
WHITE PAPER

The 2026 AI Inflection Series
- Chapter 12

The Inference Economy and 
the New Cost of Intelligence.
Intelligence is getting cheaper by unit. Your AI bill is getting harder to defend. In 
2026, the real question is no longer whether AI works. It is whether your business is 
paying the right price for the right intelligence in the right workflow.

"The market is moving from model fascination to inference discipline."
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Executive Summary
The Single Argument

AI is now a recurring operating 
expense - not a one-off 
technology decision. Unit 
economics improved 280× since 
2022, yet enterprise bills are 
rising because usage outpaces 
cost reduction.

"The unit got cheaper. The 
system got bigger."

280×
Drop in inference cost 

since 2022

(Stanford HAI, 2025)

25%
of AI initiatives 

delivered expected ROI

(IBM CEO Study, 2025)

61%
of leaders face pressure 

to prove AI ROI

(Kyndryl, 2025)

Cheaper Units

Higher Usage

Rising Bills

System Scale

Sources: Stanford HAI 2025 AI Index; IBM 2025 CEO Study; Kyndryl 2025 Readiness Report; Deloitte Tech Trends 2026. As of March 
28, 2026.

https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html


The Opening Paradox

AI is getting cheaper. Your AI 
bill is not.
Falling unit prices do not guarantee lower spend once intelligence embeds itself in live workflows, recurring 
loops, and production systems. The paradox is structural - not a pricing anomaly.

Inference Cost per Token

280×
Drop in cost for GPT-
3.5-level inference

Nov 2022 to Oct 2024 
(Stanford HAI, 2025)

�2.50
GPT-5.4 input cost 

per 1M tokens today

vs. $5.00 above 272K 
context (OpenAI, March 

2026)

± Enterprise AI Spend

Rising - usage outpaces cost 
reduction

Deloitte Tech Trends 2026

Enterprise Impact
Usage growth outpaces unit 
savings

Embedded 
Intelligence

Workflows, loops, 
production systems

Cost Paradox
Falling prices but rising spend

Cheap intelligence per request does not mean cheap intelligence in production.

Sources: Stanford HAI 2025 AI Index; Deloitte Tech Trends 2026; OpenAI developer pricing. As of March 28, 2026.

https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html
https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing


Why This Chapter Matters Now
The market has shifted from model creation to model serving - and the economics are now a board-level 
conversation.

�1T
NVIDIA inference opportunity 

through 2027

61%
Leaders under ROI pressure

62%
Stuck at pilot stage

1

Market Signal
NVIDIA frames a $1T inference 
opportunity through 2027. 
Training is out; serving is in.

2

ROI Pressure
61% of leaders feel more 
pressure to prove AI ROI. Use 
cases now win on economics, 
not capability.

3

Scale Frustration
62% of enterprises haven't 
advanced beyond pilot. The 
bottleneck is economic, not 
technical.

The next AI problem is not access to intelligence. It is the cost of serving intelligence well.

Sources: Reuters, March 16 2026; Kyndryl Readiness Report 2025; IBM CEO Study 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/nvidia-ceo-set-reveal-new-chips-software-ai-megaconference-gtc-2026-03-16/
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo


Defining the Inference Economy
Working Definition

The inference economy is the 
operating and financial logic of 
running intelligence in 
production. It is not about 
which model is most capable - 
it is about what it costs to 
serve intelligence reliably, 
repeatedly, and at scale.

"The cheapest model is 
rarely the cheapest 
system."

1

What does one 
successful outcome 

cost?

Cost per resolved case, 
approved decision, or 

completed analysis - not cost 
per token.

2

Which workloads 
deserve premium 

reasoning?

High-stakes decisions justify 
frontier models. Routine 

tasks do not.

3

Where is waste 
hiding?

In prompts, context, routing, 
retries, and review layers that 

compound silently.

4

Who owns the bill 
when systems scale 

badly?

Accountability gaps between 
engineering, finance, and 

business create unchecked 
spend.

