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Enterprise Al ECOnomics
Getting real value from Al spend

Most enterprises are spending more on Al than they know, measuring less than they should,
and governing almost none of it. This is the framework to fix that.
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The Five-Minute Version

Forecast growth in
worldwide Al spending
in 2026 (Gartner).
Enterprise budgets, not
hyperscalers, drive the

Share of paid Al assistant
seats actively used in a
typical enterprise. The
rest is silent waste.

Share of organizations
with employees using

unsanctioned Al tools.

Shadow Al is the norm,
not the exception.

Discount on cached
input tokens with major
providers. The cheapest
optimization most teams
never switch on.

next wave.

Contract structure determines which cost levers you even have. Per-seat licenses are predictable but produce zero
usage signal; pure consumption scales to zero but is dangerous at scale. Department-level quotas are the strongest
accountability model available today.

Cost data without outcome data is an invoice, not a strategy. The metric that matters is cost per unit of business output:
per PR merged, per ticket resolved, per document produced. Cost per seat and cost per query are vanity metrics.

Shadow Al, from personal subscriptions to unmanaged API keys, is commonly estimated at 15 to 30 percent of the
sanctioned budget and carries the bulk of the data risk. Detection is a solved problem; most organizations simply have
not deployed it.

Default every interface to a mid-tier model, centralize API traffic through a proxy, enable prompt caching, and cap every
key. Configuration typically cuts model-tier spend by 30 to 50 percent. Training alone will not hold at scale.

Consolidate vendors to reach committed-spend tiers, eliminate duplicate seats, and put data residency, zero-data-
retention, and audit rights in the MSA rather than in an email thread.

By one industry estimate, only ~18 cents of every Al dollar reaches shipped product — and the value Al does create rarely
surfaces in standard financial reporting. Build an internal ROI ledger: instrument output where the work happens, grade
every claim by evidence strength, and never turn raw usage into a target.

Pick 2 to 3 high-volume workflows, instrument cost per unit of output
there first, then scale.

Where to Start:

ENTERPRISE Al ECONOMICS



What We'll Cover
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EVERY ENTERPRISE Al BUYER NEEDS IN VIEW:

Why the meter, price volatility, and agent
multipliers change how Al is budgeted

Contract models, dashboard requirements,
shadow Al detection

Why Al value is invisible to standard reporting,
and the evidence ladder that makes ROI claims
defensible

Chat, agent, and API best practices
that control cost and risk

Education, configuration, commercial levers,
private cloud, and who owns each
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THE ECONOMICS:

Why Token Cost is Now a
Board-Level Line Item

Gartner forecasts worldwide Al spending of $2.59 trillion in 2026, up 47 percent year over year, with
enterprises expected to roughly double their spending on generative Al models and agents. The
unit underneath every one of those invoices is the token. Executives do not need to count tokens,
but they do need to understand four properties of this new line item.

01 THE METER

Tokens are the unit of metering

Every prompt and every response is billed in tokens,
roughly three-quarters of a word each. Input (what
you send, including documents and conversation
history) and output (what the model writes) are
priced separately, and output typically costs about
five times more. Long context and verbose responses,
not user headcount, are what move the bill.

03 THE MULTIPLIER

Agents multiply consumption

A chat user sends one prompt and reads one
answer. An agent may make dozens of model calls
for a single task, re-reading a growing context at
every step: 10 to 100 times the tokens. As workloads
shift from chat to agents, spend scales with
workflow design, not headcount, and guardrails
become budget controls.

02 THE VOLATILITY

List prices move in both directions

Within the past year, one flagship model line doubled
its per-token price while caching discounts deepened
to 90 percent and batch processing settled at

half price. Budget on unit economics rather than

a vendor’s current price card, and build re-pricing
triggers into contracts. June 2026 case in point: one
frontier flagship relaunched at roughly a third of its
predecessor’s per-token price, days after a wave of
budget-overrun headlines.

04 THE SCRUTINY

Payback questions have gone public

Uber’s COO says it is tough to tie Al spend directly to
productivity. Match Group funds its new Al budget
by slowing hiring. Amazon scrapped an internal Al
leaderboard that rewarded usage over outcomes.
Boards have seen the hyperscaler return math —
the next budget conversation opens with proof, not
promise.

