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AI’s ROI Reckoning: Hype Meets Hard Numbers

Executive Summary

Record amounts of money are pouring into AI, but measurable business results are lagging far 
behind. New research from the last 48 hours highlights a widening gap between AI investments 
and real returns, and rising pressure from boards and investors to prove value. This intelligence 
briefing covers why the vast majority of AI initiatives aren’t yet delivering promised ROI – and 
how a handful of leaders are bucking the trend.

The Great AI ROI Gap
(www.vaasblock.com [1])Never before have companies poured so much into a technology with so little 
to show for it. Global enterprise AI spending is projected to reach $2.59 /trillion in 2026 – a 47% surge 
over last year’s levels – yet returns remain elusive. Surveys indicate that fewer than one in three 
business leaders can point to specific financial benefits from their AI initiatives so far 
(www.vaasblock.com [2]). And in a striking four-country study, 90% of executives reported no 
measurable productivity boost from AI over the past three years (www.nber.org [3]) – underscoring a 
massive disconnect between the promise and reality of AI-driven transformation.

A recent global CEO survey echoes this skepticism. Only about 12% of chief executives reported any 
increase in revenues or reduction in costs from their company’s AI use, while more than half said 
these expensive new systems have yet to produce any tangible impact on the bottom line 
(www.forbes.com [4]). In short, despite rapid adoption – an estimated 88% of large organizations now 
use AI in at least one function (axis-intelligence.com [5]) – the vast majority of enterprises have not 
seen meaningful ROI. This harsh reality is prompting many to question whether they have been too 
quick to buy into the AI hype without a clear business case.

References:
[1] www.vaasblock.com — https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=%242,The
[2] www.vaasblock.com — https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/
#:~:text=Forrester%20research%20found%20that%20enterprises,sufficient%20justification%20for%20a%20line
[3] www.nber.org — https://www.nber.org/papers/
w34836#:~:text=but%20their%20usage%20rate%20averages,predicting%20that%20AI%20will%20boost
[4] www.forbes.com — https://www.forbes.com/sites/terdawn-deboe/2026/07/22/companies-track-how-much-ai-they-use-the-winners-
track-what-it-earns/#:~:text=12,others%20are%20still%20struggling%20to
[5] axis-intelligence.com — https://axis-intelligence.com/companies-using-ai-statistics/
#:~:text=Microsoft%20enterprise%20data,of%20Fortune%20500%20companies

CFOs and Boards Push Back
(www.cio.com [1])After years of experimentation, patience for unproven AI projects is wearing thin in 
the C-suite. Research shows 61% of senior executives feel greater pressure to prove AI’s value now 
than they did a year ago (www.cio.com [2]). And that pressure is coming from the top: boards and 
investors who have heard one too many vague promises about AI are demanding hard evidence of 
returns. In a recent Forrester analysis, roughly 25% of planned enterprise AI spending is being 
postponed to 2027 as CFOs refuse to write blank checks for projects lacking clear ROI potential 

https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=%242,The
https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=%242,The
https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=Forrester%20research%20found%20that%20enterprises,sufficient%20justification%20for%20a%20line
https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=Forrester%20research%20found%20that%20enterprises,sufficient%20justification%20for%20a%20line
https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/#:~:text=Forrester%20research%20found%20that%20enterprises,sufficient%20justification%20for%20a%20line
https://www.nber.org/papers/w34836#:~:text=but%20their%20usage%20rate%20averages,predicting%20that%20AI%20will%20boost
https://www.nber.org/papers/w34836#:~:text=but%20their%20usage%20rate%20averages,predicting%20that%20AI%20will%20boost
https://www.nber.org/papers/w34836#:~:text=but%20their%20usage%20rate%20averages,predicting%20that%20AI%20will%20boost
https://www.forbes.com/sites/terdawn-deboe/2026/07/22/companies-track-how-much-ai-they-use-the-winners-track-what-it-earns/#:~:text=12,others%20are%20still%20struggling%20to
https://www.forbes.com/sites/terdawn-deboe/2026/07/22/companies-track-how-much-ai-they-use-the-winners-track-what-it-earns/#:~:text=12,others%20are%20still%20struggling%20to
https://www.forbes.com/sites/terdawn-deboe/2026/07/22/companies-track-how-much-ai-they-use-the-winners-track-what-it-earns/#:~:text=12,others%20are%20still%20struggling%20to
https://axis-intelligence.com/companies-using-ai-statistics/#:~:text=Microsoft%20enterprise%20data,of%20Fortune%20500%20companies
https://axis-intelligence.com/companies-using-ai-statistics/#:~:text=Microsoft%20enterprise%20data,of%20Fortune%20500%20companies
https://axis-intelligence.com/companies-using-ai-statistics/#:~:text=Microsoft%20enterprise%20data,of%20Fortune%20500%20companies


(www.vaasblock.com [3]).

The candid words of Uber’s chief operating officer earlier this year encapsulated the new mood. He 
revealed that Uber’s aggressive internal use of AI was "harder to justify" than expected, after the 
company blew through its entire 2026 AI budget just four months into the year (finance.yahoo.com 
[4]). If even tech trailblazers are casting doubt on the payoff of massive AI investments, it’s little 
wonder that 80% of global CEOs now believe their own jobs could be on the line if AI initiatives don’t 
deliver measurable results by the end of 2026 (ceoworld.biz [5]). The message from boards is clear: 
the era of chasing AI hype without accountability is over. Executives need to show the money – or 
expect serious cuts to these projects.
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The Economics of AI: Counting the Costs
(finance.yahoo.com [1])High hopes aren’t the only thing fueling the AI frenzy – so are enormous, often 
underestimated costs. One unfortunate enterprise learned this the hard way, accidentally racking up a 
$500 /million cloud bill in a single month by failing to put basic usage limits on an AI pilot system 
(finance.yahoo.com [2]). This extreme case, first revealed in an Axios investigation, has become a 
cautionary tale in boardrooms everywhere. It highlights how easily “as a service” AI tools can burn 
cash when left unchecked – a risk now dubbed "AI sticker shock."

