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As spending tightens, ClOs are cutting
sprawl and proving value fast—turning cloud,
networks, and platforms into disciplined
systems built to perform.

BY SHUBHENDU PARTH

n 2026, digital transformation is no longer defined
by how much an organisation spends, but by
how intelligently businesses use their digital
infrastructure. What is increasingly under scrutiny
is not digital ambition, but digital justification—
how every rupee spent translates into resilience,
efficiency, or measurable business outcomes.

After nearly a decade of aggressive modernisation,
marked by cloud migration, automation initiatives,
platform expansion, and early-stage Al deployments—
organisations are entering a phase of recalibration.
Budgets are becoming tighter, scrutiny is sharper, and
boards are asking harder questions about outcomes.

Thisshift does not signal aretreat fromdigital ambition.
Instead, it reflects a maturing mindset—one that treats
digital infrastructure as an economic system rather than

a technology stack. Cloud platforms, networks, security
frameworks, data estates, and operational tools are being
evaluated not inisolation, but in terms of how they reduce
waste, improve resilience, and deliver measurable returns
within six to twelve months.

The implicit question for ClOs is no longer
“What should we modernise?” but “What must work
without failure?”

Across sectors, ClOs and technology leaders are
moving away from transformation as aspiration and
towards transformation as execution discipline. The
emphasis is now on cutting complexity, extracting value
from existing infrastructure, and funding only those
initiatives that can demonstrate near-term impact—while
continuing to protect non-negotiables such as uptime,
compliance, and readiness for Al.

The most critical infrastructure question
has shifted from what to modernise to
what must never fail under financial and
operational pressure.
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In 2026, digital transformation is being
judged by outcomes, with infrastructure
spend tied to resilience, efficiency, and near-
term business impact.

Enterprises are shifting from parallel
modernisation efforts to sequenced
execution, prioritising initiatives that deliver
measurable value in 6—12 months.

Cloud economics are under board scrutiny
as cost leakage from over-provisioning and
tool sprawl forces stronger governance and
accountability.

Observability, automation, and consolidation
are now framed as cost-control levers rather
than optional resilience enhancements.

Lean infrastructure strategies focus on
optimisation and utilisation gains instead of
capacity expansion or disruptive rip-and-
replace programmes.

Al investments are being sequenced behind

data, governance, and operational maturity to

avoid cost inflation and execution risk.

“Network upgrades today are justified by reliability
and operational efficiency, with enterprises prioritising
uptime and resilience over pure capacity expansion.”

CEO & Director, Invenia-STL Networks

“In a constrained capital environment, the biggest
risk is not under-investing in digital transformation, but
investing without strategic clarity. Enterprises protect
ROl when they prioritise need-first initiatives that remain
valuable even if the technology stack changes,” says
Pankaj Malik, Chief Executive Officer and Whole Time
Director, Invenia-STL Networks.

FROM EXPANSION TO EXECUTION DISCIPLINE

The defining shift in 2026 is managerial rather than
technological. For much of the past decade, enterprises
pursued transformation through parallel initiatives—
cloud migration alongside application modernisation,
automation layered on legacy processes, and new
security tools added in response to emerging threats.

Under tighter budgets, however, that model is proving
unsustainable. The cost is no longer abstract; it shows
up as operational drag, governance gaps, and delayed
decision-making.

According to Siddharth Tipnish, Partner, Deloitte
India, enterprises are fundamentally rethinking how
transformation programmes are sequenced and
governed. “The focus has shifted from running multiple
initiativesin parallel to prioritising those that demonstrate
measurable business value within six to twelve months,”
Tipnish says.

Cloud strategy sits at the centre of this recalibration.
Early assumptions that elasticity would automatically
translate into efficiency are being challenged as
organisations confront persistent cost leakage from over-
provisioned compute, idle storage, and duplicated tooling.
Cloud is no longer treated as an open-ended platform for
experimentation, but as an operating environment that
must justify its unit economics—cost per application,
transaction, or workload.

In many organisations, failure to do so is now a
board-level concern rather than an IT optimisation issue.
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“In a constrained year, ROl breaks when operations scale
linearly; winners codify service delivery into software,
enabling outcomes to scale without adding headcount.”

Chief Revenue Officer, HCLSoftware

ENTERPRISE SPENDING PRIORITIES

As budgets tighten in 2026, ClOs are not resorting to across-the-board cuts. Instead, they are making
deliberate trade-offs—trimming areas that inflate cost or complexity, while ringfencing investments that

protect business continuity and future readiness.

What CIOs are scaling back?

+ Overlapping tools and platforms: Multiple point solutions added over time—especially across
monitoring, security, and automation—are being consolidated to reduce licensing, integration, and

operational overheads.

