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TL;DR
2026 separates CX orgs by how fast they can absorb AI operationally, not by feature breadth. Workflow 
debt, overestimated data readiness, and immature governance are the real blockers. Speed (weeks, not 
quarters) is now a survival requirement—ownership of stack and workflows enables it. Outbound AI is 
the stress test: it exposes governance, data integrity, and orchestration maturity. Human performance 
rises with real-time assist, QA, and simulation; hybrid agents beat AI-only and human-only. Buyers 
prioritize simplicity, honesty, and provable ROI—"best-for-operations" over "best-of-breed." Playbook: 
fix workflows, start where value is immediate, prioritize real-time, treat simulation as infrastructure, 
evaluate vendors on absorption, and design governance to accelerate.



Executive Brief: The 2026 CX Reality Check
By 2026, the customer experience industry will no longer be divided between AI leaders and AI laggards. It will be divided 

between organizations that can absorb AI operationally and those that cannot.

Over the past two years, AI innovation in CX has accelerated at a pace few operators were prepared for. New capabilities 

like real-time analytics, autonomous workflows, AI agents, outbound automation are now technically viable and 
commercially available. Yet across enterprises, the promised value of AI remains unevenly realized. Pilots succeed. Demos 

impress. Scale stalls.

This is not an innovation problem. It is an operational one.

"We don't have an AI problem. We have a deployment problem." — CX Executive, Enterprise Contact Center (ICMI 

interview)

Interviews conducted at and following ICMI 2025 reveal a consistent pattern: AI capabilities are advancing faster than 

workflows, governance models, data readiness, and organizational muscle can keep up.

The organizations winning today are not the ones adopting the most advanced AI. They are the ones that can deploy, 

adapt, and operationalize AI in weeks, not quarters, without breaking their operations.

This report introduces a critical reframing for 2026: AI maturity is no longer measured by capability. It is measured by 
absorption speed.

Absorption speed reflects how quickly an organization can take new intelligence, embed it into live workflows, and turn it 

into measurable outcomes without creating friction, rework, or risk.

In an environment of economic pressure, rising customer expectations, and accelerating competition, speed has become 

strategy.

The findings that follow are based on in-depth interviews with CX operators, technology executives, and services leaders 

actively deploying AI in production environments. Together, they reveal a clear set of truths shaping CX in 2026:

• AI that cannot survive operational reality will fail, regardless of how advanced it appears.

• Traditional deployment models are too slow for current market conditions.
• Human agents are becoming more valuable, not less, but only when supported in real time.

• Ownership of technology and workflows is emerging as a decisive advantage.
• Buyers are prioritizing honesty, fit, and ROI over feature breadth.

This is not a vision of the future. It is a report on what is already happening and what must change to succeed in 2026.



Key Definitions and Field Notes

Absorption Speed, Defined
What it is: The time it takes to embed new AI 

into live workflows safely and measurably.

Why it matters: Shorter absorption cycles 

compound learning, improve outcomes, and 
reduce risk.

How to improve: Own critical workflows, 

simplify integrations, tighten feedback loops, 
and design governance as an accelerator.

Field Notes from ICMI 2025
• Live proof or pass: Buyers increasingly 

asked vendors to run on their data, live, 
during evaluations.

• Budget shifts: Funding moved from 
"transformation projects" to operational 

enablement with near-term ROI.
• Agent reality: Agents want in-the-

moment help, not new portals; "one 

more tab" is a non-starter.
• Compliance-led design: Outbound and 

regulated teams now shape AI design 
decisions, not just review them.

Contributors
Insights in this report are informed by interviews and conversations with CX leaders, operators, and technology executives 

actively deploying AI in production environments, including:

• Benji Gelman — Chief of Staff, Reflex AI

Real-time agent performance, QA timing, human performance enablement
• Nick Bandy — Chief Revenue Officer, IQVentures

Hybrid agent models, conversation analytics, AI-augmented human performance
• Thomas Ryan — Founder, Bigly Sales

Outbound AI, TCPA compliance, agentic memory, voice-based CX
• Koda Skurzewski — CX & AI Industry Executive, 20+ years across global CX, AI platforms, AI-native operating models 

and global contact center transformation.

