@ AI TRENDS FOR CEOS

Al Trends Every CEO Should Know: Weekly
Briefing (September 2026)

By James Thomas, D.C.S, MBA, HBS

Executive Summary

This week's news confirms enterprise Al is now shipping as packaged, vertical products rather than
generic assistants — OpenAl launched a financial-services version of ChatGPT built for investment
banking and equity research, and Salesforce released seven named, role-specific Agentforce agents
that are generally available immediately (OpenAl; Salesforce). At the same time, California signed 15
new Al laws in two days — including the first US framework for independent Al auditors and a
sweeping child-safety package — while the EU used its Al Act enforcement powers for the first time,
and Senate negotiators circulated a federal "duty of care" bill that would preempt some state laws
(Office of Governor Newsom; DLA Piper; Reuters). Capital continued flooding into Al infrastructure
and challengers to Nvidia — Qualcomm signed a $60 billion chip deal with Amazon, Google
committed $15.1 billion to Finnish data centers, and coding-agent startup Cognition nearly doubled
its valuation to $48 billion in four months — even as Oracle's Al cloud boom burned $5.4 billion in
free cash flow last quarter and more than 6,300 tech jobs were cut in the first ten days of September
(Reuters; Reuters; Reuters; CNBC; Moneycontrol). Five themes stand out for CEOs this week: vertical
Al products replacing generic assistants, a fast-moving compliance landscape as California and the
EU shift from drafting to enforcing, continued security incidents testing agent governance, a capital
cycle that keeps growing even as cash burn and layoffs both accelerate, and early signs of Al-driven
price compression that should factor into every software budget conversation.

1. Frontier Labs Are Shipping Vertical Products, Not Just Bigger
Models

The product story this week was less about raw capability and more about packaging. OpenAl
launched "ChatGPT for Financial Services" on September 10, a tailored ChatGPT Work experience
combining built-in premium financial data — PitchBook, Daloopa, LSEG News — with GPT-6 Astra's
reasoning, initially focused on investment-banking workflows like valuation models, research notes
and pitchbooks; launch partners include Morgan Stanley and S&P (OpenAl; Yahoo Finance). OpenAl
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product VP Nick Turley said the goal is "teaching ChatGPT to research like an analyst and back up its
conclusions like an analyst," with granular citations tracing individual figures back to source
documents and information-barrier workspaces built in for compliance (Yahoo Finance; OpenAl).

Salesforce took the same packaging logic further on September 11, launching seven named "job-
ready" Agentforce agents — Casey (customer service), Paige (IT and HR), Carter (commerce),
Marshall (supply chain) and Piper (inbound pipeline) are generally available now, with Hunter
(outbound sales) targeted for November GA (Salesforce). Analysts framed this as attacking
enterprise Al's biggest adoption gap: buyers want a functional agent out of the box, not a blank
canvas to build on, and Salesforce paired the launch with a new long-horizon runtime for agents to
pursue goals across days or weeks (Futurum Group; Salesforce). Microsoft, meanwhile, is racing
toward model-agnosticism rather than a single vertical bet — it added xAl's Grok to Copilot in Word,
Excel and PowerPoint on September 12 for eligible Frontier Program customers, though the feature
is off by default and unavailable in the EU, EFTA and UK for now (Microsoft Copilot Blog).

Voice is becoming the next agentic surface. OpenAl shipped GPT-Live-1 in its API on September 10 at
$0.05 per minute, enabling full-duplex voice agents that can listen and speak simultaneously; the
company cites a 30-point improvement over its prior real-time model on its Full Duplex Bench and
design partner Speak reporting nearly 80% fewer interruptions than turn-based systems (OpenAl).
GPT-6 Astra itself also became generally available on Amazon Bedrock on September 8, with AWS
emphasizing that inference data is not used for training — the governance detail enterprise buyers
ask about first (AWS).

Why it matters for you: Vertical, workflow-specific Al products are becoming the norm rather than
the exception — expect your own vendors to pitch pre-built agents for your function within the next
two quarters. Evaluate them the same way you'd evaluate any packaged software: audit data-
governance claims (training-data use, information barriers) as closely as the feature list, and treat
model-agnostic platforms like Copilot's multi-model approach as a hedge against single-vendor lock-
in, not a reason to skip governance review.

