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Pulse of the CIO:
What Technology Leaders Are
Prioritising in 2026.

A synthesis of the decisions, pressures, and strategic pivots dominating the agendas of
technology executives across public and private sector organisations, and what it means
for your technology roadmap.

Research Cycle Organisation Range Priority Themes

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The CIO Agenda Has Never Been More
Consequential

The role of the technology executive has undergone a structural transformation over the past five
years. The CIO of 2026 operates at the intersection of strategic direction, operational resilience,
security accountability, and organisational change, frequently without the budget, talent, or
institutional authority that the scope of the role demands. This report synthesises the dominant
themes emerging from the technology leadership agenda in 2026, drawing on published research,
industry survey data, and the advisory experience of NexQuad Systems with mid-market and
public sector clients across Canada.

The findings presented here are not speculative. They reflect empirically documented trends in
technology investment, governance practice, workforce strategy, and risk management. The
intent is to provide technology leaders and the boards and executive teams they report to with a
structured view of where the peer community is directing its attention, and why those choices are
consequential for organisations that have not yet addressed these priorities.

The CIO agenda in 2026 is defined by convergence: security, Al, cloud, governance, and
workforce pressures are no longer discrete problems to be sequenced. They have merged
into a single, compound strategic challenge that demands integrated leadership rather than
functional management.
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1. Priority One: Al Adoption with Governance Integrity

1.1 The Al Investment Surge and Its Governance Deficit

Artificial intelligence investment among enterprise technology organisations accelerated in 2024
and 2025, and the 2026 CIO agenda reflects both the ambition and the anxiety associated with
that acceleration. Gartner's 2025 CIO and Technology Executive Survey found that 72 percent of
technology leaders had deployed or were actively piloting Al capabilities within their organisations,
representing a doubling of the figure from 2022. The urgency of Al adoption is being driven by
competitive pressure, board-level interest, and in some sectors, regulatory anticipation.

However, the same research identifies a persistent and widening governance deficit. Most Al
deployments in mid-market and public sector organisations are proceeding without formal Al
governance frameworks, model risk management protocols, or explainability requirements. This
creates a category of organisational risk that most boards have not yet recognised as within their
oversight responsibility. The 2025 MIT Sloan Management Review survey of senior technology
executives found that fewer than 30 percent of organisations with active Al deployments had
established board-level Al governance mechanisms (Ransbotham et al., 2024).

For Canadian organisations, the governance gap is compounded by an evolving regulatory
environment. The proposed Atrtificial Intelligence and Data Act (AIDA), as part of Bill C-27, signals
federal legislative intent to establish accountability requirements for high-impact Al systems. ClOs
in regulated sectors including financial services, healthcare, and public administration are
navigating Al adoption against the backdrop of legislation that may impose retrospective
compliance obligations on systems already in production.

1.2 What Responsible Al Adoption Looks Like in 2026

Leading technology organisations in 2026 are operationalising Al governance through four
mechanisms. First, they are establishing Al inventory processes that catalogue deployed models,
their training data provenance, their decision scope, and their human oversight mechanisms.
Second, they are implementing model performance monitoring that includes bias detection, drift
identification, and explainability auditing. Third, they are defining risk tiers for Al applications that
calibrate the intensity of governance to the potential impact of model errors. Fourth, they are
establishing executive accountability for Al risk at the same level of seniority as cybersecurity
accountability.

The CIOs who are making the most progress are those who have reframed Al governance not as
a compliance constraint but as an enabler of sustained Al investment. Organisations that can
demonstrate governance maturity to their boards, regulators, and clients are creating the
institutional trust that allows Al investment to continue expanding while their less governed peers
face mandatory slowdowns or rollbacks.

Al without governance is a liability dressed as an asset. The CIOs moving fastest in 2026
are not those who deployed first. They are those who deployed with governance structures
that can sustain board confidence through the inevitable model failures and regulatory
scrutiny that will follow.
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2. Priority Two: Cyber Resilience as a Strategic Capability

2.1 The Shift From Security Compliance to Operational Resilience

The cybersecurity priority on the 2026 CIO agenda has undergone a conceptual shift that has
significant operational implications. The dominant framework through the mid-2010s was
compliance: achieving certification against frameworks such as ISO 27001, SOC 2, and NIST
CSF was the primary metric of security adequacy. That framework is being displaced, in the most
forward-looking organisations, by a resilience orientation.

