COSMO MARIANO - YOUR Al VALUE COACH - ROLE GUIDE

The CFO Guide to Al Value

The Al return question lands on your desk before anyone else's. Here is the finance
version of the answer: your jobs, your numbers, your plays, and the one instrument
that makes the whole program accountable.

2026 Edition - A role guide from The 2026 Al Strategy, the ebook

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

This guide assumes you have the flagship ebook, The 2026 Al Strategy, or can get it (ask; it is free). The
ebook carries the full argument: the Value Stream OS, the Power Curve, the five pressure points, the

maturity path. This cut carries what a CFO owns. It repeats only what it must.

WHY THE CFO GETS A GUIDE FIRST

Because the paradox is a finance problem before it is a technology problem. Enterprise Al spend tripled
to $37 billion in a year (Menlo Ventures, 2025), and 56% of CEOs report no financial benefit from it
(PwC, 2026). Somebody in every mid-market company has to say what the spend produced, whether it
should continue, and what would justify more. That person is you, and most CFOs are being asked to do
it with no baseline, no value accounting, and a vendor deck where the measurement discipline should
be.

The finance read of the whole situation compresses to one sentence: Al spending has been treated as
a technology expense when it is actually an operating-model investment, and it is being
measured like neither. Expenses get controlled. Investments get underwritten, baselined, and held to a
return. The 95% of pilots that returned nothing (MIT, 2025) were, almost without exception, never

underwritten at all.



You do not have an Al problem. You have an unmeasured
investment program wearing a technology budget's clothes.

YOUR JOBS, STATED PROPERLY

Strip the technology away and the finance function exists to get a handful of jobs done. Stated in
solution-free form, with the outcomes that measure them, these are the five where Al changes your
economics. The outcome lists are candidates from our field observation, ordered by judgment; your own
ranking is the point of the exercise.

WHERE IT CONNECTS

THE JOB THE OUTCOMES THAT MEASURE IT
TO THE FLAGSHIP
Close the books each period Minimize the time to a trusted close; minimize The Software Tax +
manual reconciliation hours; minimize the likelihood Flying Blind

of a restated number

Control the cost to run the Minimize the share of spend returning no The Software Tax
business as spend measurable value; minimize the labor cost per unit of

accumulates administrative work

Fund the operations as Minimize days sales outstanding; maximize cash- Flying Blind
conditions change forecast accuracy at ninety days

Report the business's Minimize the time from question to trusted answer; Flying Blind
position to the board each maximize the share of decisions backed by live data

quarter

Evaluate an investment Maximize the likelihood an initiative clears its return The measurement
before committing capital bar; minimize the time to detect that one will not discipline (below)

Notice what is not on the list: "adopt Al." No CFO was ever hired to adopt anything. The technology
enters only where it moves one of these outcomes, which is exactly how you should make every vendor
in your inbox argue their case.

How your peers rank these. The surveys give you a prior. Cost control is the #1 CFO priority for 2026
(56% rank it top-five, Gartner, 2025), with 61% already implementing cost reductions (PwC Pulse, 2025).

Trusted metrics and reporting topped the 2025 list, and three-quarters of CFOs now own enterprise data



and analytics (Gartner, 2024). Forecast accuracy runs #2 for 2026 at 51% (Gartner). The close, notably,
never makes CFOs' own top-five lists: it is the felt daily pain underneath the stated priorities, which is
exactly how this guide positions it. The market ranking is the prior; your ranking against your own P&L is

still the exercise.

YOUR TWO PRESSURE POINTS, IN ORDER

First: the Software Tax, because it is your P&L line

The flagship names it in full; here is the finance cut. Your company runs somewhere between 100 and
275 SaaS applications (BetterCloud / Productiv, 2024). The licenses are visible in your spend cube. What
is not visible is the human operating layer around them: roughly 1,200 app switches per worker per day,
about four hours a week lost to reorienting (HBR, 2022), and by industry estimates around 60% of the
workday spent on work about work (Asana). The license line you scrutinize every renewal is the small
half of the cost. The labor around it, spread across every department's payroll where no report

aggregates it, is the large half, and nobody owns it because everybody does.

A century ago the telephone came with rooms of switchboard operators: skilled people whose whole job
was connecting the machine to the business. Automated switching ended the job, not the call, and no
company missed it. The software stack is this era's switchboard. The finance question is simply: what
does your switchboard-operating layer cost, and what is the recoverable share? For a $250M mid-market
firm, the toggling floor alone runs to several million dollars a year by composite models; the broader
operating layer several times that. Directional, but your own numbers make it exact, and the exercise

takes days, not quarters.