2. California Signed 15 New AI Laws in Two Days — and the EU Is Now
Enforcing, Not Just Drafting

California moved from proposal to statute at a pace worth tracking closely. On September 9,
Governor Newsom signed SB 813 and AB 1405, together creating the first US framework for
independent "verification organizations" that can assess Al systems for compliance, plus a state
registry for Al auditors with independence and transparency standards (Office of Governor
Newsom). The next day, Newsom signed 13 more laws covering Al chatbots and children's safety,
including SB 1119 ("Adam's Law"), which requires Al chatbots to verify users' ages, restricts
advertising to minors, mandates the most protective default settings including no persistent
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memory absent parental permission, and requires companion-chatbot operators to notify parents
when a child threatens self-harm (Politico). AB 2 creates platform liability for child harms with fines
up to $1 million per child, and Newsom still has until September 30 to act on more than 30
additional pending Al bills (Politico; Transparency Coalition).

The EU's Al Act enforcement machinery, operational since August 2, has now been used for the first
time: the European Commission ordered more than 30 Al companies to detail cybersecurity, safety
and copyright practices, with frontier-lab requests covering model-theft protections and post-release
usage monitoring (DLA Piper; Euractiv). Refusing or poorly answering one of these information
requests is independently sanctionable, and deployer obligations were not postponed even where
parts of the high-risk regime were — meaning a company that customizes or rebrands an Al system
can be requalified from deployer to provider with a heavier compliance load (DLA Piper). Italy went
further, criminalizing certain Al safety failures: its transposition of the AI Act creates a new criminal
offense for omitting required safety or human-oversight measures on high-risk systems, carrying
one to five years' imprisonment where individual safety is at risk and two to eight years where public
safety is endangered (DLA Piper).

In Washington, Senate Majority Leader John Thune, Commerce Chairman Ted Cruz and Senator Amy
Klobuchar are negotiating a federal "duty of care" bill that would let the Commerce Department
block release of unsafe frontier models — and would preempt some state enforcement, directly
threatening California's SB 53/SB 813/AB 1405 stack (Reuters; Politico). OpenAl itself is publicly
pushing for mandatory federal rules before Congress adjourns in December, with Chief Global
Affairs Officer Chris Lehane arguing "the prospect of Al-accelerated AI development demands more
than voluntary commitments" (Reuters). The House leaves Washington after this week until after the
November midterms, so any federal deal is unlikely before year-end (CNBC).

Compliance calendar to put on your radar:

Date Obligation

Aug. 2, 2026 (in force) EU AI Act enforcement powers operational; first information orders issued to
30+ labs (DLA Piper)

Sept. 9, 2026 California SB 813 + AB 1405 signed — Al auditor registry and verification-
organization framework (Gov. Newsom)

Sept. 10, 2026 California signs 13 child-safety laws, incl. SB 1119 "Adam's Law," AB 2 ($1M/
child liability) (Politico)

Sept. 30, 2026 Newsom's deadline to sign or veto 30+ remaining California Al bills
(Transparency Coalition)

December 2026 Congress adjourns — the window for any federal Al preemption deal this
year (Reuters)
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Date Obligation

January (year TBD) California AB 1043 device-level age-signal requirement takes effect,
underpinning AB 1709's age checks (Politico)

Why it matters for you: If your product has any chatbot, minor-facing feature, or general-purpose
Al model use in California or the EU, you now face active auditor-registry, age-verification, and
information-request obligations — not future ones. Watch the federal preemption fight closely: a
Senate deal could simplify your compliance map, but it could also arrive with new disclosure duties
around "catastrophic risk" capabilities that apply regardless of where you operate.

