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Executive 
Summary
Federal agencies are under growing pressure to 
modernize IT operations while simultaneously 
reducing operational costs, improving 
cybersecurity resilience, accelerating mission 
delivery, and managing increasing complexity 
across hybrid environments. Yet many agencies 
continue to struggle with fragmented visibility 
into their technology ecosystems, resulting 
in redundant investments, inconsistent 
governance, escalating cloud costs, and delayed 
modernization outcomes.

During a recent executive roundtable conducted 
under Chatham House Rules, senior federal 
technology leaders discussed the operational 
realities of managing modernization efforts 
across highly decentralized environments. 
Participants represented civilian, defense, law 
enforcement, research, and judicial organizations 
and shared common challenges related to asset 
visibility, procurement governance, enterprise 
standardization, AI adoption, and balancing 
innovation against operational risk.

A central theme emerged repeatedly throughout 
the discussion: agencies cannot effectively 
modernize what they cannot fully see. Attendees 
described environments where organizational 
silos, disconnected procurement practices, 
legacy systems, and fragmented operational 
ownership prevent leaders from obtaining 
a unified understanding of applications, 
infrastructure, cloud consumption, cybersecurity 
exposure, and technology redundancy.
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The stakes are significant. Agencies that fail 
to establish enterprise-wide visibility and 
governance risk accelerating operational 
fragmentation, increasing cyber exposure, 
overspending on duplicative technologies, 
and limiting their ability to adopt emerging 
capabilities such as artificial intelligence securely 
and effectively. Conversely, agencies that 
successfully integrate visibility, governance, and 
mission-driven modernization are beginning to 
realize measurable gains in operational efficiency, 
cybersecurity maturity, workforce productivity, 
and service delivery outcomes.

The discussion also highlighted a broader shift 
occurring across government. Modernization 
is no longer solely a technology initiative. It is 
increasingly becoming an enterprise governance 
challenge requiring collaboration among CIOs, 
CISOs, acquisition leaders, procurement officials, 
mission owners, and executive leadership.

Participants emphasized that success depends 
not only on adopting new technologies, but 
also on improving organizational alignment, 
establishing objective operational metrics, 
modernizing acquisition processes, and creating 
governance structures capable of balancing 
innovation with enterprise standards.

This paper captures the key themes, insights, 
and lessons learned from the discussion and 
examines how federal agencies are evolving from 
fragmented technology operations toward more 
integrated, data-driven, and mission-focused 
modernization strategies.
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The Visibility Problem in Federal IT
Participants consistently identified visibility as one of the most foundational 
challenges facing federal IT organizations today. While agencies have invested 
heavily in cybersecurity tools, cloud platforms, asset management systems, and 
modernization programs, many still lack a comprehensive understanding of what 
technologies exist across their environments, how those technologies interact, and 
whether they are delivering measurable mission value.

Several attendees described organizations operating with overlapping software 
platforms, redundant licensing agreements, and inconsistent procurement practices 
across individual business units. In many cases, organizational components 
independently acquire technologies without visibility into existing enterprise 
capabilities or parallel investments being made elsewhere within the agency.

This fragmentation creates multiple downstream consequences. Agencies may 
unknowingly maintain several platforms performing similar functions, purchase 
overlapping licenses, or implement technologies that introduce unnecessary 
operational complexity. In addition to increased costs, these conditions complicate 
cybersecurity operations, reduce interoperability, and make modernization initiatives 
more difficult to execute at scale.

Participants noted that many organizations still rely on partial inventories or 
incomplete discovery methods that fail to capture the full complexity of modern 
environments. Traditional network scanning and asset discovery tools may identify 
visible infrastructure but often fail to account for isolated enclaves, segmented 
systems, backend dependencies, or shadow IT environments that exist outside 
standard governance processes.

Several government leaders stressed that the challenge is not simply technical. 
Organizational barriers frequently prevent information sharing across mission units, 
acquisition offices, and IT operations teams. As one participant observed, agencies 
often possess the necessary data somewhere within the organization, but lack the 
governance structures and operational collaboration required to turn that data into 
actionable enterprise insight.

