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Scaling enterprise AI 

requires an always-on 

intelligence layer: the 

iOPEX model

Bridging intelligence and execution to drive 

outcomes

Ramachandran S, Practice Leader

Ashwin Venkatesan, Executive Research Leader

CHALLENGERS' CODE

The HFS Challengers’ Code reports spotlight an emerging or mid-

sized firm reshaping traditional service or product models. We 

distill the firm’s unique playbook, showing how strategy, operating 

model, and AI-native execution combine to deliver differentiated 

outcomes for enterprise clients. We provide enterprise leaders 

practical insight to apply to selecting vendors, strategizing 

sourcing, and pressure testing incumbents. 
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Headcount-based service models lock enterprises into rising cost curves, 

and AI makes structural cost decline achievable. Most AI efforts optimize 

fragments of work instead of redesigning operations end to end. As AI 

resets delivery economics, CIOs are questioning whether traditional IT 

services can convert spend into measurable business performance. CIOs 

must codify operational knowledge using AI, embed it in workflows, and 

evaluate contracts and service providers to implement it as an 

accountable, outcome-based business transformation. This shift is creating 

demand for AI-native operational specialists built for declining effort and 

accountable outcomes. iOPEX targets business-critical domains such as 

service, revenue, product, and finance by running operations through an 

operations-as-software model.

Unlike incumbents anchored to large legacy labor bases, iOPEX is 

structurally aligned to reduce effort and cost every quarter, even when that 

compresses traditional services revenue. iOPEX is willing to trade near-

term revenue protection for faster adoption of lower-cost, outcome-driven 

delivery. It designs engagements for AI economics from day one, targeting 

structural effort reduction rather than one-off automation wins.

Executive summary
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AI should be embedded within business 

workflows, not layered as stitched solutions

HFS Research’s recent survey of 122 business IT 

leaders working with G2000 enterprises reveals 

that more than half are not satisfied with the 

outcomes delivered in core operations, given the 

generic and bolt-on nature of the prevailing tools. 

iOPEX runs end-to-end operational domains as 

integrated systems, not stitched-together 

solutions. Instead of automating handoffs across 

disconnected tools, iOPEX designs an operating 

environment with pre-built AI agents to handle 

high-frequency, repeatable work, and humans 

govern exceptions, policy, and continuous 

improvement.

The model is platform-centric but platform-

agnostic, optimized for environments like 

Salesforce and ServiceNow without forcing 

vendor lock-in. The iOPEX-Salesforce 

partnership aims to maximize CRM and agentic-

AI performance for customers by transforming 

the platform into an AI-enabled engine for 

business growth. The iOPEX-ServiceNow 

alliance goes beyond implementation to 

operational ownership, automation-led cost 

takeout, and agentic execution across workflows 

in high-tech, BFSI, telecom, retail, and media 

domains, overcoming friction points across 

processes for faster resolution. iOPEX brings 

execution-led expertise across Snowflake, 

Databricks, and Reltio, transforming such data 

platforms into AI-driven, real-time engines for 

insights, automation, and measurable business 

outcomes. Deep expertise in these environments 

enables accelerated deployment, while migration 

accelerators and interoperability capabilities 

provide flexibility for enterprises seeking to avoid 

structural dependency on a single platform 

vendor.

This systems orientation reduces fragmentation, 

improves visibility across workflows, and creates 

operating environments that can adapt as 

business conditions evolve.



4© 2026 HFS Research. All Rights Reserved.

Enterprises must codify operational 

knowledge to scale AI reliably

iOPEX’s operating model draws on deep domain 

experience, translating it into reusable 

frameworks, accelerators, and governance 

disciplines. Institutional knowledge is codified into 

structured playbooks and telemetry-driven 

management practices, using prebuilt agents 

specific to each operation, reducing reliance on 

individual expertise.

AI adoption pathways are defined pragmatically, 

helping enterprises transition from labor-bound 

models to agent-led, outcome-driven operations 

without destabilizing critical workflows. 

