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Al Buzz vs. CIO Reality:

Keeping Perspective in the Age of Hype

The headlines say Al is everything. The data says otherwise. A grounded look at
what technology leaders actually prioritize, where Al fits, and what it takes to
make it work inside a real enterprise.
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Al Is Not 80% of the Job

If you follow the headlines, you might think 80% of a technology leader’s job today is Al. The
reality? It is not even close. According to Gartner’'s 2025 CIO Leadership Perspective survey of
more than 1,200 IT executives, cybersecurity and risk management remains the top CIO priority
for the fourth consecutive year. Data and analytics ranks second. Al, while rising, sits third. The
State of the CIO 2025 research echoes this: CIOs spend 32% of their time on infrastructure and
application modernization, 31% on business-IT alignment, and 26% on redesigning business
processes.

Most ClOs are focused on modernizing legacy systems, integrating enterprise data, increasing
delivery throughput, and managing relentless cost pressures. These priorities drive business
outcomes every day. Al is an important and growing focus, but it competes for attention, funding,
and talent with the foundational work that keeps the business running.

The Al Bubble: Familiar Territory

Al is at a critical inflection point, but the investment landscape has moved well beyond rational
exuberance. In Q1 2025, Al startups captured 58% of all global venture capital funding, roughly
$73 billion in a single quarter. PitchBook reported that nearly two-thirds of U.S. deal value in the
first half of 2025 went to Al and machine learning startups, up from 23% in 2023. Per-employee
valuations at some Al unicorns range from $400 million to $1.2 billion, numbers with no historical
precedent.

The parallels to the dot-com era are hard to ignore. OpenAl’s own CEO, Sam Altman,
acknowledged in 2025 that Al is in a bubble driven by excessive investor optimism. Ray Dalio,
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who predicted the 2008 financial crisis, called current Al investment levels "very similar" to the
dot-com era. A MacroStrategy Partnership report in October 2025 described the Al bubble as
potentially the largest and most dangerous in history. And in November 2025, Michael Burry took
a $1.1 billion short position against Nvidia and Palantir, betting that Al valuations have decoupled
from fundamentals.

Will there be big winners? Absolutely. The internet produced Amazon, Google, and an entirely
new economy. Al will do the same. But more than 85% of dot-com era startups went bust. The
pattern will repeat. Betting blindly on hype is not a strategy.

THE NUMBERS

What the Data Actually Says

1% 7% ~6%

of C-suite leaders consider their of organizations have fully scaled of companies report significant
Al deployments mature Al enterprise-wide EBIT from Al
McKinsey, 2025 McKinsey State of Al McKinsey High Performers

#1 63% 2/3

ClO priority: Cybersecurity (4th of CIOs plan Al/ML spend, but of organizations have not begun
consecutive year) most is exploratory scaling Al
Gartner CIO Survey Gartner Communities McKinsey, 2025

These figures tell a consistent story: while Al is a priority that ClOs are pressured to address, the
gap between adoption and maturity is vast. McKinsey found that 88% of organizations now use Al
in at least one function, but only 1% consider their Al strategy mature. Only about 6% of
companies (McKinsey’s "high performers") report attributing more than 5% of EBIT to Al. The rest
are still experimenting, piloting, or struggling to scale. Gartner’'s own observation is telling: GenAl
is "sliding towards the trough of disillusionment," and CIOs are shifting from ambitious internal
projects to more predictable, commercial off-the-shelf implementations.

Meanwhile, cybersecurity, data governance, infrastructure modernization, and cost optimization
continue to consume the majority of IT budgets and leadership attention. PwC’s 2025 research
found that 56% of ClIOs say future-proofing their architecture is a high priority, with much of that
work focused on reducing technical debt and managing cost inflation.

THE REAL CHALLENGE

Models Are Not the Hard Part Anymore
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Building or buying a model is no longer the bottleneck. Foundation models are becoming
commoditized. Open-source alternatives like DeepSeek demonstrated in early 2025 that
competitive performance is achievable at a fraction of the cost, triggering a single-day 17% drop
in Nvidia’s stock and forcing the industry to rethink its assumptions about what Al infrastructure
really costs. The world does not need another chatbot.

The real challenge for enterprise ClOs is not the model. It is
creating a unified integration layer that connects models,
agents, and applications on top of fully integrated, governed
data. Without that foundation, Al cannot deliver on its promise.
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This is where most enterprises stall. IDC reports that organizations in Asia Pacific ran an average
of 24 GenAl pilots over the past 12 months, but only 3 progressed into production. PwC’s research
shows that nearly two-thirds (64%) of organizations still struggle to change the way they operate,
with 61% reporting their data assets are not ready for Al. The failure is not in the model; it is in
the plumbing.

What enterprises need is a Unified Digital Backbone: an integration architecture that treats Al as
a first-class participant alongside applications, data, and governance. This means standardized
APIs and event streams that Al models can consume, a Model Context Protocol (MCP) layer for
agent integration, centralized model governance with lineage tracking and drift monitoring, and
reusable Al assets (agents, tools, data flows, prompt libraries) that are shared across use cases
rather than rebuilt for every project.