Leadership implication: The inference economy requires a new operating discipline - joining model selection, workflow design, and 
commercial accountability into a single governance frame.

Model Selection
Choose and evaluate 
models aligned to 
outcomes

Workflow Design
Embed models into 
reliable, auditable 
processes

Commercial 
Accountability
Link performance to 
metrics and financial 
outcomes

Governance Frame
Unify decisions, risks, and 
compliance



What the New Cost of Intelligence 
Includes
Token price is one visible line item - workflow design decides the bill.

4× spread on input cost based on latency class alone - before any workflow design choices.

Source: OpenAI pricing, March 28, 2026

Base Layer
Model tier, input/output 
tokens, context window, 
cache policy.

Serving Layer
Latency class (priority vs. 
batch vs. flex), throughput 
reservation, routing logic.

Workflow Layer
Retrieval overhead, tool 
calls, retries, human 
review rates.

Governance Layer
Data residency, regional endpoints (+10% uplift), compliance architecture.

"Model price is one visible line item. Workflow design decides the bill."

Model Price
Visible line item 

influencing costs.

Workflow Design
Determines how 

charges are applied.

Billing Outcome
Final bill shaped by 
workflow choices.

Sources: OpenAI developer pricing; OpenAI Batch API guide; OpenAI flex-processing guide. As of March 28, 2026.

https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/batch
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/flex-processing


The Hidden Bill Inside Long Context
Long context looks efficient until it reaches production scale. 
On GPT-5.4 and GPT-5.4 Pro, prompts above 272,000 input 
tokens are priced at 2× input and 1.5× output - turning prompt 
design into a commercial control.

0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1 1.2 1.4 1.6 1.8 2
Cost Multiplier

Under 272K tokens

Over 272K tokens

Context Window

1

2

"Context length is now a margin decision."

Context Hygiene Rules

Trim Repeated 
Instructions

Remove duplicated system 
instructions every session. 
Cache them instead.

Cache What Repeats

Claude Sonnet 4.6 cache hits: 
$0.30/MTok vs. $3.00/MTok 
base - a 90% reduction.

Match Context to Task 
Value

High-value decisions justify 
full context. Routine tasks do 
not.

Prompt Cost Scaling

Context 
Efficiency 

Illusion
Commercial 
Control RiskProduction 

Scale Impact
Pricing 

Thresholds

Sources: OpenAI GPT-5.4 documentation; Anthropic pricing (Claude Sonnet 4.6); Deloitte Tech Trends 2026. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/models
https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html


Why Cheap Tokens Still Create Expensive 
Systems
A cheap model plus poor workflow design costs more than a premium model with disciplined architecture.

OpenAI Batch API: 50% lower cost with 24-hour turnaround. Flex processing at batch rates. Most 
enterprises haven't embedded these levers yet.

Cheap Model
Lower base cost selected. 
Savings appear on paper.

Long Prompts
Context bloat added for 
safety. Cost multiplier 
begins.

Retries + Review
Failure rates trigger retries. 
Human review layers on top.

Premium Speed
Priority latency applied uniformly. 4× input cost 
across all tasks.

Expensive System
Total cost exceeds premium model alternative. 
The operating pattern is the problem.

"Cheap model. Expensive system."

Poor Workflow
Inefficient processes 

inflate long-term 
costs

Disciplined 
Architecture
Robust design 

reduces 
maintenance and 

waste

Sources: OpenAI Batch API guide; OpenAI flex-processing guide; OpenAI developer pricing. As of March 28, 2026.

https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/batch
https://platform.openai.com/docs/guides/flex-processing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing


 Agentic AI Changes the Economics 
Again.
Agentic AI doesn't behave like one-off 
queries - it plans, retrieves, calls tools, 
validates, and runs again. That means 
every cycle can repeat the same expensive 
mistake if the design is weak. A single 
poorly scoped retrieval step doesn't happen 
once; it runs on every loop and compounds 
the cost each time.

