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Booking CFO airs AI return concerns as 
benchmarks link discipline to real gains

Executive Summary

Finance leaders are sharpening their focus on the bottom-line impact of AI as costs mount and 
evidence of payoff remains mixed. New surveys and executive insights highlight widespread 
uncertainty about ROI even as a few front-runners demonstrate tangible gains from well-
managed AI projects.

CFOs demand ROI as AI bills mount
Chief financial officers are increasingly insisting on hard proof of returns from AI initiatives as 
spending on the technology accelerates. In a new survey of 270 finance leaders released this week, 
CFOs reported that their teams now devote 26% of the workweek to verifying or correcting the output 
of AI tools (www.prnewswire.com [1]) (www.prnewswire.com [2]) - time that chips away at the hoped-
for efficiency gains. Almost one-third of CFOs also said their companies exceeded their AI budgets by 
over 10% in the past year (www.prnewswire.com [3]). These findings underline a growing "verification 
burden" on finance departments, as the drive to adopt AI is not yet translating proportionally into cost 
savings or productivity improvements.

Finance chiefs are also voicing concern that they lack visibility into how much value AI is actually 
delivering for the money spent. A separate late-September poll of 172 CFOs, finance directors and 
procurement heads found 57% are not confident they’re paying a fair price for AI - and only 51% say 
their AI investments are achieving measurable ROI (markets.ft.com [4]) (markets.ft.com [5]). Nearly 
half admitted they went over budget on AI projects last year (markets.ft.com [6]). Meanwhile, a 
majority of CFOs in a recent Deloitte survey cited lack of cost transparency as their top internal worry 
around AI initiatives (www.deloitte.com [7]). Taken together, these reports paint a picture of finance 
leaders doubling down on governance and cost control. Many are pushing for detailed AI spending 
audits and insisting that new AI proposals come with clear metrics to track business value. As one 
finance VP noted, “You can’t negotiate a price you can’t see, and you can’t consolidate a stack you’ve 
never fully inventoried” (markets.ft.com [8]).
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Booking.com sees internal gains, preaches caution
Even as many firms struggle to quantify returns on their AI investments, some companies are pulling 
ahead by measuring impact in specific operational areas. At the recent Fortune AIQ Summit in New 
York, Booking Holdings CFO Ewout Steenbergen revealed that AI-driven automation has already 
helped the online travel group reduce customer service costs per booking “by a lot” while improving 
customer satisfaction (finance.yahoo.com [1]). Internally, the gains are more measurable: the 
company’s roughly 9,000 engineers are delivering about 30% more code into production thanks to AI 
coding assistants, according to Steenbergen (londonerpost.co.uk [2]). To keep machine-learning 
expenses in check, Booking uses what he calls “effective model cost routing,” assigning cheaper 
basic models to routine tasks and reserving more expensive large language models for complex 
problems (finance.yahoo.com [3]). Engineering teams are now being evaluated on total IT cost per 
software release - combining cloud expenses for AI models with human developer time - to ensure 
that productivity wins aren’t cancelled out by surging usage fees (finance.yahoo.com [4]).

Despite these efficiency improvements, Steenbergen cautioned that even the world’s biggest AI 
investors “don’t really know” their return on developing advanced models (finance.yahoo.com [5]). In 
the consumer business, he noted, referrals from generative AI currently account for under 1% of 
Booking’s total hotel nights (finance.yahoo.com [6]) - a signal that AI’s top-line impact remains 
marginal so far. The CFO’s message for peers was twofold: first, the real payoffs will come from 
redesigning whole processes end-to-end with AI rather than tinkering at the margins 
(londonerpost.co.uk [7]); and second, companies must prevent AI costs from running out of control 
even as they adopt the technology, or any potential return will quickly evaporate (londonerpost.co.uk 
[8]).
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Disciplined AI bets yield measurable results
New industry benchmarks suggest that the key to unlocking AI’s value is a disciplined, enterprise-
wide approach. The Hackett Group this week released its “AI World Class” benchmarks, which 
quantify how leading organisations change their economics through focused AI investments. 
According to the research, companies that systematically modernise their IT and business processes 
with AI achieve dramatic efficiency gains: they reduce IT operating process costs by 27% - 35% and 
improve project return on investment by 1.5× to 2.5×, on average (markets.ft.com [1]) (markets.ft.com 
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[2]). These benefits extend beyond IT. For example, top-quartile adopters in finance are redesigning 
order-to-cash activities to cut processing costs by more than half while speeding up cash collection 
(markets.ft.com [3]). In procurement functions, AI leaders are obtaining as much as 2.7× higher ROI 
compared to typical firms (markets.ft.com [4]). The common thread is an emphasis on end-to-end 
process reengineering and rigorous prioritisation of use cases by business value, rather than 
scattershot experimentation (markets.ft.com [5]) (markets.ft.com [6]).