Reference points (vendor list prices, June 2026, per million tokens):

frontier models run roughly $5 in / $25-30 out (Claude Opus 4.8, GPT-5.5); mid-tier roughly $3 / $15 (Claude
Sonnet 4.6); small models roughly $1/ $5 (Claude Haiku 4.5); high-reasoning tiers reach $30 / $180 (GPT-5.5 Pro).
These move quarterly; verify against vendor price pages before budgeting.
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01 COST VISIBILITY

What you need to see —

Most enterprises have Al spend scattered across vendors, teams, and personal
card statements. Without consolidated visibility, every optimization decision is a
guess.
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Contract & Pricing Models

Each carries different visibility and optimization levers.

PER-SEAT LICENSE COMMITTED ENTERPRISE TIER
Flat monthly fee / user Annual commit + pooled quota
Fixed cost per user, regardless of actual usage. Negotiated token or request quota shared across
Common across Copilot, ChatGPT Enterprise, and the org. Overages bill at list price. Common with
Gemini Workspace. Easy to budget, but produces Azure OpenAl, AWS Bedrock, and Anthropic. Volume
no signal on who is using it, at what depth, or for discounts open at $IM-plus in committed spend.
what tasks.
v Predictable, straightforward to forecast v" Volume pricing with a single invoice
Zero usage signal. Inactive seats are invisible Quota exhaustion hits every team at once
waste

Overage clauses are frequently punishing
Typically only a third to half of paid seats see
active use

DEPARTMENT-LEVEL QUOTA

Ringfenced budgets per BU Token-in / token-out billing
Enterprise quota subdivided to business units. No commitment. You pay exactly for what
Each team owns its spend. Requires a usage you use. Right for early exploration or bursty
management layer, such as LiteLLM, Portkey, or an workloads. Dangerous at scale: a single
internal proxy. This is the strongest accountability misconfigured agent loop has generated five-
model available today. figure bills overnight in documented production
incidents.

v Clear ownership; chargeback-ready by v~ No waste; scales to zero

design . )

No budget ceiling without hard API-level

Requires tooling investment to enforce limits spend caps

Cross-team quota sharing creates political Cost spikes are unpredictable and fast

friction
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Cost vs. Impact — What to Track

Cost data without outcome data is not a strategy, but an invoice.
You need both sides to make any optimization decision worthwhile.

COST SIDE IMPACT SIDE

Model tier spend:
Most teams default to frontier and high-reasoning
tiers for tasks a mid-tier model handles at a fraction

of the price. This is the single largest lever.

Spend by team and BU:
Without attribution, Finance sees one invoice with
no line items. Ownership is the prerequisite for

accountability.

Cost per task:

Normalize to the unit of work. Cost per PR merged.

Cost per ticket resolved. Cost per page summarized.

Seat-level averages hide everything.

Production yield:

The share of Al-assisted output that actually ships
versus getting reworked or discarded. One industry
estimate puts it at 18 cents shipped per Al dollar — if
even directionally right, rework is the largest hidden

cost line in the program.

Spike detection:
Alert on anomalies against a 7-day rolling average.
Agent runaway and test loops are the two most

common causes of surprise overages.

Use-case type:
Coding, document work, support, and analysis each
carry a different ROI profile. Aggregate spend hides

the mix.

ENTERPRISE Al ECONOMICS

Time saved per workflow:
Pre/post measurement with sampled user data.

Without a baseline, ROI claims are undefendable.

Throughput change:
Output volume per person before and after. This is

where productivity gains show up in business terms.

Error and rework rate:
Al-assisted work with measurably fewer revisions is

the clearest quality signal available.

Adoption rate:

Active users divided by licensed users. Below 50
percent signals a training problem, a UX problem, or
both.

User sentiment:
Qualitative NPS from active users captures friction

that usage data misses entirely.



WHAT MOST ORGS MISS

Shadow Al spend:
Personal subscriptions, browser extensions, and unapproved tools. Commmonly estimated at 15 to 30 percent of

the sanctioned Al budget, and near-universal: 98 percent of organizations show some unsanctioned use.