* Poorly governed cloud consumption: Always-on capacity, idle workloads, and loosely owned cloud

resources are being aggressively right-sized or shut down as cost visibility improves.

* Manual-heavy operations: Processes that rely on repetitive human intervention—incident handling,

reporting, routine maintenance—are being automated or eliminated to reduce operating cost.

+ Parallel transformation programmes: Large initiatives running simultaneously across cloud, data,

applications, and security are being sequenced or paused, particularly if they lack near-term impact.

What CIOs continue to protect?

* Resilience and availability: Infrastructure that reduces downtime, improves MTTR, or strengthens

business continuity remains non-negotiable, especially in regulated or high-availability environments.

* Security and compliance foundations: Spend that improves exposure visibility, audit readiness, and
risk prioritisation is being preserved, even as tool sprawl is reduced.

* Data and Al readiness: While headline Al deployments may be phased, investments in data quality,
governance, and automation continue, ensuring future capabilities can be adopted without rework.

This has elevated financial governance from a support
function to a core pillar of digital infrastructure planning.
FinOps, once confined to cloud teams, is now embedded
into enterprise decision-making, with consumption
visibility and accountability becoming as important as
capacity planning itself.

This has elevated financial governance from a support
function to a core pillar of digital infrastructure planning.
FinOps, once confined to cloud teams, is now embedded
into enterprise decision-making, with consumption
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visibility and accountability becoming as important as
capacity planning itself.

The same discipline is reshaping transformation
roadmaps more broadly. Anurag Agrawal, Business
Head — Americas, To The New, observes that budget
pressure has made prioritisation unavoidable. “If an
initiative cannot show operational or financial impact in
the near term, it is being re-scoped or deferred,” Agrawal
says. Transformation is still progressing—but it is being
sequenced rather than scattered.
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SIDDHARTH TIPNISH
Partner, Deloitte India

“In a constrained year, transformation has to shift
from ambition-led to outcome-led. The winners are not
the ones doing more projects, but the ones making every
initiative measurable, governable, and easier to run,” says
Rajiv Shesh, Chief Revenue Officer, HCLSoftware.

WHERE BUDGETS LEAK FIRST AND FAST

As enterprises scrutinise digital spending, a clearer
picture is emerging of where transformation budgets
erode fastest.

Contrary to popular belief, the biggest leaks are
rarely caused by large, headline investments. Instead,
they stem from accumulated inefficiencies—tool sprawl,
manual operations, and poorly governed infrastructure
environments that quietly inflate operating costs over
time. Left unaddressed, these inefficiencies compound,
turning operational friction into structural cost.

“Cost leaks in digital infrastructure are rarely dramatic,
but relentlessly cumulative. Organisations that unlock
savings fastest institutionalise cost optimisation as an
architectural discipline—designing infrastructure that
is elastic, observable, and continuously aligned to real
business demand,” Malik adds.

Platform proliferation is one of the most persistent
sources of waste. Over the past few years, many
organisations added new tools across monitoring,
security, testing, and automation in response to growing

MICHAEL RAJ
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“Enterprises are narrowing focus, backing initiatives that
show business value quickly instead of running multiple
transformation tracks in parallel under tighter budgets.”

complexity. While each addressed a specific gap, the
cumulative effect has been fragmented environments
that are expensive to maintain and difficult to optimise.

Michael Raj, Executive Vice President — Cloud,
Infrastructure, Security and Testing, Birlasoft, points out
that the cost of sprawl extends well beyond licensing.
“Every additional platform adds skills dependency,
integration overhead, and operational complexity.
Consolidation is often the fastest path to savings without
compromising resilience,” Raj says.

Operational inefficiency is another hidden drain.
In many IT environments, incidents are still handled
through manual workflows, fragmented dashboards,
and reactive processes. Each unresolved alert or delayed
response consumes engineering time, disrupts business
operations, and increases downstream costs. Over time,
this operational debt limits an organisation’s ability
to respond to change, regardless of how modern its
infrastructure appears.

This is why observability and automation are
increasingly being reframed as cost-control mechanisms
rather than resilience upgrades. Simon Rizkalla, Vice
President — Customer Advocacy, New Relic, describes
this as an invisible tax on IT teams. “Unresolved alerts,
delayed incident response, and lack of end-to-end
visibility create a firefighting tax. That tax shows up as
higher costs and slower business response,” Rizkalla says.

“Consolidation often delivers faster savings than new
investments by reducing skills dependency, integration
overhead, and operational drag across platforms.”

EVP — Cloud, Infrastructure, Security & Testing, Birlasoft
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“Most budget problems in IT are death by a thousand
cuts—unmanaged consumption, overlapping tools,
and manual operations. The fastest savings come from
visibility, consolidation, and automation, not from
freezing change,” Shesh adds.