The resilience orientation asks a fundamentally different question: not whether controls are in
place, but whether the organisation can continue to operate effectively when controls fail. This
shift is partly driven by the empirical record. The 2024 IBM X-Force Threat Intelligence Index
reported that 84 percent of breaches in organisations with active compliance certifications
involved exploits that were either unknown at certification time or emerged from configuration drift
after certification. Compliance certification provides a historical snapshot. Resilience is a
continuous operational capability.

Warkentin and Willison (2009) and subsequent scholars have argued that information security
must be understood as a sociotechnical problem, not a purely technical one, requiring investment
in people, processes, and culture alongside technical controls. The resilience orientation
operationalises this insight by requiring ClOs to develop recovery capabilities, test crisis response
processes, and build cross-functional incident response capacity that extends beyond the IT
organisation.

2.2 The Supply Chain Security Dimension

The 2026 CIO agenda reflect a heightened awareness of supply chain cyber risk that was
catalysed by the SolarWinds compromise in 2020 and has intensified through subsequent
significant events. Technology leaders are now expected to manage not only the security posture
of their own environments but also the security practices of third-party vendors and technology
providers whose products and services are integrated into critical operations.

This expectation is codified in the OSFI Technology and Cyber Risk Management Guideline
(2023) for financial institutions, and equivalent requirements are emerging across other regulated
sectors in Canada. ClOs in public sector organisations face additional obligations under Treasury
Board of Canada Secretariat directives on supply chain integrity that require vendor security
assessments as a condition of procurement. The extension of cyber accountability to the supply
chain is expanding the CIO's scope of responsibility substantially, without a commensurate
expansion of resources in most organisations.
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3. Priority Three: Cloud Strategy Rationalisation

3.1 The Post-Adoption Reckoning

The cloud adoption wave of 2020 to 2023 was characterised by urgency and, in many
organisations, insufficient strategic planning. The pandemic-driven acceleration of cloud migration
compressed decision timelines and elevated tactical responsiveness over architectural
coherence. The 2026 CIO agenda reflects a widespread rationalisation effort as organisations
grapple with the cost, complexity, and governance implications of the cloud infrastructure they
deployed under pressure.

A 2025 Flexera State of the Cloud Report found that 59 percent of enterprise technology leaders
identified cloud cost optimisation as their top cloud priority, up from 47 percent the prior year. This
figure is consistent with NexQuad's advisory experience: the modal presenting challenge in cloud
engagements with mid-market clients is not capability gap but cost discipline. Organisations that
migrated workloads to cloud without rigorous cost modelling are discovering that cloud economics
are not automatically superior to on-premise economics for all workload types and are undertaking
selective repatriation or architectural redesign as a result.

The vendor dependency problem has also emerged as a central concern. Organisations that
standardised on a single hyperscale cloud provider during the adoption wave are discovering the
practical constraints of vendor lock-in pricing power, proprietary service dependencies, and
limited negotiating leverage at contract renewal. CIOs are investing in multi-cloud and hybrid
cloud architectures that preserve optionality, even where single-vendor deployments offer short-
term operational simplicity.

3.2 The Data Sovereignty Dimension

Canadian public sector organisations and regulated enterprises face a specific dimension of cloud
strategy complexity: data sovereignty requirements. Federal and provincial privacy legislation,
combined with sector-specific requirements in healthcare, education, and financial services,
places constraints on where data can be stored and processed that are not always
accommodated by standard hyperscale cloud offerings. The 2023 amendments to PIPEDA and
the advancing Bill C-27 framework are tightening these requirements further.

ClOs navigating data sovereignty constraints in 2026 are investing in Canadian-resident cloud
infrastructure, sovereign cloud arrangements with hyperscale providers, and hybrid models that
maintain sensitive data on-premise while leveraging cloud capability for workloads without
residency restrictions. These are architecturally complex arrangements that require sustained
governance attention to maintain compliance as data classification, workload characteristics, and
regulatory requirements evolve.

