibility helps teams demonstrate
how outcomes are derived and sup-
ports internal risk and compliance
processes. More broadly, it helps
organisations build confidence in Al
driven insights across use cases.

ClO&Leader: How portable is data
on your platform—and how do you
ensure consistent governance
regardless of where it resides?
HEMANT TIWARI: Flexibility has
become a core requirement for
CIOs as organisations adopt hybrid
and multi cloud strategies. Our
platforms are designed so that
governance, security, and lifecycle
policies are applied at the data level
rather than being tied to a specific
location. This means data can move
across public clouds, private envi-
ronments or Indian sovereign clouds
while retaining the same controls
for access, encryption and compli-
ance. Solutions like Hitachi Content
Platform support this portability

by enabling a unified view of data
across environments, which allows
organisations to respond to business
or regulatory changes without frag-
menting governance practices.

ClO&Leader: With sustainability
now a board-level mandate,
how do your storage innovations

“Al- and ML-driven
anomaly detection
continuously
monitors data
flows and device
behaviour, enabling
rapid identification
of deviations or
integrity issues and
helping maintain
uptime, resilience,
and operational
reliability.”

help Indian enterprises meet ESG
goals and reduce TCO simultane-
ously?

HEMANT TIWARI: Sustainabil -

ity and cost management can go
together when infrastructure is
engineered thoughtfully. Our sus-
tainability reporting outlines how
energy efficiency is embedded into
modern storage architectures. For
example, systems that are ENERGY
STAR certified and designed to
reduce power consumption through
automated efficiency features
which help lower carbon footprint
while also reducing operational
costs for power and cooling. Cus-
tomers deploying solutions like VSP
One Block have experienced mean-
ingful improvements in energy
usage and rack space efficiency,
which in turn supports broader

ESG commitments while positively
impacting total cost of ownership.
This kind of alignment means tech-
nology investments contribute both
to financial discipline and sustain-
ability reporting.

ClO&Leader: Beyond uptime
and compliance, how should
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ClOs quantify the business value
of their data infrastructure invest-
ments?

HEMANT TIWARI: CIOs should
frame infrastructure value in terms
that resonate with business goals.
Useful KPIs include data availabil -
ity for analytics and AT workflows,
governance maturity scores, time
to insight, reductions in redundant
or unused data, and operational
efficiencies such as lower energy
use per terabyte stored. In regu-
lated industries, demonstrating
how governance reduces audit cycle
times can also be meaningful. For
ESG mandates, tracking energy
savings or carbon reductions tied
to infrastructure platforms cre-
ates tangible business value. These
metrics help bridge the language
between technology performance
and organisational outcomes, mak-
ing it easier to articulate ROI to
CFOs and boards.

ClO&Leader: Looking ahead, what
three foundational data capabili-
ties should Indian CIOs prioritize
today to stay ahead of technologi-
cal disruption, evolving regulation,
and next-gen innovations?
HEMANT TIWARI: Looking at the
evolving landscape, three capa-
bilities stand out. First, a unified,
metadata-driven governance layer
that spans hybrid and multi-cloud
environments helps organisations
manage risk and compliance con-
sistently. Second, Al-ready data
foundations that support trans-
parency, explainability, and bias
mitigation enable more reliable and
ethical AT adoption. Third, sustain-
able and resilient infrastructure
ensures organisations can grow
responsibly while balancing per-
formance, cost, and environmental
impact. These foundations help
organisations not only respond to
current pressures but also support
emerging imperatives around Al
scale-up and regulatory nuance. m
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Balasubramanian
CTO, Hitachi Digital Services

Balasubramanian, CTO of Hitachi

I n conversation with Premkumar

Digital Services, we explore the
redefined CIO mandate for 2026.

As technology moves from a back-
office function to a primary revenue

driver, Balasubramanian breaks
down the ""New CIO Scorecard"
centered on growth, operational

resilience, and the complexities of
scaling AL From closing talent gaps

to navigating the "gray zones" of

C-suite accountability, this discus-

sion provides a strategic roadmap

for turning emerging risks into sus-

tainable enterprise value.