Because the spend accumulates across 
many iterations, cost variance is harder to 
detect early and often only becomes 
obvious after it has already grown large. 
The cost is also distributed across retrieval, 
tool calls, model calls, and review layers at 
the same time, so no single line item fully 
exposes the problem. A weak stop rule 
keeps the system going after the point of 
value, turning automation into open-ended 
spend. Unlike a one-off query where a bad 
prompt costs one call, bad agentic design 
multiplies that same error across every 
iteration. That is why agentic AI is a 
fundamentally different commercial 
governance challenge from standard 
inference: the risk is not just what one call 
costs, but how the entire loop behaves over 
time.

Operating Inference: No stop rule 
means no spend discipline. 
Agentic design is a commercial 
architecture decision - not a 
developer one.

Stop Rules

Without explicit exit conditions, agent loops run until 
budget or timeout.

Routing Rules

Without routing, every task escalates to the most 
expensive model.

Review Rules

Without review rules, human oversight becomes a 
cost layer, not a quality gate.

"Once intelligence runs in loops, every design flaw 
starts compounding."

Sources: Deloitte Tech Trends 2026; McKinsey State of AI, November 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/tech-trends.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai


Cost Per Outcome Is the New Control 
Metric.

Focus on 
Outcomes

Shift measurement to 
delivered value and 

calculate cost.

Efficient 
Investments
Drive investments 
toward efficient 
outcomes and key 
results.

The Wrong �uestion

"What is our token spend this month?"

Tracks input cost. Tells you nothing about value.

The Right �uestion

"What does one successful outcome cost us - and 
is that cost defensible at scale?"

Tracks outcome economics. Governs the budget.

"Cost per token informs. Cost per outcome governs."

Metrics That Govern

Cost per Resolved 
Case
Service workflows. 
Intelligence value vs. 
handling time reduction.

Cost per Approved 
Decision
Finance, legal, compliance. 
Accuracy and review rate.

Cost per �ualified 
Lead
Sales and marketing. 
Conversion lift vs. inference 
spend.

Cache Hit Rate & 
Failure Rate
Operational efficiency 
signals. Low cache hit rate 
is a design failure.

Margin Contribution 
by Workflow
The ultimate commercial 
test: does this workflow 
earn more than it costs?

Leadership implication: Enterprises tracking only token spend are managing the input, not the outcome. Sources: IBM CEO Study 2025; 
Kyndryl Readiness Report 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025


Budget Architecture for the Inference 
Era
Once intelligence becomes a recurring operating expense, budget design changes category - from project 
spend to infrastructure finance.

Tier Workloads
Classify every AI workload by 
value, risk, and latency. High-

stakes decisions earn 
premium models; routine 

tasks do not.

Reserve Throughput
Decide where on-demand 

works and where provisioned 
throughput (PTU) is more 

economical for high-volume, 
latency-critical workloads.

Cache as Architecture
Google Cloud Vertex AI 
gives a 90% discount on 

cached tokens for Gemini 
2.5+. That is a budget lever, 

not a feature.

Govern Cost Drivers
OpenAI regional-processing endpoints carry a 10% uplift on listed pricing. Governance choices shape 

the cost model.

Old Model

Project-based AI spend.

Defined end date.

One-off budget line.

New Model

Recurring infrastructure cost.

Commitment vs. consumption logic.

Provisioned throughput.

"AI budgeting now looks more like infrastructure finance than seat-based software buying."

Sources: Microsoft PTU documentation; Google Cloud Vertex AI docs; OpenAI developer pricing. As of March 28, 2026.

https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/openai/concepts/provisioned-throughput
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing


Caching Is Now an Economic Lever.

90%
Cache discount available today

From multiple major providers

Without Cache-Aware Design

Every session re-purchases the same system 
instructions at full input price. A team running 
100,000 daily sessions with a 2,000-token system 
prompt spends $600/day in avoidable cost at 
Claude Sonnet 4.6 base rates.