Governance, AI review processes, and 

performance monitoring are embedded to ensure 

explainability, control, and continuous 

refinement.

Shiva Ramani, CEO of iOPEX, notes,

This perspective anchors iOPEX’s approach: 

technology matters only when it improves 

operational performance and measurable 

outcomes.

Its Services-as-Software  (SaS) model in 

Exhibit 1, described as “always-on intelligence,” 

sits at the intersection of outcome ownership, 

integrated systems, and codified operational 

knowledge. Always-on intelligence embeds 

agentic AI directly within business workflows, 

allowing operations to run as autonomous, 

continuously improving systems.

ElevAIte, iOPEX’s GenAI and MLOps platform, 

accelerates the deployment of these capabilities 

across cloud and on-premises environments.

Source: iOPEX, HFS Research, 2026 

Exhibit 1: The iOPEX SaS model is at the intersection of its operations, systems, 

and knowledge

Services that are run as systems, 

not stitched solutions

Business-critical operations with 

outcomes that replace IT effort

Experiential knowledge codified 

to enable adoption and durability

Operations Systems

Knowledge

Services

-as-

Software

“We don’t do tech for tech’s sake. We do 

it for the business, and we’re willing to 

guarantee the outcomes.”
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Moving to Services-as-Software is an 

operating model shift, and provider 

choice matters

Services-as-Software is emerging as a structural 

alternative to traditional digitization 

(see Exhibit 2). Instead of layering automation 

onto linear, labor-heavy time-and-material 

models, SaS converges technology, domain 

expertise, and AI into operating systems 

designed to reduce effort and cost over time 

while improving measurable business outcomes.

The transition to SaS is not an incremental 

automation initiative. It represents a redesign of 

how operational domains are structured, 

governed, and priced.

Systemized delivery replaces stitched solutions. 

AI agents handle routine execution, and 

governance mechanisms ensure transparency 

and control. As intelligence compounds, 

operational effort declines relative to business 

growth.

Sample: 608 IT and business leaders across Global 2000 enterprises; survey in partnership with Publicis Sapient, 2025

Source: HFS Research, 2026

Exhibit 2: IT services are headed toward Services-as-Software

-35%

18%

51% 49%

74%

Platform-led 

services 

(Service providers use 

cohesive platforms 

for delivery, 

transaction-based 

pricing)

Staff 

augmentation 

(Traditional labor-

based outsourcing 

rate-card pricing)

Technology-

enabled services 

(Staff augmentation 

with provider-

developed 

accelerators, 

FTE pricing)

Al-led agentic 

services 

(Al agents and 

platforms handle 

service tasks, 

augmented FTE or 

fee-for-outcome pricing)

Services-as-

Software 

(Highly autonomous 

Al-driven service 

delivery, outcomes-

based or subscription 

pricing)

Please indicate if your organization's service models will increase, decrease, or stay the 

same over time. 

(Difference between the percentage of respondents that believe the model will increase versus 

decrease)
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Source: HFS Research, 2026

Exhibit 3: Services-as-Software has unique tenets for business efficiency when 

compared with other models

Exhibit 3 outlines the structural tenets of SaS. 

Business outcomes replace human effort as the 

unit of value. AI agents execute high-frequency, 

repeatable tasks with accuracy, while humans 

govern exceptions and drive continuous 

improvement. Commercial models align with 

measurable business outcomes, and delivery is 

engineered to reduce structural effort.

Feature SaaS Services
Services-

as-Software

SaaS vs. Services vs. Services-as-Software

Customization Limited Labor intensive Infinite (AI-led)

Delivery Model Static software People-driven
AI-driven, 

autonomous

Pricing
Per-seat, 

feature based

Billable hours, 

FTE-based

Outcome-based, 

consumption driven

Adaptability Pre-set workflow Custom consulting Dynamic, real-time
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Enterprises must realign contracts and 

delivery models for AI-led services

Enterprise dissatisfaction with traditional service 

constructs is increasingly visible in contract 

renegotiations and sourcing strategies. 