ClO&Leader: In 2026, what are
the top business outcomes busi-
nesses expect from technology,

and how have those expectations
shifted over the past three years?

PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: In 2026, businesses expect

Tech Talk

The new CIO
scorecard: Revenue,
resilience, and Al

Premkumar Balasubramanian, CTO,
Hitachi Digital Services, breaks down
the metrics and trade-offs boards care

aboutin 2026

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

technology to deliver the following:

m Revenue growth through AI-
driven personalization and
automation

m Improve Operational resilience
via predictive analytics and
autonomous systems

®m Rapid innovation with genera-
tive Al and low-code platforms

m Sustainability and compliance
through green tech and trans-
parent data

Over the last 3 years focus has
shifted from:

m Costreduction and cloud
migration to AI-powered
growth and resilience: Orga-
nizations moved from simply
cutting IT costs and migrat-
ing workloads to cloud toward
leveraging Al for new revenue
streams, predictive operations,
and business continuity.

m Basic digital transformation

to intelligent automation and
ecosystem integration: The
focus evolved from digitizing
processes and moving to digital
channels to deploying AI-driven
automation and integrating
ecosystems for end-to-end effi-
ciency and innovation.

m Reactive security to proactive,
AI-driven risk management:
Security shifted from respond-
ing to breaches after they occur
to anticipating threats using Al,
implementing zero-trust archi-
tectures, and embedding resil -
ience across the enterprise.

ClO&Leader: How are CIOs dem-
onstrating measurable value from
digital, Al, and transformation
investments to the board, and
which metrics truly matter today?
PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: CIOs are tying technology
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investments directly to business

outcomes, demonstrating how

digital and Al initiatives drive rev-

enue growth, improve margins, and

enhance customer experience. They

emphasize tangible ROI through

automation savings, productivity

gains, and accelerated innovation

cycles, presenting these results in

terms the board understands—

financial impact and competitive

advantage.

The key metrics that matter

today are:

m Revenue impact: growth attrib-
utable to tech initiatives

m EBITDA uplift: margin
improvement from efficiency

® Automation rate: cost-to-serve
reduction

m Innovation velocity: time-to-
market for new products and
features

m Risk posture: cybersecurity and
compliance scores

ClO&Leader: Where do expecta-
tions align with reality, and where
do execution complexity and
trade-offs create the biggest chal-
lenges on the ground?
PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMANI-
AN: Expectations largely align with
reality for delivering automation
efficiency, data-driven insights,
and improved customer experienc-
es—these outcomes are visible and
achievable across industries. On the
ground, however, execution is far
more complex: teams must inte-
grate modern platforms with legacy
systems, close critical talent gaps
in Al and cybersecurity, and bal-
ance innovation with compliance
under tight data-governance stan-
dards. Trust in Al remains a hurdle
as hallucinations and model inac-
curacies can undermine decision
quality, requiring robust guardrails,
human-in-the-loop workflows,
and domain-specific evaluation to
validate outputs. Organizations
also face trade-offs between

“Teams must integrate modern platforms with
legacy systems, close critical talent gaps in

Al and cybersecurity, and balance innovation
with compliance.”

scaling Al quickly and controlling
costs, while governing technology
at scale through model risk man-
agement, observability, lineage/
provenance tracking, and continu-
ous monitoring—becomes essential
for mission-critical applications
where reliability, accountability,
and rapid recovery are non-nego-
tiable; cultural resistance further
slows adoption even when the tech
capability exists.

ClO&Leader: How has the
cybersecurity conversation
evolved from protection to enter-
prise-wide resilience, recovery,
and accountability?
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PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: Over the past few years,
cybersecurity has moved from a
perimeter-centric, “keep the bad
guys out” mindset to an enter-
prise mandate for resilience, rapid
recovery, and accountable risk
management. We now operate on
an assume-breach posture, archi-
tecting for continuity with zero-
trust principles, real-time threat
intelligence, and tested incident
playbooks that compress recov-
ery windows and protect revenue.
Governance has matured as well:
boards expect quantifiable risk
reduction, clear ownership across
business and technology, and



demonstrable compliance, with
executives accountable for out-
comes—not just controls. In short,
security is no longer a defensive
cost center; it’s a core capability
that safeguards operations, brand,
and customer trust at scale.