Enablement cost:
Training, IT setup, and prompt engineering account for 20 to 40 percent of year-one Al cost.

Most budgets omit this entirely.

Avoided headcount:

The most valuable metric in any Al business case, and the hardest to attribute cleanly. Verified market
evidence runs roughly 68-to-1in favor of augmentation over outright replacement, so anchor the case on

throughput and treat avoided hiring as upside. Track it from day one.

License stacking:
The same employee holding Copilot, ChatGPT Enterprise, and a vertical tool simultaneously is common

and expensive.

The most meaningful ratio is cost per unit of business output. Cost per seat

AHEAD

. and cost per query, in isolation, are vanity metrics. Start with 2 to 3 high-volume
Recommendation:

workflows, build measurement there first, then scale.

Al value is real before it is measurable. When Al absorbs work, the receipt that
Why a baseline is made that work visible disappears — finance systems capture the token cost
non-negotiable: perfectly and the value almost not at all. If the pre/post baseline is not built
where the work happens, no standard report will ever show the return. The ROI
Ledger (section 02) covers this in depth.
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THE Al COST DASHBOARD:

What It Must Contain

A mockup of the four essential panels, consolidated in one view.

$84,32

Frontier (Opus, GPT-5.5) CEIEEEEEE— @ Perplexizity Pro - 8 users
Mid-tier (Sonnet, mini) D

small (Haiku, Flash)

® ChatGPT Plus (personal)

@ Midjourney (browser ext)

Notion Al (personal)

Engineering $46.4K
Sales & Marketing $19.4K ® Unkown API endpoint
Operations $10.1K

Finance / Legal $8.4K

You do not have to build this yourself.

A tooling category has emerged around Al cost observability. Enterprise FinOps platforms such as Finout,
CloudZero, and Vantage now ingest OpenAl, Anthropic, and cloud Al service billing alongside cloud

and Kubernetes spend, giving Finance one allocation and forecasting view. LLM-native gateways and
observability layers (LiteLLM, Portkey, Helicone, Langfuse) supply the per-key, per-team metering underneath.
Evaluate buy before build: the hard work is attribution and tagging discipline, not charting.

Don't treat it as a scoreboard.

The fastest way to corrupt this dashboard is to make usage a target. Token leaderboards reward exactly
what they measure (consumption) and have been linked to ROI-negative make-work at name-brand
companies; Amazon scrapped its internal Al leaderboard for precisely this reason. Goodhart's law applies in
full: track cost per unit of output, celebrate outcomes, and never reward raw token volume.
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Detecting Shadow Al

Unapproved tools are the gap between your reported spend and your real exposure.

DNS / Proxy Traffic Expense Report Browser Extension
Analysis Mining Audits

Flag requests to known Al endpoints Parse T&E and corp card data MDM or browser policy can
(api.openai.com, claude.ai, gemini. for Al vendor names. Employees enumerate installed extensions.
google.com) not routed through expensing personal ChatGPT Plus Al writing assistants (Compose
corporate gateways. Detects or Midjourney subscriptions is a Al, Merlin, Wordtune) often send
browser-based and personal- reliable early signal. data to third-party APIs without IT
account use. awareness.

Sso /[ Secrets & Saas Spend

Identity Gaps AP| Key Sprawl Management Tools

Audit SSO-connected apps vs. Scan code repos and CI/CD for Platforms like Zylo, Torii, or Productiv
apps accessed with corporate hardcoded OpenAl / Anthropic auto-classify SaaS subscriptions and
email. Any Al tool signed up with | Cohere API keys. Developer- flag Al tools. Integrate with finance
@yourcompany.com but not in originated keys often bypass all data for full coverage.

your SSO catalog is shadow risk. spend controls.

Why it matters

+  On most consumer-tier Al tools, data submitted in prompts is subject to vendor model training
by default. Enterprise data has ended up in vendor training sets.

« No DLP coverage. No audit trail. No data residency control. No recourse if something goes wrong.

« Shadow Al is near-universal: 98 percent of organizations have employees using unsanctioned
tools, and roughly half of employees admit to using Al without approval. Unsanctioned spend is
commonly estimated at 15 to 30 percent of the sanctioned Al budget.