Full price paid 
every session

Repeated 
context 
treated as new

No speed benefit from repetition

With Cache-Aware Design

Cache hits on Claude Sonnet 4.6 cost $0.30/MTok 
vs. $3.00 base - a 90% reduction. Google Cloud 
Vertex AI gives a 90% discount on cached tokens 
for Gemini 2.5+, and 75% for Gemini 2.0.

90% cost 
reduction on 
cached tokens

Repeated 
context 
treated as 
asset

Speed and cost improve together

"Repeated context should behave like an asset, not an expense leak."

Reduce Waste

Measure Value

Reuse Everywhere

Capture Once

Sources: Anthropic pricing (Claude Sonnet 4.6); Google Cloud Vertex AI docs. As of March 28, 2026.

https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs


Governance, Sovereignty, and Regional-
Processing Costs
Architecture choices made in the compliance function have direct pricing, throughput, and latency 
implications - governance shapes the cost model.

Global Serving

Lowest latency, broadest 
model availability, 
standard pricing. Use 
where data-residency 
permits unrestricted 
routing.

Regional Processing

OpenAI regional endpoints 
carry a +10% pricing uplift. 
Required for regulated 
industries with data-
residency mandates.

Data-Zone 
Deployment

On-premises or private-
cloud inference. Highest 
infrastructure cost. 
Required where cloud 
serving is prohibited.

Procurement teams negotiating AI contracts without visibility into regional-processing requirements are 
negotiating incomplete deals. Compliance teams setting residency policy without understanding cost 
consequences are making budget decisions without knowing it.

Incomplete AI 
Contracts

Regional 
Processing 
Blindspots

Residency 
Policy Impact

Hidden Cost 
Consequences

Cross-Team 
Visibility

"Governance does not sit outside the cost model. It shapes the cost model."

Sources: OpenAI developer pricing (10% regional uplift); Microsoft PTU documentation. As of March 28, 2026.

https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/openai/concepts/provisioned-throughput


Revenue and Margin Logic
Intelligence earns its keep when it lifts conversion, speeds response, lowers handling time, or improves 
decision quality - at a defensible unit cost.

Sales Workflows
Premium inference on lead 
qualification earns its cost when 
conversion rates rise measurably. 
Inference on low-intent contacts 
does not.

Support Workflows
Cost per resolved case is the 
governing metric. If AI-assisted 
resolution costs more than 
human handling without reducing 
escalation, the model is wrong.

Finance Workflows
Decision quality and review rate 
reduction are the value signals. 
Premium reasoning on routine 
reconciliation is not justified.

The commercial test: Does the cost of serving intelligence stay below the value it returns - 
workflow by workflow?

"If premium inference lands on low-value work, your AI bill becomes a tax on enthusiasm."

Premium Inference 
Drift

Low-Value Tasks

Bill as Tax

Protect Enthusiasm

Leadership implication: Margin logic requires matching inference tier to workflow value. Uniform model deployment is a design failure. 
Sources: IBM CEO Study 2025; Kyndryl October 2025 release. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025


Who Pays for Waste
In most enterprises, no one owns AI waste 
clearly enough - engineering sees model calls, 
procurement sees invoices, finance sees 
variance, and business teams see usage reports. 
Nobody sees the full commercial picture until the 
bill is already too large to explain.

54%
Positive AI returns

Organizations report positive AI returns

62%
Still in pilot

Haven't advanced beyond pilot

The gap is accountability, not capability.

"Who owns the model bill is the wrong 
question. Who owns waste is the right one."

Where Waste Hides

1 Oversized Models

Frontier models applied to routine tasks a 
smaller model handles adequately.

2 Repeated Long Context

No caching strategy means the same context is 
purchased at full price every session.

3 Premium Latency Everywhere

Priority serving applied uniformly, including to 
delay-tolerant batch workloads.

4 Weak Agent Stop Rules

Loops that run past the point of value because 
no exit condition was defined.