Cloud environments amplify these challenges when
governance is weak. Without clear ownership and
financial visibility, elastic infrastructure can encourage
over-provisioning and complacency. Enterprises are
now responding by right-sizing workloads, shutting
down unused resources, and, in some cases, selectively
repatriating applications where cost predictability
matters more than theoretical flexibility.

DESIGNING LEAN INFRASTRUCTURE AT CORE

Out of this scrutiny has emerged a clearer definition of
what “lean infrastructure” means in practice. Rather than
rip-and-replace programmes, enterprises are favouring
incremental modernisation that improves utilisation,
reduces manual effort, and simplifies operations.

Raj explains that the focus has shifted from capacity
expansion to efficiency optimisation. Enterprises are
rationalising workloads across hybrid environments,
modernising core infrastructure to support automation,
and using AlOps to reduce human intervention. In
several Indian enterprise deployments, Birlasoft has
seen improvements in uptime and operational efficiency
without expanding capacity.

ANURAG AGRAWAL
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“Poor visibility creates a firefighting tax, where unresolved
alerts and slow response quietly inflate costs and delay
critical business decisions.”

Vice President — Customer Advocacy, New Relic

Observability plays a central role in this shift. By
consolidating monitoring tools and automating incident
response, organisations are reducing mean time to
resolution and improving service reliability. Rizkalla notes
that these gains are often visible within months, making
them particularly attractive investments in a budget-
constrained environment.

Lean infrastructure is also becoming the foundation
for Al adoption. Murali Thiagarajan, Global Practice
Head — Al-Led Intelligent Systems and Operations,
Altimetrik, argues that Al-readiness does not require
massive new investments if the underlying infrastructure
is modernised intelligently. “Al readiness is about
standardised data pipelines, automated operations, and
scalable platforms that allow Al to be introduced without
runaway costs,” Thiagarajan says.

MAKING SECURITY SPEND MORE ACCOUNTABLE
Security is undergoing a similar re-evaluation. Under
budget pressure, it is increasingly being treated not
as a parallel investment track, but as a cost-avoidance
mechanism embedded into infrastructure decisions.

According to Ben Mudie, Field CTO for APJ, Tenable,
exposure management has become central to this shift.
“Every unresolved vulnerability represents potential
financial impact—from downtime to regulatory penalties.
Prioritising exposure reduction helps organisations focus
spend where it matters most,” Mudie says.

“Budget pressure has made prioritisation unavoidable,
with programmes lacking near-term operational or
financial impact being deferred rather than abandoned.”

Business Head — Americas, To The New
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Security consolidation is also reducing operational
burden. Fewer tools mean better visibility, simpler
workflows, and lower ongoing effort—particularly for
compliance reporting. Raj reinforces this view, noting
that governance-by-design is becoming essential as
enterprises scale digital operations. Embedding security
and compliance upfront avoids costly rework later,
especially in regulated sectors.

NETWORKS AND THE INDIA-SCALE EQUATION
Network infrastructure continues to play a critical role,
particularly in India-scale deployments where reliability
and reach are non-negotiable. In these environments,
network failure is not a technical inconvenience—it is a
direct business disruption with measurable financial and
reputational impact.

Malik observes that network modernisation is
being driven by efficiency rather than expansion.
“Enterprises are evaluating network upgrades based on
reliability and operational efficiency, not just capacity,”
he says.

In sectors such as telecom and manufacturing, the
economics of uptime are clear. The cost-of-service
disruption often outweighs the cost of infrastructure
modernisation. Investments in fibre and IP networks
are therefore being justified as mechanisms to reduce
downtime, simplify operations, and support distributed
digital architectures. Retrofitting resilience later—after
outages or failures—has consistently proven more

BEN MUDIE
Field CTO — APJ, Tenable

26 | VOICE&DATA | February 2026 | A CyberMedia Publication

“Al readiness depends more on standardised data
pipelines and automated operations than on large, upfront
technology investments.”

Global Practice Head — Al-led Intelligent Systems & Operations, Altimetrik

expensive than designing it upfront.

“Hybrid and edge are no longer technology choices;
they are economic and risk choices. The real question
is where you can run a workload with predictable cost,
reliability, and compliance,” Shesh says.

Tipnish adds that network strategy is also evolving
alongside hybrid and multi-cloud adoption. Connectivity
today is as much about predictable performance and
integration with cloud and security architectures as it is
about bandwidth.

BUILDING Al READINESS WITHOUT BLOAT

Al remains a strategic priority, but funding is becoming
more disciplined. Rather than launching large-
scale Al programmes, enterprises are focusing on
readiness—data quality, governance, and operational
maturity. There is growing recognition that poorly
governed Al initiatives, built on fragmented data and
parallel platforms, often increase cost and risk before
delivering value.