• CX Executives and Operations Leaders — Enterprise Contact Centers and Global Services Providers (Anonymous 
by request)

Deployment friction, workflow debt, buyer priorities, operational readiness

This report represents a post-ICMI independent analysis. Participation does not imply endorsement of any specific 

technology, platform, or provider.



The Core Disconnect: AI Capability vs. 
Operational Reality

Section TL;DR
AI capability isn't the limiter, ops are. Workflow debt, shaky data, and weak governance block scale; fix 
ops first or AI amplifies the mess.

The most striking theme across interviews was not excitement about AI's potential. It was frustration 
with its execution.

CX leaders consistently described a widening gap between what AI platforms can do and what 
organizations are actually able to deploy, govern, and sustain. While vendors continue to push 
increasingly sophisticated capabilities, operational environments remain constrained by fragmented 
tools, legacy workflows, and organizational inertia.

In practice, this disconnect shows up in three ways.



1. Workflow Debt Is Undermining AI Value

Most CX environments are carrying years of accumulated workflow debt like manual processes, brittle 
integrations, and workaround-driven operations that predate modern AI. When new AI capabilities are 
layered on top of this foundation, complexity increases rather than decreases.

Several leaders noted that AI often exposes operational weaknesses rather than solving them. 
Automating a broken process simply accelerates failure.

"The tech works. Our workflows don't." — CX Operations Leader, Global Services Provider

Organizations that skip workflow rationalization in favor of rapid AI adoption often find themselves 
stuck in pilot cycles, unable to move from experimentation to scale.



2. Data Readiness Is 
Overestimated
Many enterprises believe they are "data ready" because 
they collect large volumes of interaction data. In reality, 
much of this data is poorly structured, inconsistently 
labeled, or operationally siloed.

AI systems trained on this foundation struggle to deliver 
reliable insights or actionable intelligence.

This gap becomes especially visible in real-time use cases 
such as live QA, agent assist, or outbound automation, 
where latency, accuracy, and context matter. Leaders 
repeatedly emphasized that near-real-time insight is 
operationally insufficient. If feedback arrives after the 
moment has passed, its value drops sharply.



3. Governance Has Not Kept Pace With 
Autonomy
As AI systems move from assistive to agentic, making decisions, initiating actions, and engaging 
customers independently, governance gaps become risk multipliers. Compliance, explainability, and 
accountability are no longer theoretical concerns; they are operational necessities.

Outbound AI, in particular, surfaced as a stress test for governance maturity. Unlike inbound 
automation, outbound use cases expose organizations to regulatory, reputational, and financial risk if 
not handled correctly.

Leaders with real-world deployment experience were clear: agentic systems demand tighter operational 
discipline, not looser controls.

"Compliance isn't something you layer on later. If it's not designed in from the start, the system won't 
scale." — Thomas Ryan, Bigly Sales

Why This Matters for 2026

The failure mode for AI in CX is no longer lack of innovation. It is organizational overload.

As AI capabilities compound, the cost of poor operational fit rises. Organizations that cannot absorb AI 
quickly and safely will experience increasing friction such as slower deployments, higher risk exposure, 
frustrated agents, and diminishing returns.

The winners in 2026 will not be the most ambitious adopters. They will be the most disciplined 
operators.



Speed Is the Strategy Now
Section TL;DR
Weeks, not quarters. Execution velocity is structural. Own the stack, own the workflow, tighten the loop.

In previous eras of CX transformation, speed was a competitive advantage. In 2026, speed is a survival 
requirement.

Across interviews, leaders consistently rejected traditional deployment timelines. What was once acceptable 
(six-month implementations, phased rollouts, extended change management) now represents unacceptable 
risk.

"Anything slower than weeks is too slow now." — CX Executive, AI-native BPO

This shift is not driven by impatience. It is driven by compounding pressure. AI capabilities are evolving too 
quickly for long implementation cycles to hold. Customer expectations are being reshaped continuously by 
consumer-grade AI experiences. Economic uncertainty is compressing tolerance for delayed ROI.

Together, these forces have collapsed the window between decision and value.