Organizations are signaling their intent to reduce 

dependence on human presence-based pricing 

models and shift toward software-led execution. 

Our research, shown in Exhibit 4, indicates that a 

significant majority of enterprises plan to replace 

portions of human-run services with AI-led 

alternatives over the next several years, 70%–

75% intend to renegotiate existing service 

contracts, and 80% plan to replace elements of 

human-led services with AI-led models.

Despite clear intent, scaling AI across 

operational domains remains challenging. Data 

fragmentation, process inconsistency, cultural 

resistance, and commercial misalignment 

impede progress. Platform upgrades alone rarely 

resolve these structural constraints.

SaS reframes the problem. It converges platform 

modernization, domain redesign, AI integration, 

and commercial alignment into a cohesive 

operating model.

Saurabh Gupta, President of HFS Research, 

observed,

The competitive landscape is therefore shifting. 

Software vendors are embedding services. 

Service providers are embedding proprietary 

tools. A new category of domain-led operators is 

emerging.

Sample: Global enterprise decision makers

Source: HFS Research, 2026

Exhibit 4: Enterprises are accelerating the shift from people-run to software-run 

services

“Two very different worlds, one based on 

humans and the other on technology, are 

blending with AI, accelerating the shift 

toward Services-as-Software.”

Is your firm seeking to renegotiate contracts with your service and SaaS providers?

(Percentage of respondents)

75%

19%

4%

2%

Yes

No

Don’t know

Not

applicable

Business process outsourcing 

(BPO) service providers

72%

21%

4%

2%

Yes

No

Don’t know

Not

applicable

IT service providers

62%

30%

5%

3%

Yes

No

Don’t know

Not

applicable

Software and SaaS vendors
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Enterprises running operations as 

software are pulling ahead

Enterprises pursuing business operations 

transformation are seeking measurable 

improvements in cost efficiency, revenue 

performance, and resilience, or the capability to 

spring back from unforeseen disruption in their 

operations. The examples below from iOPEX 

customer stories illustrate how business 

operations-as-software translates into 

operational outcomes.

Reducing service friction 

through AI-led 

orchestration for Toshiba 

Global Commerce Solutions

In a distributed field service environment, retail 

store device technicians navigated multiple 

systems to diagnose and resolve issues. iOPEX 

implemented an agentic orchestration layer that 

unified workflows and enabled natural-language 

access to operational data, achieving 92% 

accuracy in its responses. The result was a 28% 

reduction in weekly expert helpdesk calls and 

improved resolution consistency, as reported by 

Toshiba in a joint webinar with iOPEX.

Restructuring engineering 

support economics for a 

global cybersecurity 

provider

An engineering support function previously 

priced on a headcount basis transitioned to a 

transaction-based construct supported by AI-

enabled diagnostics. Per-ticket costs declined 

materially from approximately $440 to $175 in 

certain categories, while throughput improved. 

Savings were reinvested in further AI 

development.

Scaling digital advertising 

operations 

In launching a digital advertising business, iOPEX 

supported operational build-out through 

telemetry-driven analytics and AI-enabled 

workflows. The operation scaled to significant 

revenue levels within three years while 

maintaining lean operating cost structures.

Improving revenue cycle 

performance for 

healthcare-adjacent 

operations

AI was embedded across denial prediction, 

payment posting validation, and collections 

prioritization. Reported outcomes included a 12% 

improvement in collection yield, a 30% reduction 

in denial rates, and reduced manual intervention.

Across these examples, the pattern is consistent: 

operational workflows are redesigned so that AI 

absorbs repeatable execution, humans govern 

exceptions, and effort declines structurally rather 

than incrementally.

https://www.iopex.com/webinars/field-service-agentic-ai-infused-cx-speed-cost-optimization?utm_source=hfschallengercode&utm_medium=report&utm_campaign=AR
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The challenger’s playbook: How iOPEX 

does it

iOPEX positions itself as a technology-enabled 

operating partner focused on transforming 

business functions, with accountability for 

delivering measurable outcomes. What 

differentiates iOPEX is not its coverage of 

specific departments, but its structural design. 