When this foundation is in place, new Al capabilities plug in and reach production in days instead
of months. Without it, every Al initiative requires custom plumbing, and most never make it past
the pilot stage.

What We Have Seen Work

Across our engagements, the organizations that extract real value from Al share a common trait:
they invest in the integration layer before they invest in the model. A global live sports
organization we partnered with built a Unified Digital Foundation connecting micro apps,
enterprise systems, data, and Al through a single backbone. The result: zero downtime during live
events, Al-generated content shipping at scale, and new applications delivered by independent
teams on accelerated timelines. The platform was so effective that partner organizations adopted
it for their own events.

The pattern is consistent. Start with the data and integration foundation. Make Al a participant in
the architecture, not an afterthought bolted on top. Use governance to scale safely. Then let
product teams move fast because the hard infrastructure work is already done.
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Five Priorities for the Grounded CIO

1. Modernize Your Core Before You Scale Al

Technical debt is the silent killer of Al initiatives. If your data is fragmented, your APIs are ad-hoc,
and your integration layer is held together with custom code, no model will save you. Prioritize
infrastructure modernization, data governance, and contract-based integration. These investments
pay dividends for Al and every other initiative.

2. Build the Integration Layer, Not Just the Model

Invest in a unified backbone that connects applications, data, events, and Al through standardized
contracts. This is the architecture that turns Al pilots into production systems. Without it, you are
funding experiments that will never scale.

3. Upskill Your Talent on Integration and Al Together

The scarcest skill is not prompt engineering; it is the ability to integrate Al into existing enterprise
systems safely and at scale. Invest in engineers who understand both Al and platform engineering.
Do not silo Al talent from the teams building and maintaining your core systems.

4. Experiment Responsibly, Scale Deliberately

Al experimentation is valuable, but guard against pilot proliferation. IDC data shows organizations
running dozens of pilots with only a handful reaching production. Set clear criteria for which pilots
graduate to production. Require a path to the integration layer as a condition of investment.

5. Do Not Lose Sight of What Keeps the Lights On

Cybersecurity, cost optimization, reliability, and delivery throughput are the priorities that sustain
the business. Al is a multiplier, not a replacement, for these fundamentals. The ClIOs who succeed
will be the ones who advance Al while keeping their operational foundation strong.

KEY PRINCIPLES

The Grounded Perspective
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Al is Real, and So is the Bubble

The technology is transformative. The
investment landscape is frothy. Both things
are true. Make decisions based on your
business reality, not market hype.

Maturity Matters More Than Adoption

88% of companies use Al. Only 1% call
themselves mature. The gap is where value is
lost and where disciplined organizations will
win.
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The Model is Not the Bottleneck Foundation First, Al Second

Models are commoditizing fast. The hard part A unified integration backbone makes every Al
is integrating Al into your enterprise: the data, initiative faster and cheaper to deliver.
the governance, the workflows, the plumbing. Without it, you are funding one-off

experiments.

Stay ahead with Al. Upskill your talent. Just as the dot-com era produced Amazon and
Experiment responsibly. But do not lose sight Google, the Al era will produce transformative
of modernization, data, throughput, and cost, companies. But predicting the winners
the pillars that keep the business competitive. requires discipline, not blind optimism.

The ClOs who will lead through this era are not the ones chasing every Al headline.
They are the ones building the integration foundation that makes Al actually work
inside their enterprise. They are modernizing their core, governing their data, and
creating the backbone that lets Al participate as a first-class citizen alongside every

other system. That is not a story the headlines will tell. But it is the story that will
separate the organizations that thrive from the ones that spent millions on pilots
that never shipped.

* McKinsey, "The State of Al in 2025: Agents, Innovation, and Transformation," November 2025
* McKinsey, "Al in the Workplace," January 2025 (1% maturity finding)

e Gartner CIO Leadership Perspective Survey 2025 (1,200+ CIOs)

e ClO.com, "State of the CIO 2025" (900+ IT leaders, 250+ LOB professionals)

e Gartner, "Worldwide IT Spending Forecast," Q2 2025 ($5.43T total, GenAl trough commentary)
* PwC, "Tech CIO Priorities," May 2025 (56% architecture future-proofing)

* IDC, "The CIO Imperative: Six Priorities for the Al-Fueled Organization," December 2025

e PitchBook, H1 2025 (two-thirds of U.S. deal value to Al/ML startups)

* Yale Insights, "This Is How the Al Bubble Bursts," October 2025

* CNBC, "Are We in an Al Bubble?," October 2025

Need a Grounded Al Strategy?

Aubrant Digital’s Technical Advisory helps CIOs build the integration foundation that
makes Al work in production, not just in pilots. We deliver decision memos,
reference architectures, and runnable proofs, not presentations.
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