From Roadmaps to Release Velocity
Organizations that continue to treat AI as a long-horizon transformation initiative are finding themselves 
perpetually behind. By the time a system goes live, assumptions have changed, workflows have shifted, and 
competitors have moved on.

In contrast, teams deploying AI successfully share three characteristics:

• Short implementation cycles measured in days or weeks
• Incremental deployment models that deliver value immediately
• Tight feedback loops between operations and technology

A commercial leader at an AI-native BPO described this bluntly: "We don't sell roadmaps. We ship."

Speed, in this context, is not recklessness. It is structural readiness.



Why Traditional Models Are Breaking Down
Many CX organizations still rely on delivery models built for a different era: complex procurement, heavy 
systems integration, and multi-vendor orchestration. These models struggle under current conditions because 
they assume stability. AI has removed that assumption.

Several interviewees highlighted that even well-funded enterprises are constrained by their own governance 
and integration layers. One technology executive observed, "The bigger the organization, the harder it is to 
move, even when everyone agrees on what needs to happen."

This has created a widening performance gap:

Smaller, AI-native teams
Iterate daily

Large enterprises
Move quarterly

Customers
Experience the difference 
immediately

Speed as a Structural Outcome
Importantly, speed is not a matter of effort or urgency. It is the outcome of how an organization is built.

Organizations that can deploy AI quickly typically:

• Control more of their technology stack
• Own their core workflows end to end
• Minimize dependency chains between vendors

Those that cannot are left coordinating, aligning, and waiting.

As one CX operator summarized, "If every change requires five approvals and three vendors, you're already too 
slow."

Why This Matters for 2026
Speed is now a proxy for relevance. Organizations that cannot deploy AI at the pace the market demands will 
not merely lag, they will lose credibility with customers, agents, and partners.

In 2026, execution velocity will separate those shaping CX outcomes from those reacting to them.

"If insight can't keep up with live operations, it becomes reporting, not performance." — Benji Gelman, 
Chief of Staff, Reflex AI



The Rise of AI-Native Operating Models

Section TL;DR
Ownership beats orchestration. Consolidated, integrated stacks ship faster and learning velocity compounds 
advantage.

One of the most consequential and least discussed shifts emerging from ICMI 2025 is the rise of AI-native 
operating models. These organizations are not "adopting" AI. They are built around it.

Unlike traditional CX ecosystems that rely on layered partnerships and third-party integrations, AI-native 
operators own their technology, workflows, and deployment cycles end to end. This ownership fundamentally 
changes how quickly and how effectively they can operate.

Ownership Beats Orchestration
Several leaders contrasted their approach with traditional best-of-breed strategies. While orchestration once 
promised flexibility, it now often introduces friction. Each additional vendor adds latency, complexity, and risk.

An executive at a global BPO with proprietary technology explained it plainly.

"When you own the stack, you don't wait. You decide and deploy." — Koda Skurzewski, CX Executive

This control enables:
• Faster experimentation
• Tighter integration between AI and operations
• More reliable governance and compliance

It also allows these organizations to move beyond feature parity and compete on execution quality.



Why AI-Native Models Matter for 2026
AI-native operating models are resetting expectations across the CX landscape. They are not replacing 
traditional providers overnight, but they are redefining what "good" looks like.

By 2026, buyers will increasingly compare all vendors (technology providers, BPOs, and platforms) 
against the speed, integration, and accountability of AI-native operators.

Those unable to match that bar will feel the pressure.

The Decline of "Best-of-Breed" Thinking
For years, CX leaders were encouraged to assemble ecosystems of specialized tools. QA from one vendor, 
analytics from another, training from a third. While this approach maximized choice, it often sacrificed 
cohesion.
Interviewees increasingly described consolidation fatigue. Managing disconnected systems has become a 
barrier to scale rather than a strength.

One CX leader noted, "We don't need more tools. We need fewer tools that actually work together."
Many vendors are working to care for this themselves as well, following the own the whole offer idea.

"Best-of-breed thinking made sense when change cycles were slower. In AI-driven environments, 
fragmented ownership often becomes a drag on learning and execution." — Koda Skurzewski, CX & AI 
Executive

AI-native models reverse this dynamic by designing workflows holistically, with AI embedded from the start 
rather than bolted on later.

