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  In 2026, organizations must maximize business value while

accelerating AI and analytics implementations. To achieve this,

data and analytics technical professionals should utilize all

available data, design modular and flexible architectures, and

implement robust governance to ensure trust.

Overview

Key Findings

The convergence of analytics and AI enables organizations to analyze structured

and unstructured data through conversational interfaces. While this approach is

transformative, it depends on the maturity of AI agents, large language model (LLM)

technologies and semantic architectures to deliver reliable analytical outcomes.

■

More organizations are deploying generative AI (GenAI) use cases in production.

Most implementations focus on productivity gains, but face challenges with user

adoption and achieving measurable returns on investment.

■

Heightened risk perception and regulatory scrutiny around GenAI have increased

organizational concerns and delayed approvals and implementations. Risks stem

from the technology’s black-box nature and concerns around safety, data privacy

and reliability.

■

The pressure to leverage data for competitive advantage and better decision making,

alongside rapidly evolving technology and products, has exposed gaps in

organizational skills, solution adoption and risk awareness.

■
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Recommendations

Analytics and Artificial Intelligence Trends
Analytics and AI capabilities are converging. They are transforming organizations’

abilities and agility to extract value from data and make decisions. AI is now embedded in

all major technology platforms, reshaping business operations. In 2026, AI will play a

critical role as enterprises demand faster, smarter decisions and operational excellence.

According to the 2025 Gartner AI Survey: CIO and Technology Leader View, 82% agree that

the pace of change within their organizations is accelerating rapidly, reflecting the speed

of AI innovation. 1 New GenAI models and AI agent frameworks are launching

continuously, and significant investments from technology leaders signal that disruption

will only intensify.

This convergence presents several challenges and strategic opportunities for enterprises:

Utilize structured and unstructured enterprise data to create a comprehensive view,

leveraging AI agents and embedded models to drive agile decision making. Use an

analytics mesh approach to ensure consistent analytics development, deployment

and governance.

■

Evolve beyond AI assistants to implement AI-driven workflows that deliver greater

business impact and value. Carefully prioritize and select use cases to integrate

within a business process workflow, while maximizing results.

■

Strengthen AI governance by embedding controls directly into the architecture.

Involve the architecture review board (ARB) in creating and maintaining a framework

for evaluating architecture decisions and assessing AI technologies and products.

■

Implement data and AI literacy programs, backed by effective change management,

to boost adoption of AI-driven analytics and solutions. Harness the momentum of

technology trends to motivate upskilling across the organization.

■

Enterprise data is often messy and multistructured, while most analytics tools are

designed for well-managed structured data.

■

AI tools like Microsoft Copilot can deliver quick productivity gains, but actual

business transformation occurs when AI powers entire workflows, not just isolated

tasks.

■
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To stay ahead, organizations must upskill and reskill their teams; prioritize piloting new AI

products and frameworks; and architect solutions for scale, flexibility and reliability.

As shown in Figure 1, these objectives align with key architectural and technical trends

that Gartner believes will shape analytics and AI implementations in 2026 (click links

below to jump to trends):

Figure 1: 2026 Key Trends in Analytics and Artificial Intelligence

The AI landscape is expanding, along with expectations and budgets. Without

disciplined, targeted investment, organizations risk wasting resources and missing

out on ROI.

■

■ Analytics and AI solutions will require a holistic view of structured and 

unstructured data.

The transition from AI assistants to AI-powered workflows will demand a 

composite of AI techniques.
■

Growing AI investments will require a strong focus on AI governance and AI literacy.■
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Analytics and AI Solutions Will Require a Holistic View of Structured and 
Unstructured Data

Back to top

Enterprise data management strategies and technologies have traditionally focused on 

structured data. GenAI technologies, especially those using LLMs, now offer the potential 

to unlock significant value from unstructured data. Despite this advancement in AI 

capabilities, structured and unstructured data often remains siloed.