One real-world illustration comes from US healthcare giant CommonSpirit Health. Its CFO Michael 
Browning told investors this month that the hospital system has “captured $200 /million in financial 
value from artificial intelligence,” by tracking each AI initiative from pilot to post-implementation audit 
(www.beckershospitalreview.com [7]) (www.beckershospitalreview.com [8]). Notably, CommonSpirit 
has kept direct AI spending to under 0.75% of its IT budget, using small-scale experiments and strict 
governance to ensure ROI-positive results (www.beckershospitalreview.com [9]). The lesson for other 
organisations is that artificial intelligence can deliver material savings - but only when projects start 
with clear, outcome-based goals and disciplined cost management. In the current climate of 
heightened scrutiny, the era of open-ended “AI for AI’s sake” appears to be over.
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Key Statistics

•  56% of global CEOs saw no revenue or cost gains from AI in the past year (PwC, 2026 Global 
CEO Survey)

•  51% of finance leaders say their AI investments show measurable ROI (SpendHound, 2026 
CFO survey)

•  27 - 35% reduction in IT process costs at “AI World Class” enterprises (The Hackett Group, 
2026 benchmarks)

•  30% increase in code delivered by Booking.com’s developers using AI tools (Booking Holdings 
CFO)

•  $200 /million in financial value gained from AI initiatives, tracked by CommonSpirit Health’s CFO

KEY TAKEAWAY

Insist on hard metrics for every AI project. Have an accountable owner baseline each 
initiative’s costs and benefits. With boards pressing for results - and budgets at risk - CFOs 
must enforce cost discipline and measure AI payoffs.
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Finance Teams Now Spend a Quarter of Their Week Fact-Checking AI, New Datarails Survey Finds
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/finance-teams-now-spend-a-quarter-of-their-week-fact-checking-ai-new-datarails-survey-
finds-302899700.html

57% of Finance Leaders Are Not Confident They're Paying a Fair Price for AI
https://markets.ft.com/data/announce/detail?dockey=600-202609280900BIZWIRE_USPRX____20260928_BW523245-1

CFOs Face Pressure to Deploy AI Quickly While Managing Risk is a Top Challenge from Latest Deloitte Q2 2026 CFO 
Signals Survey
https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/about/press-room/deloitte-q2-2026-cfo-signals-survey.html

Booking Holdings CFO says even AI hyperscalers don’t know their ROI—but he’s learning from his ‘AI coach’ (Fortune 
via Yahoo Finance)
https://finance.yahoo.com/technology/ai/articles/booking-holdings-cfo-says-even-144243300.html

The Hackett Group® Establishes AI World Class Information Technology Benchmarks
https://markets.ft.com/data/announce/detail?dockey=600-202610061000BIZWIRE_USPRX____20261006_BW987338-1

IBM Study: As AI Scales Enterprise-Wide, CFOs Play an Expanded Role in Transformation
https://newsroom.ibm.com/2026-09-30-ibm-study-as-ai-scales-enterprise-wide,-cfos-play-an-expanded-role-in-transformation

CommonSpirit captured $200M in financial value from AI, CFO says
https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/finance/commonspirit-captured-200m-in-financial-value-from-ai-cfo-says/

CEO confidence in revenue outlook hits five-year low – as AI becomes a defining divide between leaders and laggards: 
PwC 2026 Global CEO Survey
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/news-room/press-releases/2026/pwc-2026-global-ceo-survey.html

Suits won’t quit AI spending, even if they can’t prove it’s working (The Register)
https://www.theregister.com/software/2026/04/10/suits-wont-quit-ai-spending-even-if-they-cant-prove-roi/5219672
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