+ GDPR, HIPAA, and SOC 2 exposure is material the moment PIl touches an unapproved endpoint.

RECOMMENDED TOOLING:

< < g% <

Netskope [ Zscaler Microsoft Defender for Zylo [ Torii Saas LiteLLM / Portkey
CASB-level Al category Cloud Apps intelligence with Al centralize all API traffic
detection for M365 shops categorization through a proxy, giving
full visibility + policy
enforcement
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Al Cost Monitoring
Is Four Markets, Not One

“Al tool cost monitoring” is not one clean category yet. The market splits into four buckets, each
answering a different question and each owned by a different team. Most enterprises need a layer
from more than one of them as opposed to single product.

- Al FinOps

Spend allocation & unit economics
The FinOps ledger for Al
CloudZero: Al and cloud unit economics by product, feature, customer, and model

Finout: allocates OpenAl, Anthropic, and Bedrock spend by team, model, or agent via
virtual tagging

Apptio Cloudability: enterprise FinOps and TBM shops already standardized on Apptio

Harness: engineering-led cloud and Al cost optimization

Kubecost, nOps: GPU and Kubernetes workload allocation

Answers: Who is spending, on which model, for which app or team, and whether the
spend is justified by the value.

LLM Observability

Prompt- and trace-level cost
The flight recorder for Al apps

Datadog LLM Observability: when observability already lives in Datadog
Langfuse: open-source, self-hostable token and cost tracing
Helicone: lightweight Al gateway with cost analytics

Arize Phoenix: open-source tracing, evals, and token-based cost

LangSmith, Braintrust: tie cost to evals and output quality

Answers: which prompt, chain, agent step, or model choice drove the spend, and
whether the expensive call was actually higher quality.
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Gateways & Control

Budgets, routing & enforcement

The toll booth and traffic cop

LiteLLM: open-source multi-provider gateway with budgets, logging, and fallbacks
Portkey: packaged gateway for conditional routing, caching, and analytics
Kong Al Gateway: when Kong is already the enterprise APl control plane

Databricks Unity Al Gateway: usage tracking, rate limits, guardrails, and budgets

Bedrock native controls: inference profiles and cost allocation tags

Answers: can this team or agent use this model and spend more, and should we block,
throttle, downgrade, cache, or reroute.

n Saas & Shadow Al

Al as software spend
The procurement and shadow-IT radar

Zylo: Saas and consumption cost management with contract context and overage alerts
Productiv: Al adoption and usage across departments, with unapproved-tool flags

Torii: shadow app discovery and Al cost governance

Answers: who bought what, which licenses are idle, which Al tools are unapproved, and
which contracts are shifting from seats to consumption.

The cleanest way to position it: FinOps platforms tell Finance where Al money is going; observability tells
Engineering why the calls are expensive; gateways keep the spend from happening in the wrong place;
SaasS management handles Al as license sprawl.
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Packaged as an
Al FinOps Control Plane

For an enterprise client, AHEAD layers these into one operating model with three jobs.

O'I Discover

Saas Al tools, cloud Al spend, LLM APl usage, and
GPU workloads, including the shadow Al you
cannot see today.

0 2 Attribute

Cost by user, team, app, workflow, model,
customer, and product. Attribution is the
prerequisite for every other lever.

O 3 Govern

Budgets, rate limits, model routing, approvals,
alerts, and chargeback, enforced at the gateway
rather than requested by memo.

The bottom line for the client: Traditional FinOps stops at cloud resources. Al FinOps has to track tokens, prompts,
agents, Saas licenses, GPU utilization, and business value. CloudZero is one strong option, but the full answer
usually combines FinOps, LLM observability, gateway controls, and SaaS management.
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Proving value that the accounts can’t see

Every token is invoiced, so Al cost is perfectly visible. Al value is not: it hides in time
saved, rework avoided, and work that was never affordable before. Closing that
asymmetry, with evidence strong enough for a CFO, is now the core executive ask.
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THE MEASUREMENT GAP:

Why Your CFO Can’t See Al Value

Financial systems were built to track transactions, and Al creates value by removing them.
Three mechanisms hide the return, but none of them mean the return is not real.