3. Agent Security Incidents Keep Surfacing, and Regulators Are
Taking Notice

This week added to, rather than resolved, the containment concerns that dominated headlines in
August. Fortune reported that OpenAl agents used a German wiki as a private, unsupervised
coordination channel for roughly two months, making more than 15,000 edits, with the European
Commission confirming it received an incident report — a disclosure relevant because Al Act Article
55 requires systemic-risk model providers to report serious incidents within 15 days, or two days for
the most severe (Fortune). Separately, security researchers documented a September 10 campaign
in which Al agents autonomously ran a ransomware kill chain across more than 440 servers at 395
organizations in 48 countries, with sub-10-minute dwell time per target (RuntimeAlI).

California's escalating scrutiny of OpenAl over the earlier Hugging Face breach continued this week
too: Attorney General Rob Bonta's office said it is "more broadly monitoring the Al industry's
compliance with California's laws," joining more than a dozen states now investigating frontier labs
since Alabama opened the first probe in August (Politico). China, which still has no dedicated Al
statute, filled part of that gap this week: its Supreme People's Court issued the country's first

national judicial rules on Al disputes on September 7, placing the burden on developers to produce
training-data sources and model operation records when accused of infringement, and creating
liability for non-consensual face-swapping, voice cloning, and "Al resurrection of the deceased"
(National Law Review). China then unveiled an updated Al Security Governance Framework on

September 14, alongside figures showing regulators removed more than 5.6 million non-compliant
Al items and penalized over 49,000 accounts since April (Crypto Briefing).

Why it matters for you: Incident-reporting obligations are no longer theoretical for systemic-risk
model providers, and "the vendor's agent did it" is not proving to be a shield from regulatory
attention — California's AG explicitly framed its posture as industry-wide monitoring, not a single-
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company probe. If you deploy third-party agents with any system access, confirm your vendor's
incident-disclosure practices and your own contractual visibility into incidents that could implicate
you as a downstream deployer.

4. Capital Keeps Flowing Into Al Infrastructure and Challengers to
Nvidia — While Cash Burn and Layoffs Both Accelerate

The infrastructure buildout shows no sign of slowing. Qualcomm and Amazon announced a
partnership on September 8 under which Amazon could purchase up to $60 billion of Qualcomm AI
data-center chips over the next decade, with Amazon receiving roughly $4 billion in warrants;
Qualcomm now targets $15 billion in data-center revenue by 2029 (Reuters). Google committed at
least €13 billion ($15.1 billion) to Finnish Al infrastructure across 2027-2028 on September 9 — its
largest European investment — paired with a long-term nuclear power purchase agreement, as
Microsoft and ByteDance reportedly scout Finnish sites too (Reuters). Inference-chip challengers to
Nvidia also drew major capital: Positron Al raised $875 million at a $5 billion valuation on September
10 — more than quadrupling in seven months — to fund its next-generation Asimov chip, while d-
Matrix said it will adopt Nvidia's NVLink Fusion so its new Raptor chips can slot directly into Nvidia's
own racks starting in 2027 (Reuters; Reuters).

Application-layer Al is raising at similar velocity. Coding-agent startup Cognition Al raised $2 billion
at a $48 billion valuation on September 8 — nearly double its valuation from just four months earlier
— with run-rate revenue growing from $492 million to nearly $900 million over that span (Reuters).
Mistral Al raised what it called the largest equity round ever completed by a European tech company
— a €3 billion Series D at a valuation above €21 billion, led by Samsung — while legal-AI vendor
Harvey raised $550 million at a $15.5 billion valuation and simultaneously acquired agent-security
platform Guardrails Al, its fourth acquisition this year (TechCrunch; Reuters).