ClO&Leader: Which technology
risks are now viewed as enterprise
risks, and where are accountability
boundaries still unclear between
the CIO, CISO, and business
leaders?

PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: Technology risks have firmly
crossed into the enterprise risk
domain, with boards now viewing
cyber threats, data privacy breach-
es, Al misuse, and cloud concentra-
tion risks as strategic issues that
can impact revenue, reputation,
and regulatory standing. The chal-
lenge is that accountability bound-
aries remain blurred: who owns

Al governance when models drive
business decisions—the CIO for
platforms, the CISO for controls,

or business leaders for outcomes?
Similarly, data integrity versus data
security creates tension between
CIO/CDO and CISO roles, while inci-
dent response often lacks clarity on
final authority during crises. Even
cloud risk management and third-
party dependencies expose gaps, as
procurement, security, and IT share
overlapping responsibilities with-
out a unified framework. The reality
is clear: without explicit RACI mod-
els and board-level risk ownership,
these gray zones will slow decision-
making and amplify exposure as
technology becomes inseparable
from core business strategy.

ClO&Leader: How are boards
reassessing cloud costs, ROI, and
modernization priorities, and what
tensions does this create for long-
term digital strategy?
PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: Boards are scrutinizing run-

rate cloud spend vs. value, pushing

FinOps discipline, rightsizing/

repurchasing commitments, and

prioritizing modernization that ties

to revenue, resilience, and Al readi-

ness (data platforms, app refactor-

ing, security).

Tensions for long-term strategy:

m Cost control vs. agility: opti-
mize spend without slowing
innovation

m Lift-and-shift vs. refactor:
quick savings vs. durable ROI
and performance

m Single-cloud simplicity vs.
multi-cloud resilience: vendor
lock-in vs. portability

m Centralized FinOps vs. decen-
tral product autonomy: gover-
nance vs. speed

m Near-term savings vs. Al/data
investments: opex reductions
vs. future growth

ClO&Leader: What do CIOs

need more from boards to

deliver outcomes successfully,
clearer direction, investment dis-
cipline, patience, or shared risk
ownership?

PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMANI-
AN: CIOs need clear strategic direc-
tion, consistent investment dis-
cipline, and above all, shared risk
ownership to align technology bets
with business priorities. Patience

is critical for long-horizon initia-
tives like Al and modernization, but

“Security is no
longer a defensive
cost center; it’s

a core capability
that safeguards
operations, brand,
and customer trust
at scale.”
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boards must also actively champion

change and accept trade-offs.
Top asks:

m Clarity: prioritize outcomes over
projects

m Discipline: fund transforma-
tion, not just cost-cutting

m Patience: allow time for ROI on
complex programs

m Shared accountability: cyber
risk, data ethics, and innovation
bets

ClO&Leader: What is the most
underestimated technology risk
or opportunity for 2026-27, and
how do expectations differ across
sectors?

PREMKUMAR BALASUBRAMA-
NIAN: One of the most underes-
timated risks for 2026—27 is the
integrity of Al models and the prov-
enance of data. As organizations
increasingly rely on generative and
predictive Al, the rise of deepfakes,
synthetic data, and unverified
sources threatens trust and could
trigger significant regulatory back-
lash. At the same time, the biggest
opportunity lies in the convergence
of Al and edge computing, enabling
real-time automation in sectors
like manufacturing, healthcare, and
mobility—unlocking new revenue
streams and operational resilience.
Expectations vary widely across
industries: financial services often
underestimate compliance risks
tied to Al while overestimating

the near-term impact of quantum
computing; healthcare sees trans-
formative potential in Al diagnos-
tics but faces challenges in patient
data governance; manufacturing

is leaning into autonomous opera-
tions but must contend with OT
cybersecurity vulnerabilities; retail
is betting on hyper-personalization
while grappling with ethical AT and
bias concerns; and the public sec-
tor views citizen services as a major
opportunity but struggles with the
pace of legacy modernization. m
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Gaurav Duggal
Senior Vice President - IT and
Security at Jio Platforms