Cloud is not a destination. It is a set of operating decisions that require continuous
governance. The CIOs who treated cloud adoption as a project to be completed are now
rebuilding the operating model that treats cloud as a discipline to be sustained.
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4. Priority Four: Technology Talent and Organisational Capability

4.1 The Structural Talent Deficit

The technology talent shortage is not a new problem, but its character in 2026 has shifted in ways
that require a strategic rather than tactical response. The acute hiring pressure of 2021 and 2022,
driven by pandemic-era digital investment and a competitive labour market for technology
professionals, has moderated. What has not moderated is the structural deficit in specific
capability domains: Al engineering, cloud architecture, cybersecurity, and data science remain
chronically undersupplied relative to enterprise demand across Canadian markets.

The Brookfield Institute for Innovation and Entrepreneurship's 2024 Canadian Digital Technology
Labour Market report projects a cumulative shortage of 250,000 technology workers in Canada
by 2028, concentrated in the same capability domains that are most critical to the 2026 CIO
agenda. Mid-market organisations are structurally disadvantaged in competing for this talent
against hyperscale technology companies and large financial institutions that can offer
compensation, career development, and brand recognition advantages that smaller employers
cannot match.

The strategic implication is that mid-market technology leaders must build talent strategies that
are architecturally different from enterprise approaches. Rather than attempting to replicate
enterprise talent models at smaller scale, the most effective mid-market ClOs are building hybrid
models that combine a small core of strategically critical internal talent with external advisory
relationships, managed service partnerships, and academic collaboration programs that provide
access to capability without full-time employment cost structures.

4.2 Building Technology Culture in Non-Technology Organisations

A second talent dimension on the 2026 CIO agenda is the challenge of building technology literacy
and digital culture across the non-technical workforce. The automation of routine processes, the
integration of Al tools into knowledge work, and the expansion of cyber risk into every
organisational function have created a requirement for baseline technology capability across the
entire organisation, not just the IT department.

Kane et al. (2019) found in a multi-year study of digital transformation in large organisations that
the most significant barrier to digital capability was not technology investment but organisational
culture and workforce adaptability. This finding has intensified relevance in 2026 as Al tools
become embedded in standard productivity environments and the gap between technology-
capable and technology-resistant employees creates operational inefficiencies and security
vulnerabilities.
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5. Priority Five: IT Governance and Value Demonstration

5.1 The Accountability Pressure on Technology Investment

In an environment of sustained cost pressure and heightened board scrutiny of discretionary
spending, ClOs face intensifying demands to demonstrate the business value of technology
investment. Technology spending in mid-market organisations as a proportion of revenue
increased significantly during the 2020 to 2023 period, and boards that approved that investment
are now seeking evidence of the returns it was expected to generate.

The challenge for technology leaders is that technology value is often indirect, diffuse, and difficult
to attribute to specific investments with the precision that financial governance frameworks
expect. The risk reduction value of a cybersecurity investment, the productivity improvement
enabled by a cloud migration, and the decision quality improvement generated by a data analytics
platform are real but require sophisticated measurement frameworks to communicate credibly to
a non-technical board.

Weill and Ross (2004) established the foundational framework for IT governance value
demonstration that remains highly relevant in 2026, arguing that the organisations that extract the
most value from technology investment are those that have defined explicit mechanisms for
making technology investment decisions, tracking performance against investment rationale, and
holding executives accountable for technology outcomes. Implementing this framework in mid-
market organisations, where the governance infrastructure is less mature, is a primary challenge
on the 2026 CIO agenda.

5.2 The Technology Strategy and Business Strategy Alignment Imperative

The ClOs who are most effective in 2026 are those who have succeeded in positioning technology
strategy not as a functional plan derived from business strategy but as an integral component of
business strategy itself. This repositioning requires the CIO to participate in strategic planning
processes, not merely receive strategic plans and develop enabling technology roadmaps in
response.