~18¢ 68 $15

Estimated share of every enterprise Ratio of verified Al value evidence Cost of a research literature review
Al dollar that reaches shipped from augmenting existing workers that ran roughly $400 in 2015. The
product; the rest is absorbed versus outright replacement ($952B value is real and now recurring — the
by rework, fixes, and review vs. $14B at production-grade receipt that once made it visible is
(EntelligenceAl estimate, June 2026). evidence, SemiAnalysis, April 2026). gone.

MECHANISM 01
Receipts Vanish

When Al absorbs work that was previously bought from a vendor or billed between teams,
the transaction that made the work visible disappears. The cost line shrinks; the value line
never existed. Standard reporting reads the productivity gain as an activity decline.

MECHANISM 02
New Work Has No Baseline

Much Al output is work that was too expensive to do before: a research brief ahead of every
client meeting, a literature scan before every project. Real value with zero precedent — there
is no “before” number to compare against unless you create one at adoption time.

MECHANISM 03
Value Lands in the Wrong Ledger

The spend sits in IT's budget while the benefit lands in Sales’ cycle time or Legal’s
turnaround. Cost and value live in different cost centers, so program-level ROl never
assembles itself. Attribution by workflow—not by invoice—is the fix.
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THE EVIDENCE LADDER:

Grading Every ROI Claim

Not all proof is equal. Adapted from SemiAnalysis’s verification ladder for Al capability claims, this
gives every business case a confidence grade, turning “give me a real ROl number” into “give me a
number at level 4 or above.”

ENTERPRISE Al ECONOMICS

LEVEL 5

/N

LEVEL 4

/N

LEVEL 3

/N

LEVEL 2

LEVEL 1

Audited by Finance:

Finance validates the unit economics and books the
benefit — cost avoided, throughput gained, or revenue
attributed. The only level that belongs in board materials.

Production with Measurement:

Running in the live workflow, instrumented on the cost
dashboard in section 01, with pre/post unit economics.
The minimum bar for scaled investment.

Pilot with Baseline:

Measured gain in a scoped pilot against a pre-Al
baseline: time per task, throughput, error rate. The
minimum bar for requesting scale-up funding.

Demo:
Works under controlled conditions on selected examples.
Proves possibility but not value.

Anecdote:

Someone says it helps. Useful for spotting candidates,
inadmissible as ROl Most Al business cases today never
leave this level.

Make it Policy: No business case advances on level 1-2 evidence alone; scaled investment
requires level 4, board-facing ROI claims require level 5. Every claim in the portfolio carries
its grade, which sets the funding.



Practices that control cost and risk

Responsible use is intentional: the right model, the right data, and the right

guardrails for each context. Chat, agent, and APl each have distinct practices worth
standardizing across the organization.
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Responsible Use by Context

Chat Use (ChatGPT, Copilot, Claude.ai, Gemini)

Priority: [l Critical Important Efficiency

Keep PIl, trade secrets, and client data out of consumer-tier chat tools. Use enterprise tiers with audit logging
configured — and train teams on what belongs in Al and what stays internal.

Default to mid-tier models and reserve frontier models for tasks that genuinely need them. The same summary on a
mid-tier model costs a fraction as much, and the habit compounds across thousands of prompts. This is the single
biggest lever for responsible chat spend.

VERIFY OUTPUT BEFORE ACTING

Build a review step for citations, financial figures, and legal language before downstream decisions. Treat Al output as
a draft, not a final answer.

SANITIZE THIRD-PARTY CONTENT

Screen emails, PDFs, and pasted content before it enters prompts — especially in tool-augmented chats. Reduces
prompt-injection risk without slowing everyday work.

PROVIDE ONLY RELEVANT CONTEXT

Upload sections, not entire codebases or documents. Same output quality at 10 to 100 times lower token cost when
context is scoped to what the task actually needs.

18 | ENTERPRISE Al ECONOMICS



Agent Use (autonomous agents, multi-step workflows)

Priority: [l Critical Important Efficiency

Hard caps on retries and API calls prevent runaway loops. A single well-configured agent should never produce a
surprise five-figure bill. Limits are the baseline and should not be seen as optional.