However, as technology continues to evolve, the ability to combine these data types and 

provide conversational interfaces is truly transformational. This shift offers organizations 

a new avenue from purely relying on interactive dashboards to prompt-based, question-

driven analysis. Data analysts and business leaders can leverage this approach for agile, 

question-based decision making. It is also essential to recognize that the technology and 

solutions offering such a capability are still evolving and immature.

To implement solutions that enable access and analysis of multistructured data, analytics 

and AI professionals — particularly technical architects, data scientists and analytics 

specialists — should take the following steps (click links to jump to sections):

Planning Considerations

Back to top | Back to planning considerations list

Rethink Semantic Layers to Support the Future of Analytics and AI

A semantic layer is an abstraction layer that delivers a consistent and unified view of data 

from multiple sources. It translates complex data structures and technical terminology 

into familiar business terms and concepts. Traditionally, this has involved mapping 

various structured data sources to create a business-friendly perspective, hiding complex 

table joins and exposing fields using business language. As the solutions advance, the 

semantic layer expands to become a composite. Figure 2 illustrates a scenario where a 

knowledge graph supports the semantic layer to connect and model both structured and 

unstructured data.

Rethink semantic layers to support the future of analytics and AI.■

■ Govern the analytics operations with analytics mesh.

■ Upskill data consumption technical experts in analytics engineering skills.
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Figure 2: Semantic Layer Powered by Knowledge Graph

Historically, data management teams have overseen well-structured data sources,

focusing primarily on structured data. However, the rise of GenAI and LLMs has

transformed how organizations analyze and interact with unstructured content. Retrieval-

augmented generation (RAG) has become the preferred solution for answering user

questions from various organizational document types, including PDFs, PowerPoint

presentations, Word documents and HTML files. LLMs also enable text-to-SQL

capabilities, allowing users to convert natural language questions into SQL queries or

generate Python code to access and analyze structured data.

Despite these advancements, an operational divide remains between querying structured

data and analyzing unstructured data. The future of analytics lies in bridging this gap to

provide a holistic view of all data. This approach aims to democratize data access,

empowering users to ask complex, natural language questions spanning structured and

unstructured data types.
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The following prompt demonstrates a scenario where analyzing both structured and

unstructured data is essential:

Provide a summary of customer complaints submitted last month for products that

experienced a 10% sales drop compared to the previous month.

An LLM-based solution would break this query into several steps:

To perform this analysis, the following components are required:

Generate an SQL query to identify customers who submitted product reviews in the

last month, filtered by products with a 10% decrease in sales compared to the

previous month.

■

Use this list of customers to retrieve their reviews.■

Apply a sentiment analysis using an LLM or BERT to identify the negative reviews or

complaints.

■

Invoke a RAG tool to extract and summarize the customer complaints.■

■ Combine the SQL and RAG query results to deliver a comprehensive 
summary.

Semantic layer via knowledge graph: For the initial step, the LLM must identify

relevant database fields for product sales, sale dates, customer identifiers and

complaint identifiers to generate the SQL query. A robust metadata mapping that

links business definitions to database tables and fields is critical. The metadata

should clearly define relationships between product and customer tables, which a

knowledge graph or other semantic layer tool can manage. The semantic layer may

also be extended to provide mapping between various entities in unstructured

content and connect them to structured data.

■

AI agent: The AI agent acts as the orchestrator, planning and sequencing the steps. It

leverages an LLM with reasoning capabilities to break down the problem. The LLM

prompt should include contextual information to guide its reasoning, or it may need

fine-tuning with this mapping. The orchestrator agent can also call specialized

agents: an SQL agent for text-to-SQL conversion, a RAG agent for executing RAG

workflows, and a summarization agent to generate the final summary.

■

Sentiment analysis model: This may be an LLM or a smaller BERT model that

accepts a text segment as input and provides the sentiment prediction as an output.