The firm enters engagements with the 

architectural assumption that effort and cost 

must decline each quarter. Commercial models, 

telemetry, and AI insertion points are engineered 

from day one to compress the cost-to-serve 

while protecting performance. This is not 

automation layered onto labor; it is labor re-

engineered around software economics.

The company structures its offerings under five 

categories: ServiceOps, RevOps, ProductOps, 

FinanceOps, and MarketingOps, reflecting the 

business functions it seeks to transform rather 

than the platforms it implements.

• ServiceOps addresses customer support, 

field service, and service assurance 

environments.

• RevOps focuses on revenue realization, 

renewals, sales operations, and telemetry-

driven revenue intelligence.

• ProductOps supports product lifecycle 

operations and engineering enablement.

• FinanceOps targets finance and revenue 

cycle functions, including collections and 

payment integrity.

• MarketingOps connects B2B and B2C 

brands with their ideal audiences across 

sectors using omni-channel campaign 

management.

Across these domains, engagements are 

structured around outcomes such as cost-to-

serve, ticket economics, revenue realization, 

denial rates, or time-to-market new products, or 

cycle time. Commercial models increasingly align 

to transactions or performance metrics rather 

than headcount.
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Source: iOPEX, HFS Research, 2026 

iOPEX operationalizes this model through a 

closed-loop operating framework built on its 

ElevAIte platform. The framework in Exhibit 5 

combines three core components: Data Studio, 

Agentic Studio, and the runtime orchestration 

layer OrchestrAIte, to integrate telemetry, 

analysis, action, and learning.

Continuous telemetry captures signals across 

workflows, systems, and customer interactions. 

AI agents then prioritize and execute actions 

aligned to defined business metrics. Each action 

feeds performance data back into the system, 

enabling the model to continuously refine cost, 

quality, and cycle time.

Over time, this closed-loop design drives 

structural effort reduction rather than episodic 

automation gains.

Sense

Real-time demand 

signals from live 

workflows across the 

broader ecosystem.

Decide

Priorities and trade-offs 

determined 

automatically, with 

humans in the lead for 

exceptions and 

governance.

Act

Orchestrated execution 

through command 

agents cutting across 

functions.

Learn

By design, every cycle 

feeds back to refine 

models and evolve the 

playbook for structurally 

better operations 

reducing cost and 

improving quality. 

Exhibit 5: iOPEX’s closed-loop business operations framework drives structural 

effort reduction
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iOPEX operationalizes this model through a 

closed-loop operating framework built on its 

ElevAIte platform. The framework in Exhibit 5 

combines three core components: Data Studio, 

Agentic Studio, and the runtime orchestration 

layer OrchestrAIte, to integrate telemetry, 

analysis, action, and learning.

Continuous telemetry captures signals across 

workflows, systems, and customer interactions. 

AI agents then prioritize and execute actions 

aligned to defined business metrics. Each action 

feeds performance data back into the system, 

enabling the model to continuously refine cost, 

quality, and cycle time.

Over time, this closed-loop design drives 

structural effort reduction rather than episodic 

automation gains.

Exhibit 5: iOPEX’s closed-loop business operations framework drives structural 

effort reduction

Source: iOPEX, HFS Research, 2026 

Sense

Real-time demand 

signals from live 

workflows across the 

broader ecosystem.

Priorities and trade-offs 

determined 

automatically, with 

humans in the lead for 

exceptions and 

governance.

Orchestrated 

execution through 

command agents 

cutting across 

functions.

By design, every cycle 

feeds back to refine 

models and evolve the 

playbook for 

structurally better 

operations reducing 

cost and improving 

quality. 

Decide

Act

Learn

Alternative option 1
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iOPEX operationalizes this model through a 

closed-loop operating framework built on its 

ElevAIte platform. The framework in Exhibit 5 

combines three core components: Data Studio, 

Agentic Studio, and the runtime orchestration 

layer OrchestrAIte, to integrate telemetry, 

analysis, action, and learning.