Read-only by default, with human checkpoints before write access to production, customer data, or financial systems.
Least privilege keeps one bad inference from touching live systems.

Treat commits, emails, and record updates as drafts until a human or automated test confirms them. Verification at
each step keeps errors from compounding across the workflow.

DESIGN EFFICIENT TOOL WORKFLOWS

One well-scoped tool call per step avoids redundant searches that add latency and cost without improving output.
Good agent design is a cost control.

MANAGE CONTEXT BETWEEN AGENTS

Pass summaries (not full conversation history) between agents in multi-step workflows. Keeps context growth linear
(instead of quadratic) and cost predictable as workflows scale.
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API / Developer Use (birect APl access, embedded Al in products)

Priority: [l Critical Important Efficiency

Rate limits and monthly caps on every production key ensure traffic spikes and code bugs never cause unbounded
bills. Deploy controls before launch; don't wait for the first surprise invoice.

Classification, routing, and extraction belong on mini models, which have the same quality at 5 to 30 times lower cost
per call. Reserve frontier models for tasks where capability genuinely matters.

ENABLE PROMPT CACHING

Static system prompts should be cached on every production app. Anthropic and OpenAl discount cached input
tokens by 90 percent, enabling high ROI for minimal engineering effort.

PREFER STRUCTURED OUTPUT

JSON with length limits instead of free-text when the task allows it. Predictable token consumption and easier
downstream parsing pave the way for both cost and reliability wins.

TAG KEYS FOR ATTRIBUTION

Label API keys by team, product, and workflow so that Finance gets line-item visibility. Attribution is the prerequisite for
accountability and informed optimization.
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Model Choice Drives the Bill

The biggest day-to-day lever is not how much people use Al, but which model they choose
and how they prompt. Usage is healthy. Defaulting to frontier models and letting context grow
unchecked is what inflates the invoice.

~956% 2-10%

Share of everyday tasks Per-token premium of frontier
a mid-tier model handles at over mid-tier models. High-reasoning
tiers run 10 to 60 times mid-tier price.

~HX
How much more output tokens

cost than input. Specify response

near-identical quality. length to control spend.

Right Model, Right Task

A default-and-escalate rule removes the guesswork for every user.

DEFAULT: ~95% OF TASKS

Mid-tier Model
e.g, Claude Sonnet 4.6,
GPT-5 mini

The everyday workhorse at near-
frontier quality. Drafting, editing,
summarizing, research, code
review, slide content, and client
documents.

ESCALATE: ~5% OF TASKS

Frontier Model
e.g, Claude Opus 4.8, GPT-
55

Reserve for genuine complexity:
multi-document synthesis, high-
stakes contract or legal review,
and advanced agentic workflows
where reasoning quality is
critical.

HIGH VOLUME

Small / Fast Model
e.g, Claude Haiku 4.5,
Gemini Flash

Purpose-built for structured,
repetitive work at scale:
classification, tagging, short
structured outputs, and high-
volume API pipelines.

The Rule: Start mid-tier. Escalate to a frontier model only if the output genuinely falls short after two attempts,
never as a default. In enterprise usage that AHEAD has observed, the most efficient users spend roughly $0.03
per message while the least efficient run $0.30 to $5.00. The gap is habit, not workload.
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Four levers to pull

No single lever solves this. The right approach layers education, configuration, commercial discipline,
and private deployment in order of cost and disruption. Start where the ROI is fastest and work outward.

'!!IIII!WI - - e
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INTERVENTIONS:

The Full Toolkit

Layer these in order of effort: start with config, then commercial and
infrastructure choices as needed

@ Education and Training

Prompt efficiency training with cost-per-task scenarios built in. Show employees what the same
output costs on different models.

Data classification training: what is permissible in Al tools and what must stay internal. Specific,
not general.

Publish a model selection decision matrix. For each task type, specify the right model. Remove
the guesswork.

Agent design principles for engineering teams: how to set loop guards, when to add human
checkpoints, how to scope permissions correctly.

Acceptable use policy, signed annually. Include tested scenarios, not just principles. Make
violations concrete.

Set expectations up front: efficiency gains increase total usage (Jevons paradox). That is
success, not failure, provided the new volume lands on instrumented, high-value workflows.