A Structural Advantage That Compounds
The most important insight is that this advantage compounds over time. Organizations that deploy faster 
learn faster. Those that learn faster improve faster. Those that improve faster pull further ahead.

As one technology leader put it, "Speed isn't just speed. It's learning velocity."

This creates a feedback loop traditional models struggle to match especially when constrained by external 
dependencies.

And the proof is in those vendors that are making it happen, as Koda states, "What used to be considered fast 
deployment is now operationally irrelevant. In live CX environments, anything measured in months is already 
behind the market."



Outbound AI: The Stress Test 
Nobody Can Fake

Section TL;DR
Outbound exposes reality. Compliance forces disciplined design; voice is resurging for complex, high-stakes 
interactions.

If inbound AI reveals opportunity, outbound AI exposes reality.

Across interviews, outbound use cases surfaced repeatedly as the clearest indicator of true AI maturity. Unlike 
inbound automation where customers self-select into engagement, outbound AI must operate under tighter 
constraints: regulatory compliance, consent management, timing sensitivity, and far lower tolerance for error.

As one executive leading an AI-driven outbound platform noted:
"Outbound is where shortcuts show immediately. If your AI isn't disciplined, it doesn't just fail, it creates 
risk." — Thomas Ryan, Bigly Sales

Why Outbound Is Harder Than It Looks
Outbound AI demands a level of orchestration that many organizations underestimate. Systems must:
• Interpret context accurately
• Respect regulatory boundaries (notably TCPA and regional equivalents)
• Maintain conversational continuity
• Execute deterministically under scrutiny

In this environment, latency, hallucination, or misclassification are not minor issues. They are liabilities.

Several leaders emphasized that outbound AI exposes whether organizations truly understand their own data, 
governance, and workflows. One CX executive described it as "the fastest way to find out if your AI house is 
actually in order."

Compliance as a Forcing Function
Rather than slowing innovation, compliance emerged as a catalyst for better design. Executives with real-
world outbound deployments described how regulatory pressure forces clarity through clear intent handling, 
explicit decision trees, auditable logic, and strong guardrails.

In contrast to loosely governed inbound automation, outbound AI requires precision by necessity.

A technology leader operating in regulated outbound environments observed:

"TCPA doesn't block innovation. It forces you to build AI that can actually be trusted." — Outbound AI 
Platform Executive

This discipline, once established, often carries over into other AI initiatives raising the overall maturity of the 
organization.



Why Outbound AI Matters for 2026
Outbound AI is not a niche capability. It is a stress test for operational discipline.

"Inbound hides a lot of mistakes. Outbound doesn't. If your logic, data, or guardrails are off, you find 
out immediately.", Thomas Ryan, Bigly Sales

Organizations that succeed here demonstrate:

Strong 
governance

High data 
integrity

Mature AI 
orchestration

Real 
operational 
readiness

Those that fail often discover weaknesses that extend far beyond outbound use cases.

In 2026, outbound AI will separate organizations experimenting with automation from those capable of 
deploying agentic systems responsibly at scale.

The Quiet Return of Voice for Complex CX
Another counterintuitive insight emerged: voice is resurging, not despite AI, but because of it.

Interviewees consistently noted that customers prefer phone-based engagement for complex, high-
stakes interactions. AI has made these interactions faster, more accurate, and more accessible, 
particularly when paired with real-time intelligence and context retention.

As one CX leader put it, "When the decision matters, people still want to talk. AI just makes that 
conversation better."

Outbound AI, when done well, combines scalability with trust. This is something digital self-service 
alone has struggled to achieve.



The Human Performance Renaissance
Section TL;DR
Hybrid wins. Real-time > retrospective, and simulation shifts from training to core readiness.

One of the most persistent misconceptions surrounding AI in CX is that it diminishes the role of human agents. 
The interviews tell a very different story.

As AI absorbs repetitive tasks and transactional complexity, the human role is not disappearing, it is 
intensifying.

Across operators, technology leaders, and services providers, the same conclusion surfaced: hybrid agent 
models outperform both human-only and AI-only approaches.

Hybrid Is the New Standard
Hybrid agents (humans supported by real-time AI) are emerging as the dominant operating model. These 
agents handle emotionally nuanced, complex, and high-value interactions, while AI provides continuous 
guidance, insight, and automation.