In five years, Al
agents will be as
essential as cloud
infrastructure

Gaurav Duggal, Senior Vice President -

IT and Security at Jio Platforms, explains
how Al agents now manage core functions
ranging from customer support in multiple

languages to complex network operations

By Musharrat Shahin | editor@cioandleader.com

eliance Jio is rapidly transforming
Rhow Al agents drive operations across its

digital ecosystem. In a recent conversation
with CIO&Leader, Gaurav Duggal, Senior Vice
President — IT and Security at Jio Platforms Lim-
ited (JPL), shares insights into how India’s larg-
est telecom and digital services company
has moved beyond experimentation into full-
scale deployment of Al agents, the business
impact achieved so far, and the governance
framework that ensures control, transparency,
and accountability.

From customer support to network opera-
tions, fraud detection, and supply chain fore-
casting, Jio is redefining enterprise Al by balanc-
ing autonomy with rigorous oversight—a model
that other large enterprises could emulate.
Excerpts from the interaction.

ClO&Leader: How far along is Reliance Jio
with Al agents, experimentation, pilots, or
full production? Which functions are seeing
real impact?

GAURAV DUGGAL: We are well beyond experi-
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mentation. Al agents are operating in live pro-
duction across several core functions. In cus-
tomer support, they handle a large percentage of
Level 1 interactions across voice and chat in mul-
tiple Indian languages. In network operations,
agents monitor performance, detect anomalies,
and trigger corrective actions within defined
boundaries.

We are also using Al agents in fraud detection,
marketing personalization, IT service manage-
ment, and parts of supply chain forecasting. In
enterprise sales and revenue assurance, we are
running scaled pilots that are moving toward
higher autonomy. The conversation internally is
no longer about whether agents work. It is about
how much autonomy we can responsibly and
economically allow.

ClO&Leader: What is the most sophisticated Al
agent you’ve deployed, and what measurable
results has it achieved?

GAURAV DUGGAL: Our most advanced deploy-
ment is a closed loop network operations agent.
It continuously monitors network telemetry,



“Our closed loop network operations agent
has reduced incident resolution time by 30 to
40 percent and improved customer experience
metrics such as latency and downtime.”

identifies anomalies, diagnoses
probable root causes, simulates
corrective scenarios, and executes
approved configuration adjust-
ments within guardrails.

The business impact has been
significant. We have reduced inci-
dent resolution time by roughly 30
to 40 percent in certain clusters. We
have lowered operational expendi-
ture through fewer manual inter-
ventions and reduced field visits.
We have also improved customer
experience metrics such as latency
and downtime, which directly cor-
relates with churn reduction. The
return on investment was achieved
in under a year due to the scale of
our network.

ClO&Leader: How do you deter-
mine which decisions Al agents
can make on their own versus

requiring human oversight?
GAURAV DUGGAL: We classify
decisions into three levels. First,
fully autonomous decisions such as
routine network parameter tuning
within defined limits, Level 1 cus-
tomer issue resolution, campaign
optimization, and standard IT
remediation.

Second, human-in-the-loop
decisions such as pricing adjust-
ments, high-value enterprise con-
tract modifications, and certain
fraud escalations where financial
exposure crosses a threshold.

Third, strictly human-controlled
decisions including capital alloca-
tion, regulatory submissions, major
pricing strategy shifts, mergers and
acquisitions, and brand-sensitive
matters. The line is drawn based
on financial exposure, regulatory
impact, and reputational risk.

Tech Talk

ClO&Leader: What level of opera-
tional or financial risk are you com-
fortable delegating to Al agents?
GAURAV DUGGAL: We are comfort-
able delegating low operational risk
decisions and bounded financial
risk decisions where predefined
ceilings exist. Every autonomous
workflow has transaction thresh-
olds, loss caps, and escalation trig-
gers embedded into the system.