Thiagarajan notes that many organisations are
shifting from descriptive analytics to decision intelligence
by modernising data platforms and automating data
operations. These steps deliver immediate efficiency
gains while laying the groundwork for more advanced
capabilities. The emphasis is on sequencing to ensure Al
ambition follows infrastructure readiness, not the other
way around.

“Reducing exposure risk allows organisations to direct
security spend toward vulnerabilities that materially
limit financial, operational, and regulatory impact.”
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Budget pressure is accelerating a
managerial reset, forcing ClOs to treat
infrastructure decisions as long-term
economic commitments.

Open architectures and standardisation are playing
a key role in cost control. Raj points out that simplified
data estates reduce duplication and improve scalability,
allowing Al workloads to be introduced incrementally
and aligned with business priorities rather than
technology hype.

PROOF POINTS FROM THE FIELD

Early proof points suggest that success under tight
budgets is being achieved through disciplined optimisation
rather than large-scale reinvention. One such example is
SRF, where a renewed focus on exposure management
and security consolidation has helped reduce risk while
simplifying operations.

According to Mudie, the manufacturing major
prioritised visibility and remediation across its expanding
digital footprint instead of adding multiple point tools. “By
focusing on exposure reduction and risk prioritisation,
organisations like SRF are able to direct investment to
areas that materially reduce operational and compliance
risk,” he says.
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Similar patterns are visible across other businesses.
In manufacturing and asset-heavy sectors, selective
infrastructure upgrades—combined with automation
and tighter governance—have improved availability
and reduced unplanned downtime without expanding
capacity. Raj notes that these organisations are achieving
resilience through consolidation and smarter utilisation
rather than incremental spend.

Digital-native and services firms are seeing
parallel benefits from operational optimisation. By
consolidating observability platforms and automating
incident response, several enterprises have reduced
mean time to resolution and lowered the cost-of-
service disruptions. Rizkalla observes that such
improvements are often visible within months,
making them particularly attractive in a budget-
constrained year.

Taken together, these examples reinforce a consistent
lesson: budget-led transformation does not dilute
digital ambition. Instead, it sharpens focus—rewarding
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THE CIO CHECKLIST

Use this checklist to assess whether your digital transformation programme is disciplined, defensible, and

outcome-driven.

1. Budget discipline & governance

[ Can every major infrastructure initiative show measurable impact within 6-12 months?
[ Do we track unit economics (cost per app, transaction, user, workload)?
[ Is FinOps embedded in decision-making—not just reporting cloud bills?

2. Cloud & infrastructure efficiency

[0 Have we identified and eliminated over-provisioned compute and idle storage?
[J Are workloads placed deliberately (public cloud, private cloud, on-prem, edge) based on cost

predictability and performance, not habit?

[0 Are we consolidating platforms rather than adding new ones?

3. Operations & observability

[J Do we have end-to-end visibility across applications, infrastructure, and networks?

[ Is MTTR trending down quarter-on-quarter?

[0 Have we automated incident response and routine operational tasks?

4. Security & compliance economics

[J Are we reducing exposure and risk, or merely adding more security tools?
[J Can we prioritise vulnerabilities based on business impact, not volume?
1 Does our security posture lower audit effort, downtime risk, or regulatory exposure?

5. Network & resilience readiness

[0 Are network upgrades justified by uptime, reliability, and operational efficiency, not just bandwidth?
[J Can the network support hybrid cloud, distributed apps, and secure access consistently?
O Is resilience designed in, or added later at higher cost?

6. Al and data readiness (without overspend)

[1 Is our data estate standardised, governed, and automation-ready?
[J Are Al initiatives built on existing platforms and workflows, not parallel stacks?
[J Can we scale Al use cases incrementally without re-architecting infrastructure?

7. Final reality check

OJ If budgets tighten further, do we know what to pause and what to protect?

[0 Are we cutting inefficiency—or cutting capability?

S -

organisations that prioritise efficiency, resilience, and
governance over unchecked expansion.

The emerging picture is one of maturity rather than
retrenchment. Enterprises are not abandoning digital
transformation; they are redefining it. Budgets are
tighter, scrutiny is higher, and tolerance for open-ended
programmes is limited. In this environment, infrastructure
decisions are becoming harder to reverse—and mistakes
more visible.
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As Tipnish concludes, “The next phase of digital
transformation will reward precision—organisations
that align infrastructure decisions with business
outcomes while maintaining resilience and compliance
will be best positioned for the future.” For ClOs,
success will increasingly be measured not by what
was launched, but by what consistently works
under pressure.
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