■
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The effectiveness of these components depends on the quality and completeness of

metadata for all data sources and objects. Business teams must work closely with data

management teams to continuously improve metadata, addressing gaps identified by AI

teams during query response evaluations.

Related Research

Govern the Analytics Operations With Analytics Mesh

Back to top | Back to planning considerations list

According to the 2024 Gartner Analytics and AI Engineering Survey, among organizations 

with a unified team responsible for analytics delivery across development, testing and 

production stages, only 32% of respondents confirmed that a centralized team performs 

these analytics functions. 2 For the remaining, analytics are managed jointly by a 

centralized team and business unit teams, or by single or multiple teams within business 

teams. This data supports the assertion that enterprises have consistently encouraged 

analytics to be decentralized and performed within the business teams.

This model has enabled the centralized IT teams to focus on establishing common 

frameworks, including semantic layers and metrics frameworks, and developing best 

practices for dashboard development. Despite this, self-service analytics has struggled 

with a lack of collaboration, reusability, varied delivery platforms, lack of interoperability, 

and, many times, dashboard sprawl. These challenges require rethinking and refactoring 

analytics development, deployment and governance approaches.

Analytics mesh combines federated architectures and governance

with a product-centric delivery model.

Rethink Semantic Layers to Support the Future of Analytics and AI■

■ How to Evaluate the Applicability of Knowledge Graphs for Your Use 
Cases

■ How to Enhance RAG Performance Using Knowledge Graphs

■ How GenAI Is Transforming Analytics and Business Intelligence Platforms

■ What D&A Professionals Can Expect From Generative AI for Analytics
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Analytics mesh (see Figure 3) is an organizational model designed to address the

challenges of scaling analytics operations across diverse and distributed business units

or functions. This approach enables each domain to operate semiautonomously, while

still adhering to overarching governance and interoperability standards. As a result,

organizations can maintain consistency and compliance across all domains.

Figure 3: Analytics Mesh Framework

Organizations looking to optimize analytics development and delivery using an analytics

mesh approach must focus on four foundational pillars, as illustrated in Figure 3:

■

■

Federated technical architecture: Distributed, composable technical analytics 

capabilities systematically operationalized within business units

Federated/adaptive governance: Coordinated, shared governance model for shared 

decision control

Domain ownership and collaboration: Business units powered by domain and 

technical expertise, where consistent training and support are provided, and 

knowledge is shared

■
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While each of the four foundational pillars addresses specific challenges in distributed

analytics, their true power emerges from their interconnectedness and synergistic

operation as a cohesive framework. Organizations must strive to implement all four pillars

concurrently and iteratively for an effective implementation.

Related Research

Upskill Data Consumption Technical Experts in Analytics Engineering Skills

Back to top | Back to planning considerations list

As analytics platforms connect various structured and unstructured data sources, 

building a shared understanding of business context and data is crucial. Organizations 

can achieve this by implementing composite semantic layers, which may include 

knowledge graphs. Robust semantics will serve as the foundation for modern 

conversational analytics platforms.

Traditionally, data engineers have focused on building data pipelines to transform data 

for target architectures. In contrast, composite semantic layers require a different 

approach. They must provide a metadata map linking business context to technical data 

structures, demanding a deep understanding of business functions and data.

While data engineers excel at organizing and moving data, developing and maintaining 

these semantic layers creates a skills and role gap within data engineering teams. To 

address this, organizations need analytics engineers who blend technical data expertise 

with business insight to manage semantic layers.

Analytics engineers:

Product delivery model: Ownership shift from artifact delivery to product-centric 

delivery and support.
■

Scale and Govern Your Analytics Operations With Analytics Mesh■

■ How to Govern and Scale Existing Self-Service Analytics 
Initiatives

Specialize in creating and scaling data assets, models and artifacts for analytics

consumption, including metrics stores, data marts and semantic layers.