We do not allow any Al agent
to independently create a mate-
rial balance sheet impact or take
actions that could cause significant
reputational harm. High regula-
tory and strategic risks remain fully
human-governed. The principle is
constrained autonomy, not blind
automation.

ClO&Leader: Could you trace

and explain the decisions made
by Al agents if a regulator asked
tomorrow?

GAURAV DUGGAL: Yes. Every pro-
duction AT agent must meet strict
auditability standards. We maintain
full decision logs, model version
traceability, policy rule mapping,
and documented approval chains
for guardrails.

If required by the Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India or
any other oversight authority,
we can reconstruct the sequence
from input data to model output
to executed action. We can also
demonstrate testing records for
bias, robustness, and compliance.
Explainability and governance are
foundational in a regulated envi-
ronment like ours.

ClO&Leader: As Al agents connect
to core enterprise systems, how
do you maintain control, visibility,
and accountability?

GAURAV DUGGAL: Agents never
receive unrestricted system access.
We enforce role-based access con-
trols, zero-trust architecture, and
API-mediated access instead of

February-March 2026 = CIO&LEADER 39



Tech Talk

We classify decisions into three levels—
fully autonomous, human-in-the-loop,
and strictly human-controlled—based on
financial exposure, regulatory impact, and
reputational risk.

direct database writes. All actions are
logged and monitored in real time.
We deploy sandbox simulations
before allowing production-level
execution. We also maintain kill
switches and override capabili-
ties. Integration is handled through
a policy orchestration layer that
defines what an agent can and can-
not do. This ensures we do not lose
control as autonomy increases.

ClO&Leader: Have you ever
paused or shut down Al initiatives?
What were the main challenges?
GAURAV DUGGAL: Yes, we have
paused certain initiatives. In some
cases, internal trust and change
management broke before the
technology did. Teams were not
fully prepared for autonomous
decision systems.

In other cases, we halted genera-

tive agents in sensitive workflows
because hallucination risks were
unacceptable. We have also rejected
vendor models that lacked trans-
parency and explainability. Gov-
ernance and compliance concerns
have been more limiting than tech-
nical capability.

ClO&Leader: What matters most

in managing Al agents today:
monitoring, human override, policy
rules, or strict limits? How is con-
trol evolving?

GAURAV DUGGAL: Policy-defined
boundaries matter most. Monitoring
and human override are essential,
but they are secondary to designing
the right constraints upfront.

We are redefining control from
approving every action to defin-
ing the permissible operating space
within which agents function. Con-
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trol becomes architectural rather
than supervisory. The stronger the
policy framework, the more confi-
dently we can scale autonomy.

ClO&Leader: Looking ahead,
which types of decisions will Al
agents take over, and which will
remain human-led? How will this
evolve over three years?
GAURAV DUGGAL: In the next three
years, Al agents will reliably own
high-frequency, data-intensive
decisions such as network micro-
optimization, real-time fraud
blocking, customer service resolu-
tion for standard issues, dynamic
marketing personalization, and
predictive inventory management.
Human judgment will remain
essential for regulatory interpre-
tation, ethical tradeoffs, crisis
management, brand positioning,
and long-term capital allocation.
Machines will dominate operational
velocity. Humans will focus on stra-
tegic direction and accountability.

ClO&Leader: Will Al agents
become a central execution layer
in enterprises, or will adoption be
limited by regulation, architecture,
or cost? Five-year outlook?
GAURAV DUGGAL: Five years
out, Al agents will be a core execu-
tion layer within large enterprises
like Reliance Industries Limited
and its digital ecosystem. They will
operate much like cloud infrastruc-
ture does today, embedded and
indispensable.

However, scale will depend on
governance maturity, regula-
tory clarity, secure infrastructure,
and cost efficiency of models. The
constraint will not be capability.
It will be a leadership discipline in
architecting responsible autonomy.
Enterprises that institutional -
ize governance around intelligent
systems will outperform those that
treat Al as an isolated technology
initiative.m
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