The discussion highlighted that visibility must extend beyond infrastructure 
inventories. Agencies increasingly need visibility into application utilization, cloud 
consumption, operational performance, procurement activity, cybersecurity posture, 
and workforce capacity in order to make informed modernization decisions.

Without this visibility, leaders struggle to distinguish between mission-essential 
investments and unnecessary duplication. As modernization demands accelerate, the 
inability to accurately assess current-state operations becomes both a financial and 
operational liability.
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Governance as a Modernization Enabler
Roundtable attendees repeatedly emphasized that modernization efforts cannot 
succeed through technology investments alone. Effective governance emerged  
as a critical enabler of modernization, particularly in highly decentralized  
federal environments.

Several participants described the creation of investment review boards, governance 
councils, and enterprise acquisition oversight processes designed to improve 
transparency around IT spending and technology adoption decisions. These 
governance structures are intended to provide executive leadership with greater 
visibility into procurement activities, modernization priorities, and operational 
outcomes across the enterprise.

Leaders noted that governance mechanisms are increasingly being used to require 
business-case justification for technology investments above defined spending 
thresholds. These reviews often include cost-benefit analyses, cybersecurity 
considerations, operational metrics, licensing evaluations, and assessments of 
whether existing enterprise capabilities could satisfy mission requirements before new 
acquisitions are approved.

The objective is not simply cost reduction. Participants stressed that governance 
processes help agencies better align technology decisions with mission outcomes 
while reducing the likelihood of fragmented or duplicative investments.

At the same time, attendees acknowledged that governance introduces tensions 
between enterprise standardization and operational innovation. Agencies must 
balance the need for consistency, interoperability, and cybersecurity oversight  
against the need for flexibility, experimentation, and rapid problem-solving within 
mission environments.

Several leaders cautioned against allowing existing enterprise contracts or incumbent 
technologies to predetermine modernization outcomes. While leveraging enterprise 
capabilities may provide cost advantages, participants stressed the importance of 
evaluating emerging technologies objectively rather than forcing all requirements into 
legacy operational models.

This balance between governance and innovation remains one of the defining 
challenges of federal modernization efforts.
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The Human Dimension 
of Modernization
While much of the discussion focused on 
technology and governance, government leaders 
repeatedly returned to the human dimension of 
modernization. 

Multiple leaders emphasized that modernization 
challenges are often less about technology 
limitations and more about organizational 
behavior, communication gaps, and workforce 
constraints. Agencies continue to face difficulties 
breaking down operational silos, encouraging 
collaboration across business units, and ensuring 
that stakeholders share information effectively. 

Participants noted that some personnel 
intentionally or unintentionally operate outside 
enterprise governance processes in order to 
solve mission problems quickly. While these 
“workarounds” may produce short-term 
operational gains, they can also create long-
term fragmentation, cybersecurity risk, and 
operational inefficiencies. 

Several attendees also discussed the workforce 
pressures agencies face as modernization 
initiatives expand. Organizations are being asked 
to manage cloud migrations, cybersecurity 
mandates, AI adoption, infrastructure 
modernization, and operational transformation 
simultaneously — often with constrained staffing 
levels and limited specialized expertise. 

This challenge becomes particularly acute 
when agencies attempt to implement advanced 
technologies such as artificial intelligence. 
Leaders emphasized that AI systems are only 
as effective as the organizational processes, 
governance structures, and human oversight 
supporting them. 

The discussion reinforced that modernization 
is ultimately an organizational transformation 
effort requiring leadership alignment, workforce 
adaptation, and sustained cultural change in 
addition to technology deployment.
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AI Adoption 
and Operational 
Transformation
Artificial intelligence emerged as one of the most 
significant themes throughout the discussion. 
Participants described growing interest in 
using AI to automate operational workflows, 
improve service delivery, enhance cybersecurity 
operations, and increase workforce efficiency.

One participant detailed how AI-enabled 
automation significantly improved operational 
accuracy and processing efficiency within a 
large-scale federal workflow environment. By 
automating document review, correspondence 
processing, and decision-routing activities, 
the organization increased throughput while 
simultaneously improving accuracy rates.