A CRO at a conversation analytics platform summarized the shift succinctly:

"AI isn't replacing agents. It's making good agents exceptional and exposing where support systems fall short." 
— Nick Bandy, CRO, IQVentures

The result is a higher bar for performance, but also higher potential for outcomes.

Real-Time Beats Retrospective
A consistent critique across interviews was the industry's overreliance on post-interaction analytics. While 
historical insights remain valuable, they arrive too late to influence the moment that matters.

"We spent years measuring performance after the fact. But behavior changes in the moment, not in the 
recap.", Benji Gelman, Chief of Staff, Reflex AI

Several leaders emphasized that near-real-time is no longer sufficient. Feedback must be delivered during the 
interaction or immediately after to change behavior meaningfully.

As one operations executive explained:
"If the insight comes after the agent has taken ten more calls, it's already outdated." — Benji Gelman, 
Chief of Staff, Reflex AI

This shift is driving rapid adoption of:

• Real-time QA
• Live agent assist
• In-the-moment coaching
• Dynamic prompts and guidance

These capabilities fundamentally change how agents learn and perform.



Why Human Performance Matters for 
2026
The future of CX is not human versus AI. It is human plus AI, or human UNsupported.

By 2026, organizations that treat agents as interchangeable resources will struggle. Those that treat 
them as high-value operators equipped with real-time intelligence and continuous readiness will 
outperform across every meaningful metric.

The human performance renaissance is already underway. The only question is who is prepared to 
support it.

Simulation as Readiness, Not Training
Another underappreciated insight was the role of simulation. Simulation is moving beyond onboarding and 
training into a core readiness function, allowing agents to practice difficult conversations, software workflows, 
and edge cases before they occur live.

Leaders described simulation as one of the fastest ways to improve confidence, consistency, and outcomes.

A CX technology executive noted, "Simulation is the shortest path between knowing and doing."

When paired with real-time feedback, simulation creates a continuous improvement loop that traditional 
training models cannot match.

Why Human Investment Is Rising, Not Falling
As AI handles more volume, the remaining human interactions tend to be:
• More complex
• More emotionally charged
• More outcome-critical
This increases the value and cost of each human interaction. Organizations that fail to invest accordingly risk 
higher churn, lower satisfaction, and inconsistent performance.
In contrast, those investing in human readiness are seeing measurable gains in productivity, retention, and 
customer trust.

"The companies getting the best results aren't replacing agents. They're using AI to take the noise out of the 
job so agents can focus on the moments that actually matter." — Nick Bandy, CRO, IQVentures



What Buyers Actually Want (But 
Rarely Say Out Loud)
Section TL;DR
Proof over promise. Consolidation and simplicity win; ROI must land in weeks; candor is a buying criterion.

While AI dominates conference agendas and vendor messaging, buyer priorities in practice are shifting in 
quieter, more pragmatic ways. Across interviews, leaders were remarkably consistent, not in what they praised, 
but in what they were tired of.

Buyers Are Done Buying Potential
The most common frustration expressed was not lack of innovation. It was overpromising without operational 
proof.

CX leaders described fatigue with:

• Feature-heavy demos that fail in production
• Vague ROI claims unsupported by evidence
• AI narratives that ignore deployment complexity

As one senior CX executive put it:

"We're not buying what your product can do. We're buying what we can actually use." — Senior CX Executive

This has led to a notable change in buying behavior: skepticism is no longer a blocker, it's a filter.

Simplicity Is Now a Competitive Advantage

Tool sprawl emerged as a recurring pain point. Many organizations are operating with fragmented stacks 
across QA, analytics, training, WFM, and AI assist, each with its own data model and governance overhead.

Several leaders described active efforts to reduce vendor count, even if it meant sacrificing niche features.

One director of CX operations summarized the sentiment: "We don't need best-of-breed. We need best-for-
operations."

Vendors that can consolidate value without forcing wholesale re-platforming are gaining traction.

In practice, AI success is as much about relationships as it is about technology. Teams that understand the 
problem being solved and remove friction across demos, POCs, contracting, and integration reach value faster.