5 Review on Weak Design

Human oversight layered on top of systems 
never designed to reduce review rates.

Visible Debate

Surface Framing

Hidden Impact

Systemic Causes

Ownership Shift

Sources: Kyndryl October 2025 release; IBM CEO Study 2025; McKinsey State of AI, November 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai


 The Operating Model Leaders Now Need
Treat intelligence as a tiered resource - not a uniform capability deployed at maximum power across every 
workflow.

Route Simple Work 
Down

Batch API at 50% discount. 
Flex processing at batch 
rates. Reserve premium 

capacity for work that earns 
it.

Protect Premium 
Reasoning

High-stakes decisions justify 
frontier models and priority 
latency. Define the criteria 
explicitly - don't leave it to 

individual teams.

Cache Aggressively
Cache hits at 90% discount 
(Anthropic, Google Cloud 
Vertex AI) are a budget 

discipline, not a technical 
optimization.

Batch Where Urgency Is Low
Batch API's 24-hour turnaround at 50% lower 

cost is the right architecture for analysis, 
reporting, and non-urgent generation.

Escalate to Humans Deliberately
Human review should be triggered by business 

risk or genuine ambiguity - not by system 
weakness.

"Disciplined intelligence beats abundant intelligence."

Measured 
Reflection

Routine 
Habits

Clear 
Priorities

Focused 
Practice

Sources: OpenAI Batch API guide; OpenAI flex-processing guide; Anthropic pricing; Google Cloud Vertex AI docs; Microsoft PTU 
documentation. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/openai/concepts/provisioned-throughput
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/azure/ai-services/openai/concepts/provisioned-throughput


 Key Predictions.
These are operating inferences drawn from current market signals, vendor pricing structures, and enterprise 
adoption patterns - as of March 28, 2026.

Workload Prioritization Replaces 
Model Standardization

By late 2026, executive AI reviews will shift from 
"which model" to "which workloads deserve 

which tier of intelligence."

AI FinOps Formalizes
AI FinOps will formalize beside Cloud FinOps 
and RevOps. Enterprises without it will face 

budget variance they cannot explain.

Long-Context Scrutiny Tightens
The 2× pricing penalty above 272,000 tokens on 

GPT-5.4 will become a procurement 
requirement as it becomes more widely 

understood.

Procurement Scope Widens
Pressure will expand beyond rate cards toward 

throughput, reservation, caching, residency, 
observability, and portability.

"The next AI operating edge will come from economic discipline, not model excitement."

Economic Discipline
Focus on cost-efficiency and 

ROI

Operational Edge
Optimize deployment and 

scaling

Model Maturity
Use practical, robust models

Sources: OpenAI GPT-5.4 documentation; Kyndryl Readiness Report 2025; IBM CEO Study 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://platform.openai.com/docs/models
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo


The Executive �uestions Leaders Will 
Ask.
CFOs, CIOs, CTOs, and board-facing operators are asking these questions - and AI 
platform leaders must answer with commercial precision, not technical deflection.

1
What is the real cost of intelligence at scale?
Not token price - total cost of serving one successful outcome, including model tier, context, 
cache, latency, retrieval, retries, review, and governance.

2
Why are prices falling while bills rise?
Usage is expanding faster than unit cost is falling. The unit got cheaper; the system got 
bigger. Both are true simultaneously.

3
What should the CFO ask first?
What is our cost per outcome by workflow - and which workflows generate positive margin 
contribution from AI?

4
Is the smartest model the right commercial choice?
Rarely for all workloads. The right model delivers the required outcome at the lowest 
defensible cost.

5
What is the most ignored cost lever today?
Caching. A 90% discount on repeated context tokens is available today from multiple major 
providers. Most enterprises aren't using it systematically.

"The board does not need another AI demo. It needs a pricing logic."

