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Executive Summary

Worldwide Al spending reaches $2.52 trillion in 2026 (+44% YoY). But only 26.7% of CFOs plan
to raise GenAl budgets — down from 53.3% a year ago. Only 14% report measurable ROI. 61% of
CEOs face increasing pressure to prove returns. 65% lack alignment with their CFO on Al value.

The era of broad experimentation is giving way to unit-economics discipline: cost per completed
transaction, exception rates, human rework load, and fully loaded TCO that survives CFO-level
proof requirements.

Metric Value

Al spending 2026 (Gartner) $2.52T (+44% YoY)
Al app software 2026 (Gartner) $270B (3x prior)
CFOs raising GenAl budgets 26.7% (1 from 53.3%)
CFOs: measurable Al ROI 14%

CFOs: expect impact within 2 years 66%

CFOs: confident in Al impact 36%

Orgs: positive Al ROI 54%

CEOs: increasing ROI pressure 61%

CEOs: not aligned with CFO 65%

GenAl pilots failing (MIT) 95%

EBIT from Al (most orgs) <5%

Orgs: productivity gains (Deloitte) 66%

Revenue aspiration vs. reality 74% vs. 20%
Enterprise SaaS: outcome-based (2026) 40% (Gartner)

TCO underestimate for agents 40-60%

Al costs eroding margins >6% 84%

POC to production cost increase 250-400%

Avg monthly Al spend (2025) $85,521 (+36%)
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1. The Demand-Budget Paradox

Enterprise Al demand is accelerating. Budgets are decelerating. This is not a contradiction — it's a

maturation signal.

Demand Is Real

Demand Indicator Value Source

Al spending 2026 $2.52T (+44%) Gartner

Al app software $270B (3x) Gartner
Alin 1+ function 78% McKinsey
Agent deployment planned 50%-+ in 1 yr Protiviti

Avg monthly spend $85,521 (+36%) Industry data
Spending $100K+/mo 45% (1 from 20%) Industry data

Budgets Are Tightening

Budget Signal Value Source
CFOs raising GenAl 26.7% (1 from 53.3%) Gartner
CFOs: measurable ROI 14% Gartner
CFOs: confident in impact 36% Gartner
CEOs: ROl pressure 61% Fortune/AIQ
CEOs: not aligned w/ CFO 65% Fortune/AlQ
Near-term undermines

[ ~75% of CEOs Fortune/AlQ

Only 14% of CFOs report measurable ROI. Only 36% are confident they can drive Al
impact. The checkbook is closing — not because demand disappeared, but because
evidence didn’t arrive.

Enterprises will spend more through fewer vendors. Experimentation budgets are being cut.
Overlapping tools rationalized. CIOs are trading sprawling toolchains for platform SKUs and
committed-use discounts.
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2. Why Pilots Pass But Budgets Fail

The Unit-Economics Gap

Economic Reality What Pilots Hide

Visible costs = 15-20% TCO Integration, data eng,
ops hidden
L 250-400% f
POC - production increase 50-400% over proo
of concept
First-year overruns 30-40% of organizations
TCO underestimate (agents) 40-60%
Unexpected charges 65% of IT leaders report
Al eroding margins >6% 84% of respondents

“The CFO doesn’t care that the Al “worked.” The CFO cares what it costs per
completed transaction, what the exception rate is, and whether it's getting

cheaper.”
The ROI Timeline Mismatch
Stakeholder Expected Timeline Actual
Board 6—12 months 2—4 years (Deloitte)
CFO Quatrterly visibility 12+ months often
Business unit Immediate gains 30-60 days initial
IT/Operations Post-integration 3-6 months

The EBIT Reality

Only 39% attribute any EBIT impact to Al (McKinsey). Most of those: <5% of EBIT. Only 6% high
performers exceed 5%. Nearly two-thirds have not begun scaling across the enterprise. Deloitte:
74% aspire to Al revenue growth; only 20% are achieving it.

66% of organizations report productivity gains (Deloitte). But revenue growth remains
aspirational for most. The demand is real. The P&L impact, for most organizations, is
not yet.
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3. The Unit-Economics Framework

Unit economics converts pilot enthusiasm into CFO-grade evidence. Three metrics.
Metric 1. Cost Per Completed Transaction

Cost Component What to Include

Compute/API costs Token usage, model inference, API calls

Data pipeline costs Ingestion, processing, validation

Integration costs

Connections, middleware, transforms

Human oversight costs

Review time, escalations, corrections

Exception handling

Rework, fallback, error resolution

Maintenance costs

Model updates, prompt tuning, monitoring

Metric 2: Exception Rate and Human Rework

Exception Metric

What It Reveals

Exception rate

% transactions requiring human intervention

Rework rate

% Al outputs needing correction

Escalation frequency

How often Al hits boundaries

False-positive rate

Unnecessary human interventions

Resolution time

Cost of each human touchpoint

If the exception rate isn’t declining, the Al isn’t learning. If human rework is stable or
growing, the automation is creating work, not eliminating it.