■
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Architectural Patterns Will Enable Security and Resilience

Back to top

Security and resilience are not mutually exclusive. Modern deployment patterns, such as

cloud deployments, enable organizations to achieve both objectives across a complex

and evolving environment. However, these environments are dynamic and ever-changing,

so cybersecurity teams must be able to identify gaps resulting from new IT strategies,

such as AI development, deployment, and enablement. Also, overlapping and

misconfigured security controls create operational downtime risk and a false sense of

security if left unattended.

It is increasingly difficult to overlay the right controls across these heterogenous and

changing environments — no one-size-fits-all solution exists. A range of options are

possible, including niche tools, broad cybersecurity platforms, and native provider security,

each claiming to offer protection for various potentially overlapping areas of control.

However, this strategy can backfire when vendors attempt to create an unrealistic all-in-

one solution by adding all sorts of peripheral capabilities aimed at attracting clients in

difficult and competitive markets.

Cyber resilience: The ability to anticipate, withstand, recover from, and adapt to adverse

conditions, stresses, attacks, or compromises on systems that use or are enabled by

cyber resources. 2

Organizations should look to industry-supported architectural patterns and rigorous

principles to better enable resilience and continued security coverage. Such patterns

include security by design, zero trust, and cybersecurity mesh architecture (CSMA).

To further support this trend, cybersecurity technical professionals should focus their

2026 efforts on the following activities (click links to jump to sections):

Use security-by-design principles.■

Measure zero-trust maturity to assess completeness of vision.■

Implement CSMA principles, starting with security analytics and intelligence for risk 

modeling.

■

Assess network detection and response (NDR) to advance network security and 

visibility.

■
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Table 1: Learning Paths Provided by Enterprise CRM Vendors (Representative List)

Source: Gartner (February 2025)

CRM Data Management

Data is the foundation of CRM architecture. Without it, an organization cannot create

personalized experiences. Without the ability to capture, retain and curate data, AI and

generative AI (GenAI) capabilities such as next best actions and agent assists will not

deliver the desired results.

Customer data is one of the most valuable assets an organization can have. Modular

technical architectures result in multiple data sources that use customer data to execute

their business logic and services. Data management enables a CRM system to evolve

from a static data repository to a vibrant, intelligent entity that not only stores data but

also interprets and uses it for actionable insights.CRM architects should upskill with the

following CRM data management concepts:

Enterprise CRM Vendor Learning Path

HubSpot HubSpot Academy offers extensive
introductory, intermediate and advanced
training classes, on-demand videos and a
wide variety of certification programs.

Microsoft Dynamics 365 A library of technical documentation and
training for Microsoft products.

Oracle Oracle University offers a variety of role-
based learning paths.

Salesforce  Trailhead is a free online learning platform.
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To close the skills gap, organizations, especially data and analytics teams, should

encourage data engineers and data analysts to expand their understanding of business

functions and learn methods for ingesting semantic mappings into knowledge graphs or

semantic layer solutions. They should also become familiar with metrics stores and

technical approaches for consistently populating KPIs and other measures, building on

their expertise in data, SQL and other analysis tools.

Related Research

The Transition From AI Assistants to AI Workflows Will Demand a
Composite of AI Techniques

Back to top

LLMs have revolutionized how organizations answer questions. Users now rely on AI

assistants from providers such as Google, Microsoft and OpenAI, as well as RAG-based

solutions, to enable conversational searches using organizational data. Interaction has

shifted from email or document searches to prompts. These solutions help increase

productivity and drive most early GenAI implementations.

Apply data engineering best practices — such as code versioning, continuous

integration/continuous deployment (CI/CD), environment and artifact management,

and orchestration — to analytics development.

■

Have a thorough understanding of business metrics, KPIs and terminology.■

Typically work within domain analytics teams alongside BI administrators and self-

service analytics developers, but may also be part of centralized data and analytics

teams.

■

Accelerate AI-Infused Analytics With the Analytics Engineer Role■

Establish the Essential Roles for Advanced Analytics and AI Initiatives■
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