Sources: Anthropic pricing; Google Cloud Vertex AI docs; OpenAI developer pricing; IBM CEO Study 2025; Kyndryl Readiness Report 
2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://www.anthropic.com/pricing
https://cloud.google.com/vertex-ai/docs
https://platform.openai.com/docs/pricing
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025


Wrap-up: The New Scarcity

Intelligence is no longer 
scarce in the old way.
The scarce thing now is economically disciplined intelligence - the organizational capability to match the 
right model to the right workload, at the right cost, with clear accountability for the outcome. That capability 
is rarer than access to frontier models, harder to build than a vendor contract, and more durable as a 
competitive advantage than any single model release.

Right Model Selection
Choose the most appropriate 

model for the task.
Workload Matching
Align the selected model with 
specific workload 
requirements.Cost Optimization

Analyze and reduce 
operational expenses 

effectively. Clear Accountability
Establish ownership and 
responsibility for outcomes.

1

Know where premium 
inference belongs
High-stakes decisions, 

complex reasoning, 
ambiguous judgment calls.

2

Know where lower-
cost paths do the job

Routine tasks, batch 
workloads, delay-tolerant 

generation.

3

Remove waste before 
scale locks it in

Context bloat, oversized 
models, premium latency on 

routine work.

"The future belongs to firms that price intelligence with discipline."

Sources: Stanford HAI 2025 AI Index; Reuters, March 16 2026; IBM CEO Study 2025; Kyndryl October 2025 release; McKinsey State 
of AI, November 2025. As of March 28, 2026.

https://aiindex.stanford.edu/report/
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/nvidia-ceo-set-reveal-new-chips-software-ai-megaconference-gtc-2026-03-16/
https://www.ibm.com/thought-leadership/institute-business-value/report/ceo
https://www.kyndryl.com/us/en/insights/readiness-report-2025
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/quantumblack/our-insights/the-state-of-ai


Companion Toolkit: The Inference 
Operating System.
Ten tools - each addressing a specific decision point in the cost-per-outcome framework.

Asset Purpose Primary User

1. Inference Cost Stack Map Visualise all cost layers - 
model to governance

CTO, AI Platform 
Lead

2. Prompt & Context Efficiency Audit Identify context bloat and 
caching opportunities

Engineering 
Lead, AI Ops

3. Cost per Outcome Calculator Replace token metrics with 
outcome economics

CFO, Finance, 
Strategy

4. AI Workload Tiering Matrix Classify workloads by value, 
risk, and latency

CIO, CTO, 
Strategy

5. Reservation & Throughput Planner Model PTU vs. on-demand 
for high-volume workloads

Procurement, 
Finance

6. Margin Impact Simulator Link inference cost to 
revenue by workflow

CFO, Revenue 
Leader

7. AI FinOps Dashboard Track cost per outcome, 
cache hit rate, waste signals

Finance, AI Ops

8. Inference Governance Policy Define routing, stop, review, 
and residency rules

CIO, Legal, 
Compliance

9. Vendor Negotiation Scorecard Evaluate vendors on 
throughput, caching, 
portability

Procurement, 
CTO

10. Board Brief Template Communicate inference 
economics to board

CEO, CFO, Board 
Ops

"The operating edge in 2026 belongs to firms that treat inference economics as a core commercial 
discipline - not a technical afterthought."

Sources: OpenAI developer pricing; Anthropic pricing; Google Cloud Vertex AI docs; Microsoft PTU documentation; Stanford HAI 
2025 AI Index; IBM CEO Study 2025; Kyndryl Readiness Report 2025; Reuters, March 16 2026. As of March 28, 2026.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1g5FniPQoppZAzb_2aeLnbalBI6Q8qH0r/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17lMZ6XsLsH5UHBdokoHZMtPycZ2VWBel/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1YsHQoWATkWFazYwYhuG7DE21Zg2HjQsy/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ZfN1JjqIkXOjYL75Tm2C6F0O3gqh-4Od/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1TMwG99wzKFvngsLtr_Yubn65krjnGeol/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
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