ROI Has Become the Primary Language

In an environment of economic uncertainty, ROI is no longer a justification step at the end of the sales cycle. It 
is the starting point.

Buyers described increasing preference for:

• Clear cost-offset narratives
• Time-to-value measured in weeks
• Proof drawn from comparable deployments

A technology executive noted, "If you can't show value quickly, you won't get the chance to show it later."

Honesty Is Buying Criteria Now
Perhaps the most understated but powerful shift is the demand for transparency.

Leaders expressed growing appreciation for vendors and partners who:

• Acknowledge limitations
• Set realistic expectations
• Avoid hype-driven positioning

As one CX SVP stated plainly:

"I trust the vendors who tell me what won't work." — CX SVP, Regulated Industry



Why Buyer Priorities 
Matter for 2026
In 2026, buyers will reward clarity over ambition and 
execution over elegance.

Vendors and partners that align with operational reality 
rather than selling around it will win trust and budget.

The buying cycle is no longer about vision. It's about 
survivability.



The 2026 CX Playbook

Section TL;DR
Stabilize ops, then scale AI. Start with quick wins, bias to 
real-time, treat simulation as infra, and evaluate vendors 
on absorption speed and governance.

Based on interview insights and observed deployment 
patterns, a clear playbook emerges for organizations 
navigating AI adoption in 2026. This is not a maturity 
model. It is a practical operating guide.



The Six Essential Plays
01

Fix Workflows Before Scaling AI
AI amplifies whatever it touches. If workflows are 
fragmented, brittle, or unclear, AI will make those 
problems worse, faster.

Start with:
• Process simplification
• Ownership clarity
• Elimination of manual workarounds

AI should follow operational discipline, not precede 
it.

02

Start Where Value Is Immediate
Organizations seeing early success consistently 
begin with:
• Analytics and visibility
• QA automation
• Agent assist and summarization

These areas offer fast ROI, low disruption, and clear 
learning signals.

"Most companies don't start with agents or 
automation. They start with analytics, because it 
feels safer. But analytics is really the on-ramp. It's 
how they get comfortable letting AI touch 
operations." — Nick Bandy, CRO, IQVentures

03

Prioritize Real-Time Over 
Retrospective
Shift investment toward capabilities that influence 
live outcomes:

• Real-time QA
• In-the-moment guidance
• Dynamic prompts

Historical insight matters but only after real-time 
performance is stabilized.

04

Treat Simulation as 
Infrastructure
Simulation is no longer optional training. It is 
operational insurance.

Use it to:

• Prepare agents for edge cases
• Test workflows before deployment
• Build confidence without risk
Simulation reduces error, accelerates readiness, and 
improves consistency.

05

Evaluate Vendors on Absorption, 
Not Ambition
When assessing AI providers, ask:

• How fast can this be deployed?
• What breaks when we scale?
• Who owns the workflow when something goes 

wrong?
Capabilities matter. Absorption determines success.

06

Design Governance as an 
Enabler
Governance should not slow AI adoption, it should 
make it safe to move faster.

Clear guardrails, explainability, and accountability 
frameworks enable confident deployment, 
especially for agentic and outbound use cases.



Why This Playbook Matters for 2026
Organizations that follow this playbook are not future-proofing. They are pressure-proofing.

In a year defined by acceleration and uncertainty, operational clarity will outperform bold 
experimentation every time.



Final Word: The 2026 Inflection Point

Section TL;DR
Innovation isn't the constraint; operations are. Winners pair autonomy with discipline and hold up 
under pressure.

The CX industry is approaching a defining moment.

AI innovation is no longer the constraint. Operational reality is.

As AI systems become more autonomous, more integrated, and more influential, the cost of poor 
execution rises sharply. Organizations that mistake ambition for readiness will feel that cost in stalled 
deployments, frustrated agents, and eroded trust.

By contrast, those that align technology with workflows, governance, and human performance will gain 
a durable advantage.

One interviewee captured it succinctly:

"The winners won't be the ones with the most AI. They'll be the ones whose AI actually holds up 
under pressure."

That is the challenge, and the opportunity, of 2026.

AI will not define the next era of customer experience. Operational discipline will.


