From Waste to Value:
How AI Is Redrawing FinOps

Ricardo Martinez
Cloud Security & Applied Al

Leonardo Covarrubias

Al-Native Cloud Economist

NullGhost Research

September 2026

Abstract

The FinOps Foundation’s sixth annual survey — 1,192 respondents representing more than $83 billion in
annual cloud spend — shows the practice reshaped by Al faster than by any prior cloud trend [1]: the share of
teams managing Al spend jumped from 31% to 98% in two years, FinOps reporting lines moved measurably
closer to the CTO/CIO, and pre-deployment cost estimation became the most wanted tooling capability. This
text reads that data alongside industry framing of AI workloads as a new class of cloud cost driver [2], and
connects both to the concrete question facing any team — including our own — that operates FinOps tooling
against real cloud accounts: not “how do we cut waste”, but “how do we maximize return per dollar of Al

and cloud spend”.

1 The question changes

For most of the last decade, FinOps meant hunting

waste: idle instances, forgotten snapshots, over-provisioned

storage. Industry estimates still put a meaningful share
of the roughly $1 trillion projected in 2026 cloud spend
— as much as 35% by some estimates — lost to over-
provisioning and idle resources [2]. But that fram-
ing assumes the dominant cost driver is inefficiency.
In 2026 it increasingly is not: Al workloads — large
models, always-on inference, variable training jobs —
are a cost driver with a fundamentally different shape
than an idle virtual machine [2]. The scale of that
shift shows up independently in McKinsey’s 2026 tech-
nology trends research: spending on Al infrastructure
alone doubled in a single year, and energy technolo-
gies to power that scale-up drew nearly $200 billion in

investment in 2025 [3].
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Figure 1: The question FinOps practice is organized
around, before and after AI became the dominant
marginal cost driver in cloud spend.

This is not a rebrand. The FinOps Foundation itself
updated its mission statement in 2026, from “advanc-

ing people who manage the value of cloud” to “advanc-
ing people who manage the value of technology” [1] —
a one-word change (cloud — technology) that reflects
a real expansion of scope: 90% of FinOps teams now
also manage SaaS, 64% software licensing, 57% private
cloud, and 48% data centers [1].

2 The number that proves it

No single figure in the 2026 survey moved as fast as
AT cost management. Two years ago, 31% of FinOps
teams managed any Al spend at all. In the 2026 sur-
vey, that number is 98% [1].
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Figure 2: Share of FinOps teams managing Al spend,
2024 vs. 2026, from the FinOps Foundation’s sixth
annual State of FinOps survey [1].

No prior technology shift — containers, serverless, multi-
cloud — moved a core FinOps metric this far this fast.
The Foundation now lists Al cost management as the
top competency teams say they need to build [1].



3 FinOps moves up the org chart

The same survey shows FinOps practice gaining or-
ganizational weight, not just technical scope: 78% of
FinOps practices now report into the CTO or CIO or-
ganization, up 18 points versus 2023 [1]. Executive
participation also correlates with a measurably differ-
ent level of influence over technology decisions:

Decision With VP+ Without
Cloud provider selection 47% 16%
Cloud service selection 53% 24%
Cloud vs. data center 28% 12%

Table 1: Share of FinOps practices reporting influence
over each technology decision, with vs. without VP-
level or higher executive participation [1].

The pattern in Table 1 is consistent across all three
decision types: executive participation roughly dou-
bles or triples reported influence. FinOps without a
seat at that level tends to function as reporting, not
governance.

4 Shift left, not just clean up af-
ter

Perhaps the clearest signal of where the discipline is
heading: pre-deployment architecture cost estimation
is now the single most wanted tooling capability in
the 2026 survey [1]. Catching a cost problem before
infrastructure is deployed is structurally cheaper than
remediating it after the bill arrives.
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Figure 3: The shift-left pattern the 2026 survey identi-
fies as the top desired capability: cost visibility moves
from post-bill remediation to pre-deployment architec-
ture decisions [1].

5 What this means for whoever
operates real cloud spend

Building or operating FinOps tooling against real cloud
accounts — ours included — means the same refram-

ing applies directly: filtering signal from noise in a cost
dataset is no longer just deduplicating idle-resource
alerts, it now means separating Al-driven, workload-
shaped cost variance from genuine waste, and doing
it without adding execution risk to accounts that al-
ready carry security tooling. A native FinOps capa-
bility built read-only, against a cost-visibility role with
no write access, is a defensible way to add that value-
per-dollar question without turning a security product
into a billing-change surface.

That is a design constraint worth stating plainly, not a
solved problem: proving a FinOps signal is real, before
surfacing it as actionable, deserves the same eviden-
tiary discipline already applied to a security finding
— a claim of waste or of Al-cost variance should be
verifiable against the underlying billing data, not just
plausible-looking.

6 Practice principles

1. Al cost management is now a distinct compe-
tency, not a subset of general cloud waste-hunting
— staff and tool for it separately.

2. Adopt a shared cost-data standard (e.g. FO-
CUS) before building custom cost-correlation tool-
ing; 68% of large spenders already have [1].

3. Executive sponsorship changes what FinOps can
influence, not just how it’s funded — without it,
FinOps tends to report, not govern.

4. Pre-deployment cost estimation is worth more
than a better post-bill dashboard; catch the de-
cision before the infrastructure exists.

5. A cost anomaly needs the same evidentiary bar
as a security finding: verifiable against real billing
data, not just statistically plausible.

Methodological note: this text is a reading of the FinOps
Foundation’s sizth annual State of FinOps 2026 survey and
of industry commentary on Al as a cloud cost driver, not
original primary research. Figures are cited indirectly from
the sources below; no client, account, or production cost
data from NullGhost or KIRUX is included.
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