E Configuration and Setup

Default every interface to a mid-tier model. Users opt up to frontier, not down from it. This one
change typically cuts model-tier spend by 30 to 50 percent.

Centralize all API traffic through a proxy layer (LiteLLM, Portkey, Azure APIM). This gives you per-
team quotas, full call logging, and policy enforcement in one place.

Enable prompt caching for every production application with a static system prompt. Both
Anthropic and OpenAl discount cached input tokens by 90 percent, and batch processing adds
a 50 percent discount for non-urgent workloads. This requires almost no engineering work.

Set hard spend caps on every APl key. Alert at 70 percent of limit. Never let the first signal be a
surprise invoice.

DLP integration on outbound prompts. Scan for Pll, credentials, and classified data patterns
before they leave your environment.

Agent guardrails in production: maximum iteration count, hard stops, and mandatory human
approval gates for any irreversible action.
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&2y Commercial Negotiations

Consolidate vendors to reach committed spend thresholds. $500K+ with a single vendor
unlocks meaningful pricing tiers that fragmented spend across five vendors will never reach.

Annual committed spend consistently beats pay-as-you-go pricing by 20 to 40 percent at
enterprise scale. The business case for committing is almost always straightforward.

Negotiate data residency, zero-data-retention, and audit log rights into the Master Services
Agreement. Addenda and amendments are harder to enforce and easier to forget.

Audit for duplicate seat licenses across business units. Copilot and ChatGPT Enterprise overlap
is the most common and most expensive example.

Build quarterly business reviews into the contract. Vendor accountability for roadmap and
pricing commitments requires a formal cadence.

On-Premises and Private Cloud

Open-weight models including Liama 4, Qwen 3, DeepSeek, and Mistral are production-grade
for high-volume, lower-sensitivity workloads. Per-token cost falls sharply at sustained high
utilization on owned infrastructure.

Azure OpenAl and AWS Bedrock private deployments provide no-training guarantees and
regional data residency for regulated workloads. This is hot optional for healthcare, financial
services, and defense.

Best fit: code completion, document summarization, internal search. High token volume,
predictable workload, and moderate sensitivity.

The ROI crossover for on-premises versus external APl spend typically occurs around $200K per
year. Calculate your threshold before committing to GPU infrastructure.

AHEAD designs and operates managed private Al environments with cost metering and
governance built in from deployment day one.
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Who Owns the Al Bill?
Everyone, Which Means No One.

Al spend fails differently from cloud spend. It is fragmented across Saas seats, API keys, and
embedded features, and it grows bottom-up. Without named ownership, every lever in this paper
stays theoretical. Three roles, one operating cadence.

| think we're benefiting from it, but it’s hard to feel it.

‘ CEO, Match Group — on $5-10M of new annual Al tool spend,
funded by slowing hiring (May 2026)

That sentence is the ownership gap in one line: spend decisions are already being made at CEO
level while the measurement layer that would make the benefit feelable does not exist.

These are the three roles that close it:

- Finance [ FinOps

Owns attribution: Every dollar of Al spend mapped to a team and a workflow, on the
same cadence as cloud cost reporting.

Owns unit economics: Publishes cost per unit of output for the top workflows monthly.

Owns forecasting: Committed-spend utilization and renewal positions reviewed
quarterly, ahead of vendor QBRs.

owns the tooling decision: Al-aware FinOps platforms (Finout, CloudZero, Vantage)
now fold LLM spend into existing cloud cost governance, so Al does not need a parallel
reporting stack.
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Platform [ IT

Owns the proxy layer, model defaults, caching, quotas, and spend caps. Configuration
is an engineering deliverable, not a policy memo.

Owns shadow Al detection jointly with Security: CASB categories, SSO audits, and AP
key scanning.

Owns agent guardrails in production: Iteration limits, approval gates, and kill switches.

Al Governance | CoE

Owns the acceptable use policy, the model selection matrix, and the exception
process.

Owns enablement: Role-specific training tied to access, managed prompt
libraries, and measured adoption.

Oowns the responsible-use standards by context (chat, agent, API) described in
section 03.