Continuous telemetry captures signals across 

workflows, systems, and customer interactions. 

AI agents then prioritize and execute actions 

aligned to defined business metrics. Each action 

feeds performance data back into the system, 

enabling the model to continuously refine cost, 

quality, and cycle time.

Over time, this closed-loop design drives 

structural effort reduction rather than episodic 

automation gains.

Source: iOPEX, HFS Research, 2026 

Exhibit 5: iOPEX’s closed-loop business operations framework drives structural 

effort reduction

Real-time demand 

signals from live 

workflows across the 

broader ecosystem.

Priorities and trade-

offs determined 

automatically, with 

humans in the lead for 

exceptions and 

governance.

Orchestrated 

execution through 

command agents 

cutting across 

functions.

By design, every cycle 

feeds back to refine 

models and evolve the 

playbook for 

structurally better 

operations reducing 

cost and improving 

quality. 

Sense Decide Act Learn

Alternative option 2
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What CIOs should demand from AI-led 

service providers before they sign up

CIOs cannot evaluate and choose AI-led service 

providers using yesterday’s sourcing scorecards. 

Scale, brand, and hourly rates will not determine 

success in a Services-as-Software world. 

Structural alignment will.

AI will not reset your cost curve unless your 

provider’s incentives, governance, and 

commercial model are designed to reduce effort 

over time. As you reassess partnerships, apply 

these criteria:

1) Is the model platform-centric yet 

platform-agnostic?

A unified architecture should streamline 

workflows and data while AI execution 

remains portable across platforms. 

Otherwise, you are replacing labor 

dependency with platform lock-in.

2) Is outcome ownership embedded 

contractually?

If KPIs, tolerances, penalties, and incentives 

are not clearly defined in the contract, you 

are still buying effort and not performance.

3) Are commercial models aligned with 

declining effort?

AI should compress cost-to-serve as 

intelligence compounds; if provider revenue 

rises with headcount, structural 

transformation stalls.

4) Is domain expertise codified into the 

workflows and decision logic?

AI without codified domain logic automates 

tasks but rarely shifts outcomes; there is a 

demand for evidence that domain knowledge 

is embedded in workflows and decision 

rules.

5) Is governance built into delivery from 

day one?

Governance must be deployed with the 

operating model; auditability, monitoring, 

controls, and escalation cannot be bolted on 

retrospectively.

Enterprises that apply these tests will distinguish 

between providers layering AI onto labor and 

those redesigning operations around software 

economics. That distinction will determine 

whether AI delivers incremental efficiency or 

structural advantage.
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The Bottom Line: AI will not change 

operational economics unless 

delivery, governance, and 

commercials are aligned to business 

outcomes.

Enterprises that cling to effort-based service contracts risk digitizing inefficiency. 

AI will not reset the cost curve unless the commercial model, governance 

structure, and provider incentives evolve alongside it. 

Redesign contracts around outcomes. Demand structural effort reduction. 

Prioritize partners capable of delivering Services-as-Software operating models, 

where AI execution, domain knowledge, and governance are engineered to 

improve performance over time. Firms such as iOPEX illustrate how this model 

can be operationalized in practice.

Services-as-Software is not simply a technology upgrade; it is an operating model 

shift. Enterprises that move decisively can translate AI investment into sustained 

operational advantage. Those that delay risk automating yesterday’s model.
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About HFS

INNOVATIVE

INTREPID

BOLD

www.hfsresearch.com

www.hfsresearch.com

hfsresearch

hfsresearch

www.horsesforsources.com

www.horsesforsources.com

HFS Research is a leading global research and advisory firm helping 

Fortune 500 companies through IT and business transformation with bold 

insights and actionable strategies.

With an unmatched platform to reach, advise, and influence Global 2000 

executives, we empower organizations to make decisive technology and 

service choices. Backed by fearless research and an impartial outside 

perspective, our insights give you the edge to stay ahead.

www.horsesmouthpodcast.com

www.horsesmouthpodcast.com 
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