The distinction matters because technology constraints and technology opportunities are now
strategic variables, not implementation details. The decision to enter a new market segment,
change a service delivery model, or acquire a competitor has technology implications that are
material to strategic feasibility. CIOs who are not in the room when these decisions are made are
unable to provide the input that would prevent strategic commitments that are technically
infeasible within the organisation's current architecture and resource constraints.

The most dangerous technology governance gap in mid-market organisations in 2026 is the
gap between the technology roadmap and the strategic plan. When these documents are
developed independently and aligned retrospectively, the result is a technology portfolio that
is neither strategically coherent nor operationally optimised.
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6. Priority Six: Digital Transformation Execution Discipline

6.1 The Execution Gap

Digital transformation remains on the agenda of virtually every technology leader in 2026, but the
dominant conversation has shifted from strategy to execution. The 2020 to 2023 wave of
transformation investment produced a substantial body of evidence about why transformation
programs fail, and the 2026 CIO agenda reflects a determination to apply that evidence to the
next wave of investment.

McKinsey's 2023 survey of global technology executives found that 70 percent of large-scale
technology transformation programs failed to achieve their intended outcomes, consistent with
findings from the prior decade. The primary failure modes identified were consistent: inadequate
change management, insufficient executive sponsorship, unrealistic timeline expectations, and a
failure to maintain programme governance discipline as complexity increased and timelines
extended.

Kotter (2012) established a foundational framework for organisational change management that
has been extensively validated in technology transformation contexts. The most commonly cited
failure points in NexQuad's advisory experience align closely with Kotter's taxonomy: insufficient
urgency creation, weak guiding coalition, absence of short-term wins, and premature declaration
of victory. These are not technology problems. They are leadership and governance problems
that technology leaders must own.

6.2 The Outcome Orientation

The most significant conceptual shift in digital transformation practice in 2026 is the movement
from deliverable orientation to outcome orientation. Technology programs historically defined
success as the delivery of specified outputs: a new ERP system, a cloud migration, a digital
customer channel. These deliverables may or may not produce the business outcomes that
justified the investment, but the program governance frameworks did not hold delivery teams
accountable for outcomes.

The outcome orientation redefines program success as the achievement of specified business
results: revenue impact, cost reduction, cycle time improvement, customer satisfaction gain, or
risk reduction. This requires technology programs to maintain operational continuity with business
partners throughout the delivery lifecycle, build measurement frameworks before delivery begins,
and hold executive sponsors accountable for outcome achievement rather than just approving
delivery plans.

NEXQUAD SYSTEMS INC.| nexquadsystems.com | Confidential and Proprietary | Page 7 of 9



NEXQUAD*

55555555 —

T NEXQUAD SYSTEMS INC. || Research Report

Conclusion: What the 2026 CIO Agenda Means for Your Organisation

The six priorities identified in this report are not independent. Al governance and cybersecurity
resilience are intertwined. Cloud rationalisation and data sovereignty are governance problems
as much as architectural ones. Talent strategy and digital culture are preconditions for
transformation execution. The 2026 CIO agenda demands integrated leadership across all of
these dimensions simultaneously.

For boards and executive teams, the implication is clear: the technology function requires
strategic partnership rather than oversight at arm's length. The CIO cannot deliver on this agenda
without board-level support for governance investment, risk appetite definition, and patient capital
for transformation initiatives that take longer to deliver returns than a single financial year.

For technology leaders themselves, the imperative is to build the business leadership capabilities
that this agenda demands: board communication, financial governance, organisational change,
and strategic positioning. The technical competence that defined CIO credibility in 2010 is
necessary but no longer sufficient in 2026.

NexQuad Systems supports technology leaders and their organisations in navigating this agenda
with the advisory depth, sector knowledge, and practical execution capability that the complexity
of 2026 demands.

NexQuad Systems Inc. is a Canadian enterprise technology advisory firm specialising in
cybersecurity advisory, IT governance, digital transformation, technology strategy, and CIO advisory
services. We serve mid-market and public sector organisations navigating the complexity of modern

technology risk and opportunity.

Innovate. Secure. Deliver.
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