Cost overruns are causing real embarrassment and retrenchment. Nearly half (49%) of companies 
surveyed by KPMG have already scaled back their AI deployments because costs overshot the 
benefits (www.uctoday.com [3]). The culprit is often the pay-as-you-go pricing of advanced AI models, 
which charge per query or token and can skyrocket with heavy use (www.uctoday.com [4]). Worse, 
42% of leaders admit they have only a partial handle on what they’re actually spending on AI, and one 
in three can’t fully explain how usage-based model pricing works (www.uctoday.com [5]). Even AI 
vendors themselves are feeling the squeeze: OpenAI’s own CFO has reportedly warned that the 
company’s surging compute bills may become unsustainable without corresponding revenue growth 
(www.forbes.com [6]).

These economic realities are forcing tough “build vs. buy” decisions. Developing proprietary AI 
infrastructure (as tech giants like Meta have done, pouring over $120 /billion into AI data centers 
without clear ROI disclosures (digitechbytes.com [7])) might secure long-term control – but at 
staggering cost. On the other hand, relying entirely on third-party AI providers can lead to 
unpredictable expenses unless strict governance is in place. Either way, CIOs and CFOs are now 
working hand-in-hand to scrutinize AI spending, negotiating better pricing, capping usage, and 
delaying projects that lack a solid business case.
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Learning from the AI Leaders
(www.pwc.com [1])A small minority of companies are proving that meaningful AI ROI is possible – 
and their approach looks very different from the status quo. According to a new PwC study, just 20% 
of organizations are capturing nearly 74% of all the economic benefits from AI, while the remaining 
80% are stuck in pilot mode with little to show for it (www.pwc.com [2]). What sets these AI leaders 
apart is not spending more on technology for its own sake, but changing how they manage and 
deploy it (kpmg.com [3]).

One critical differentiator is top-level ownership. In firms that make the CEO explicitly accountable for 
AI outcomes, executives report far greater confidence and tangible value from AI. These organizations 
are almost four times more likely to achieve established ROI on AI projects (14% vs. 4%) compared to 
those without clear accountability (www.uctoday.com [4]). Another success factor is rigorous cost 
discipline: more than half of global AI leaders have real-time cost tracking dashboards and formal 
budget checkpoints for AI initiatives, and companies with full visibility into their AI operating costs are 
five times more likely to realize ROI than those flying blind (15% vs. 3%) (www.uctoday.com [5]).

Most importantly, the frontrunners treat AI as a strategic business tool, not a novelty. Instead of 
chasing flashy use cases or vague “innovation” metrics, they zero in on initiatives that align with core 
business goals and clear financial or operational KPIs (www.forbes.com [6]). For example, Snowflake 
recently implemented an AI-driven sales training program and measured its impact in manager hours 
saved – freeing up 1,200 hours per quarter and saving approximately $700,000 a year in coaching 
time (www.forbes.com [7]). That pilot delivered a roughly 4–5× return on investment by redirecting 
those hours to closing deals (www.forbes.com [8]). Likewise, JPMorgan reports that AI has added an 
estimated $1.5 /billion in value through improved fraud detection, personalized services, and efficient 
operations (www.forbes.com [9]). And fintech innovator Klarna automated two-thirds of its customer 
service chats with a generative AI assistant, predicting about $40 /million in annual profit impact as a 
result (www.forbes.com [10]).

The takeaway for other enterprises is clear: achieving AI ROI requires strong leadership focus, cost 
management, and a relentless commitment to measurable outcomes. By learning from these 
emerging AI leaders – and avoiding the open-ended spending sprees and poorly defined projects that 
have plagued others – companies can shift from simply investing in AI to truly realizing its business 
value.
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Key Statistics

•  Global enterprise AI spending in 2026: $2.59 /trillion (47% YoY growth) ([www.vaasblock.com]
(https://www.vaasblock.com/news/corporate-ai-spending-roi-enterprise-reckoning-2026/
#:~:text=%242,The))

•  90% of surveyed executives report no AI-driven productivity gains in 3 years ([www.nber.org]
(https://www.nber.org/papers/w34836#:~:text=but%20their%20usage%20rate%20averages,predictin
g%20that%20AI%20will%20boost))

•  56% of global CEOs say AI delivered zero cost or revenue improvements in the past year 
([www.forbes.com](https://www.forbes.com/sites/timkeary/2026/04/30/the-roi-crisis-why-companies-
fail-to-see-returns-from-ai-pilots/#:~:text=months,reaching%20one%20billion%20weekly%20active))

•  49% of companies have scaled back AI projects as costs surpassed benefits 
([www.uctoday.com](https://www.uctoday.com/productivity-automation/kpmg-ai-cost-visibility-roi-
survey-2026/#:~:text=how%20their%20AI%20budgets%20are,deployments%20because%20costs%
20outweighed%20the))

•  20% of companies capture ~74% of all economic benefits from AI ([www.pwc.com](https://
www.pwc.com/gx/en/news-room/press-releases/2026/pwc-2026-ai-performance-
study.html#:~:text=technology,The%20research%20shows%20that%20these))

KEY TAKEAWAY

It’s time to scrutinize AI bets. Senior leaders must stop funding AI without clear business 
value. Insist on measurable ROI for every project, impose strict cost controls, and assign top-
level accountability. If an initiative can’t demonstrate real impact, reconsider the investment.
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