Metric 3: Fully Loaded Cost vs. Baseline

Element Baseline (Pre-Al) Al-Enabled

Cost per transaction

Known, measurable

Full TCO included

Processing time

Known cycle time

End-to-end w/ exceptions

Error rate

Historical data

Al + human correction
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Throughput

Current capacity

Volume at quality

Staffing

Current FTE

Post-redeployment FTE
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4. The Decision Framework

Go: Scale the Workflow

Go Condition

Unit cost drops

Evidence Required

Cost per transaction declining
over 60-90 days

Quality holds/improves

Error rate at or below baseline

Exception rate declining

Human rework trending down

TCO bounded

Hidden costs identified, included

Governance manageable

Oversight costs proportionate
to value

Pause: Iterate with Adjustments

Pause Condition

What to Fix

Gains need manual
workaround

Automate workaround or
reclassify as human task

Exception rate stable

Retrain model, adjust triggers,
refine data pipeline

Hidden costs exceed
projections

Renegotiate vendor, simplify
integration

Quality inconsistent

Add validation, tighten
confidence thresholds

Stop: Reallocate Budget

Evidence

Stop Condition

Governance > value

Compliance costs exceed productivity gain

Cost not declining
after 90 days

No learning curve; static/rising cost

Exception rate rising

Al creating more work than eliminating

Quality degradation

Error rate above baseline
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Vendor can’'t meet

Pricing misaligned with value
outcome terms

The structured Stop in 60-90 days saves more than an unstructured continuation that
ends in 9 months. 42% of enterprises scrapped Al initiatives in 2025 after months of
ambiguity.
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5. What Enterprise Leaders Should Do Now

1. Prioritize 3-5 workflows with measurable P&L impact. Support triage, invoice processing,
compliance review, proposal generation, claims adjudication — workflows with quantified
baselines and attributable costs.

2. Require baseline vs. target metrics before launch. Cost per transaction, processing time,
error rate, exception rate, human rework load. No baseline, no launch. The 95% failure rate
traces to no quantified starting point.

3. Tie vendor payment to operational outcomes. Cost per resolved transaction, milestone
payments tied to KPI achievement, outcome-linked pricing. 40% of enterprise SaaS will include
outcome-based elements by 2026.

4. Instrument every workflow for unit economics. Cost per completed transaction, exception
rate trends, human rework hours, quality delta vs. baseline, governance overhead, vendor cost
vs. projected.

5. Run 60-90 day decision cycles. Pre-defined Go/Pause/Stop criteria agreed before launch.
The organizations that scale fastest decide fastest — including deciding to stop.

Old Contract Model New Contract Model

Seat-based licensing Cost per resolved transaction
Implementation + maintenance Milestone payments — KPI
Annual subscription Outcome-linked with guarantees
Unlimited use rights Consumption-based with caps

What to Watch

* Cost per completed workflow transaction as the standard Al metric
» Exception rates and human rework load as automation truth tests

* Vendor pricing shift from seat-based to outcome-based
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The Bottom Line

Enterprise Al spending reaches $2.52 trillion in 2026. But only 26.7% of CFOs plan to increase
GenAl budgets. Only 14% report measurable ROI. 54% see positive returns — meaning 46% are
funding experiments without evidence.

The shift: pilot enthusiasm to unit-economics discipline. Cost per completed transaction, exception
rates trending down, human rework declining, and fully loaded TCO that survives CFO scrutiny.
Not the biggest budgets. The best evidence.

cheaper.

The CFO doesn'’t care that the Al “worked.” The CFO cares what it costs per
completed transaction, what the exception rate is, and whether it’s getting

The leaders asking “How much per transaction?” are scaling. The ones
asking “How many people are using it?” are still in pilot purgatory.

Thorsten Meyer is an Al strategy advisor who has noticed that the enterprise leaders asking “How much

Sources

1.
2.
3.

Gartner — $2.52T Al Spending 2026 (+44% YoY)
Gartner — $270B Al Application Software (3x)
Gartner — 26.7% CFOs Raising GenAl Budgets

4. Gartner — 14% CFOs Measurable ROI; 36% Confident

5. Gartner — 40% Enterprise SaaS Outcome-Based by 2026

6. Fortune/AlIQ — 61% CEOs ROI Pressure; 65% CFO Misalignment
7.
8
9

Fortune/AIQ — 95% Zero ROI (MIT); ~75% Short-Term Undermines

. McKinsey — 39% EBIT from Al; 6% High Performers
. McKinsey — Two-Thirds Not Scaling

10. Deloitte — 66% Productivity; 74% vs. 20% Revenue

11. Deloitte — Al ROI: 2—4 Years vs. 7-12 Month Standard

12. Deloitte — 3,235 Leaders; 34% Transformative Use

13. Kyndryl — 54% Positive ROI; 33% YoY Increase

14. S&P; Global — 42% Scrapped Al (2025)

does it cost per transaction?” are scaling, while the ones asking “How many people are using it?” are
still in pilot purgatory. More at ThorstenMeyerAl.com.
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15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

Industry — $85,521 Monthly; 45% Over $100K/Month
Industry — 15-20% Visible Costs; 200—400% Inflation
Industry — 250-400% POC-to-Production

Industry — 65% Unexpected Charges; 30—40% Overruns
Industry — 84% Margins Eroded >6%

TechCrunch — More Spend, Fewer Vendors (2026)
Protiviti — 50%+ Agent Deployment in 1 Year

MIT — 95% GenAl Pilots Fail ROI

Pilot.com — Al Pricing Economics

WEF — CFO Al Investment ROI

Zylo — True Al Cost for Businesses 2026
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