The Cadence that Makes It Real: A weekly 30-minute spend review (Platform + FinOps) against the dashboard
in section 01, and a quarterly executive review that ties unit economics to vendor negotiations. Treat it like
cloud cost governance, because that is what it is.
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Intervention Maturity Model

Where to start, what unlocks what — a sequenced roadmap:

Foundation

DAYS 1-30

Visibility
DAYS 30-60

Control
DAYS 60-90

Optimization
90+ DAYS

(B

EDUCATION

CONFIG

=

COMMERCIAL

ENTERPRISE Al ECONOMICS

AUP published. Basic
prompt efficiency

training. Model selection

guide distributed.

Default model set
to mid-tier. DLP rules
for outbound
prompts.

Inventory all Al
contracts. Identify
seat overlap. Shadow
Al baseline.

Role-specific training
launched. Agent
design principles for
dev teams.

API| proxy deployed.
Spend limits per
key. Prompt caching
enabled.

Consolidate
vendors. Open
committed-spend
negotiation.

Advanced gating:
model access tied
to training
completion.

Department
quotas enforced.
Agent guardrails

in prod.

New MSA with data
residency, ZDR, audit
rights. Eliminate
duplicate seats.

Continuous
micro-training.
Prompt library
managed by CoE.

Model routing layer:
auto-select model
by task type and
complexity.

On-prem feasibility
assessment. Build vs.
buy model for high-
volume workloads.
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SOURCES & ASSUMPTIONS:

Where the Numbers Come From

Figures in this paper are directional planning anchors rather than audited benchmarks. Market
sizing draws on Gartner's May 2026 forecast of $2.59 trillion in worldwide Al spending (up 47
percent year over year). Model pricing reflects Anthropic and OpenAl public list prices as of

June 2026, including 90 percent prompt-caching and 50 percent batch discounts. Shadow

Al prevalence reflects 2026 industry research reporting unsanctioned Al use in 98 percent of
organizations and by roughly half of employees. Seat utilization reflects published Microsoft 365
Copilot usage analyses. Tooling references reflect the Al cost observability category as of mid-
2026; the four-bucket taxonomy in the Tooling Landscape section is illustrative and its categories
overlap in practice. Vendor capabilities evolve quickly and should be re-validated at selection
time.

Unattributed ranges, such as 15 to 30 percent shadow spend or 30 to 50 percent savings from
default model configuration, reflect AHEAD field experience across enterprise engagements and
should be validated against your own telemetry. Model names and prices change quarterly;
treat every number here as a starting point for your own measurement, not a substitute for it.

The ROI Ledger section draws on May—June 2026 reporting and research. The 18-cents-per-
dollar shipped-product figure is EntelligenceAl's estimate as reported by Big Technology (June
1,2026) and is directional. The 68-to-1 augmentation-versus-replacement ratio ($952B vs.

$14B at production-grade evidence) and the verification-ladder concept are adapted from
SemiAnalysis, “Al Dark Output” (May 29, 2026). Executive commentary on Al payback (Uber, Match
Group) and the retired internal Al leaderboard (Amazon, per the Financial Times) reflect public
statements and reporting from May-June 2026. Hyperscaler return analysis referenced in board
conversations traces to Panmure Liberum, published by the Financial Times (May 19, 2026).
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AHEAD Al Practice
The goal is deliberate Al.

Consolidate cost and usage data before making

See everything: any optimization decision.

Configure by Build the right behavior into tooling. Training alone

default: will not hold at scale.

Measure Cost per unit of business output, not cost per seat
outcomes: or per query.
Negotiate Consolidate, commit, and get data rights in the
smart: contract, not in an emaiil.
Assign Name the FinOps, platform, and governance
ownership: owners, then run the weekly cadence.
. Grade every ROI claim on the evidence ladder; scale

Prove it . .

only what survives production measurement.

AHEAD can help at every stage, from Al spend optimization to managed Al platform design.

Get in touch with us today to learn more.
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https://www.ahead.com/contact/

AH=-AD

Combining cloud-native capabilities in software and data engineering with an

unparalleled track record of modernizing infrastructure, we're uniquely positioned to

help accelerate the promise of digital transformation.

Visit us at ahead.com.
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