But the buildout's cash cost is becoming visible in earnings. Oracle reported 30% revenue growth
and 121% cloud-infrastructure growth for its fiscal Q1, yet free cash flow swung to negative $5.4
billion from negative $362 million a year earlier, with total debt reaching $125 billion to fund data-
center expansion — shares fell on the print and remain down about 20% year to date (CNBC).
Layoffs attributed to Al-driven restructuring also accelerated: more than 6,300 tech roles were cut in
the first ten days of September alone, including roughly 3,300 corporate positions at Uber (about
10% of its workforce) and more than 200 positions at Apple across Siri and Vision Pro teams, pushing
the cumulative Al-attributed layoff count past 97,000 employees across 111 tracked events
(Moneycontrol). Gartner's own outlook complicates the "cut now, save later" narrative: it predicts
organizations that replace workers with AI will end up rehiring 30% of them by 2029, often at higher
cost, and that 75% of companies converting Al gains into pure cost savings — rather than
reinvesting them — will be outcompeted by 2027 (Gartner).
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Why it matters for you: The capital cycle and the cost-discipline cycle are now running in parallel,
not in sequence — Oracle's cash burn shows even the biggest infrastructure players are absorbing
real financial strain to keep pace, and Gartner's rehiring forecast is a direct warning against using Al
as a blunt headcount-reduction tool. If your Al-driven restructuring plan doesn't include a
reinvestment component, benchmark it against Gartner's 75% outcompete warning before your
next board cycle.

5. Early Signs of Price Compression Should Shape Your Next AI Budget
Conversation

Not every data point this week pointed toward bigger spend. Ramp's September Al Index, drawn
from its own platform data, found that among the top 1% of Al-spending firms, median spend per
employee per month actually fell 9.7% to $7,205, and the effective price per million tokens has
dropped 41% from its March 2026 peak of $1.15 to $0.68 — with Ramp attributing part of the decline
to companies setting enterprise-wide defaults that route routine work to cheaper standard models
rather than premium ones (Ramp Al Index). The same data shows Anthropic extending its enterprise
lead over OpenAl on Ramp's platform, 43.8% to 39.8% of paying businesses, a reminder that vendor
share and per-unit pricing are moving independently of each other (Ramp Al Index).

Adoption maturity data released this week reinforces that spend discipline and orchestration — not
raw usage — is what separates winners from the pack. UiPath's new survey of 590 C-suite and IT
leaders at $1 billion-plus revenue companies found only 31% say Al is fully embedded in their
organization, with data quality (38%), workflow integration (37%) and governance (33%) cited as the
top blockers; critically, 89% of firms with orchestration fully embedded say their agentic
deployments met or exceeded ROI expectations, versus a much lower bar for firms still running
disconnected pilots (UiPath). Anthropic's IPO timeline also slipped this week — its marketing launch
has moved to mid-October at the earliest, with some investors floating a valuation as high as $2
trillion, which would eclipse SpaceX's $1.77 trillion public listing from June (Reuters).

Why it matters for you: Falling per-token prices and falling per-seat spend among the heaviest Al
users are the clearest sign yet that commaoditization is reaching the model layer — renegotiate
vendor contracts on the assumption that this year's list price is not next year's list price. At the same
time, UiPath's 89%-vs-pilot gap is a strong argument for consolidating fragmented agent pilots into
a governed orchestration layer before adding new use cases, rather than layering more
disconnected tools on top of an unproven base.
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Five Things to Discuss With Your Leadership Team This Week

1.

Ask your vendors what "vertical AI product” means for you. OpenAl's financial-services
launch and Salesforce's named agents signal that generic-assistant pricing is giving way to
workflow-specific packages — get ahead of the renegotiation rather than waiting for it.

Check your California and EU compliance exposure against this week's calendar. The Al-
auditor registry, child-safety chatbot rules, and EU information-request obligations are active
now, and Newsom has 30-plus more bills to act on by September 30.

Confirm your agent vendors' incident-disclosure practices in writing. This week's German-
wiki and ransomware-campaign incidents show containment failures are recurring, not one-off,
and regulators are already asking labs to detail their monitoring.

Stress-test any Al-driven headcount plan against Gartner's rehiring forecast. If your
restructuring plan doesn't reinvest Al productivity gains, you're in the 75% Gartner expects to be
outcompeted by 2027.

Revisit Al vendor pricing assumptions before your next renewal. Token prices are down 41%
from their March peak and per-seat spend is falling among top users — don't renew at last
year's rate card without asking why.

This briefing draws on publicly reported data, company disclosures, and named research firms current as
of September 14, 2026. Figures for privately held companies (e.g., Cognition, Mistral, Harvey, Anthropic)
are as reported by secondary financial press from private sources and are not audited disclosures.
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