Other participants discussed broader federal 
efforts to establish AI governance frameworks, 
risk management standards, and implementation 
guidance. Agencies are increasingly seeking 
structured approaches to AI adoption that 
balance innovation with security, transparency, 
accountability, and operational trust.

Importantly, government leaders stressed that 
AI adoption cannot occur in isolation. Effective 
AI implementation depends heavily on underlying 
data quality, operational visibility, governance 
maturity, and workforce readiness.

Several leaders cautioned that agencies 
attempting to deploy AI without first addressing 
foundational operational fragmentation may 
struggle to achieve meaningful results. AI can 
accelerate efficiency, but it cannot compensate 
for disconnected systems, incomplete 
inventories, poor governance, or unclear 
operational processes.

As agencies move from experimentation toward 
enterprise-scale AI adoption, attendees agreed 
that operational discipline and governance 
maturity will become increasingly important.
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Cloud Consumption and 
the Cost Management 
Challenge
Participants also highlighted growing concerns 
surrounding cloud cost management and long-
term operational sustainability.

Many agencies initially adopted cloud services 
under modernization initiatives that emphasized 
agility, scalability, and rapid deployment. 
However, attendees noted that organizations 
are now facing increasing challenges related to 
consumption-based pricing models, escalating 
operational expenses, and limited visibility into 
long-term cost trajectories.

Several leaders described situations where 
programs adopted “free” or low-cost capabilities 
during pilot phases only to encounter significant 
cost increases as services matured or operational 
usage expanded.

Government leaders stressed that agencies 
must improve their ability to forecast long-term 
operational costs, including migration expenses, 
licensing changes, scaling requirements, and 
lifecycle management considerations.

This challenge is compounded by federal 
budgeting structures that often operate on 
multi-year planning cycles while technology 
consumption patterns evolve continuously.
The discussion reinforced that modernization 
planning must account not only for 
implementation costs, but also for long-term 
operational sustainability and flexibility.

This balance between governance and innovation 
remains one of the defining challenges of federal 
modernization efforts.

Building the Future 
Federal Enterprise
Despite the operational challenges discussed 
throughout the roundtable, attendees expressed 
optimism about the direction of federal 
modernization efforts.

Agencies are increasingly recognizing that 
modernization requires integrated approaches 
combining governance, operational visibility, 
cybersecurity, acquisition reform, workforce 
transformation, and AI-enabled automation.

Participants described emerging models  
focused on centralized intake processes, 
enterprise capability mapping, collaborative 
governance structures, and mission-driven 
technology evaluation frameworks. These 
approaches aim to improve decision-making while 
preserving flexibility for innovation and mission-
specific requirements.

The discussion also highlighted the growing 
importance of executive-level engagement in 
modernization initiatives. Participants repeatedly 
emphasized that modernization efforts succeed 
most effectively when leadership maintains 
visibility into technology investments, operational 
performance, and enterprise risk.

Federal organizations that successfully 
modernize will likely be those that move beyond 
fragmented technology management toward 
enterprise-wide operational intelligence.
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Conclusion
The federal government is entering a new phase 
of modernization in which visibility, governance, 
and operational integration are becoming as 
important as the technologies themselves.

The roundtable discussion revealed a broad 
consensus that agencies must evolve beyond 
siloed procurement practices, fragmented 
operational management, and reactive 
modernization strategies. Leaders increasingly 
recognize that modernization requires enterprise-
wide awareness of systems, costs, risks, 
capabilities, and mission outcomes.

Organizations that fail to make this transition risk 
becoming trapped in increasingly fragmented 
environments characterized by duplicative 
spending, operational inefficiencies, mounting 
cybersecurity exposure, and limited capacity to 
adopt emerging technologies effectively.

By contrast, agencies that establish strong 
governance frameworks, improve operational 
visibility, align acquisition strategies with 
mission priorities, and integrate AI thoughtfully 
into enterprise operations are beginning to 
demonstrate measurable improvements in 
efficiency, resilience, and mission performance.

Modernization is no longer simply about 
deploying new technologies. It is about creating 
adaptable, transparent, and mission-focused 
digital enterprises capable of operating 
effectively in an increasingly complex  
federal environment.
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