Second: Flying Blind, because trust in the numbers is your franchise

Two in three leaders do not fully trust their own organization's data (Precisely, 2025), and Gartner prices
poor data quality at $12.9M a year for the average organization. For a CFO this is not abstract: it is the
reconciliation hours in every close, the three versions of revenue in every meeting, and the month-end
wait that makes every decision a look backward. It is also the reason the Al spend failed: models stacked
on distrusted data produce distrusted output at machine speed. The foundation fix is not an IT project
you tolerate. It is the restoration of the finance function's core product, which is a number the room

believes.



YOUR PLAYS FROM THE MENU

The flagship's Exhibit 7 lists the full play menu. The CFO's cut is four plays, in a deliberate order: each
one funds and de-risks the next.

PLAY WHAT IT IS WHAT IT RETURNS

1. The zero-based An agent-driven review of the P&L and the subscription The fastest money in this guide,

Al pass stack, flagging spend with no measurable return: the and the baseline for everything
software tax made visible after

2. The Agents on invoice-to-job matching, intercompany, and Close days back; reconciliation

reconciliation close reconciliations, with your controller reviewing hours off the payroll cost;

rebuild exceptions instead of keying matches restatement risk down

3. Cost-to-serve An agent reconstructing true cost per customer and job Pricing and mix decisions on

analytics from your own operational logs, ranking accounts by real actual margin, not allocated
margin guesswork

4. The instrument The KPI tree tied to money, on governed data, live: the Time from question to trusted

panel flagship's Flying Blind play with the CFO as first answer collapses; the board pack
customer builds itself

A sequencing note in your language: plays 1 and 2 are alpha, cost recovery with short paybacks; they
are how the program self-funds. Plays 3 and 4 are the platform for every other function's plays. When the
CEO's transformation plan reaches your desk, the version worth funding runs in roughly this order,
whoever proposed it.

THE WORKFLOWS AND THE AGENTS

The plays above are the strategy. Here is where they land in the finance function itself: the specific
workflows, and the agent that runs each. Everything below is proven in production across the category
as of this writing; touchless invoice processing alone has gone from a minority practice to the majority
position in two years (roughly half of organizations, by industry benchmarks).



WORKFLOW

THE AGENT OR COPILOT

WHAT YOUR TEAM DOES
INSTEAD

THE OUTCOME
IT MOVES

The period close

Accounts
payable, end to
end

Collections

Expense audit

Spend and
subscription

review

Contract
obligations and

renewals

Cost-to-serve

analysis

Cash forecasting

and scenarios

Anomaly and

fraud watch

Reconciliation agents matching
transactions across systems, flagging

exceptions, drafting the flux narrative

A touchless-AP agent extracting invoice
data, three-way matching, coding to the

ledger, routing only the exceptions

An AR agent applying cash, timing and
drafting the dunning sequence per
customer's payment behavior, escalating

the calls that need a human

An audit agent reviewing 100% of
expense reports against policy before

reimbursement, instead of sampling after

A P&L review agent flagging spend with

no measured return, continuously

A contract-intelligence agent extracting
terms, obligations, and renewal dates
across the portfolio, flagging deviations

from your playbook

A costing agent reconstructing true cost
per customer and job from operational

logs

A forecasting agent assembling the
ninety-day view from live receivables,
payables, and pipeline; a scenario copilot

answering "what if" in driver terms

A monitoring agent watching payments
and journal entries for out-of-pattern

activity, in real time

The controller reviews
exceptions and signs,

instead of keying matches

AP works the exceptions; the
cost per invoice drops by
most of an order of

magnitude at best-in-class

The team makes the
judgment calls; the routine

chase runs itself

Finance reviews the flags,

not the stack

Finance runs keep-or-kill
decisions instead of annual

archaeology

Renewals stop surprising
you; negotiations start from

what the paper actually says

Pricing and mix decisions

made on real margin

The treasurer adjusts and

decides, instead of compiling

The team investigates real
flags instead of trusting the

sample

Days to close;
reconciliation

hours

Cost per invoice;

error rate

Days sales
outstanding;

write-offs

Policy leakage;

audit hours

Share of spend

with no return

Missed-renewal
cost; review

hours

Margin by

account

Forecast
accuracy;

borrowing cost

Loss avoided;

audit findings



WHAT YOUR TEAM DOES THE OUTCOME

WORKFLOW THE AGENT OR COPILOT
INSTEAD IT MOVES
Indirect tax A tax automation agent determining and The team handles positions Compliance cost;
filing sales and indirect tax across and planning, not filings penalty risk
jurisdictions
Board and An assembly agent building the pack You narrate the quarter Time from
management from governed, live data instead of reconciling three question to
reporting versions of it trusted answer

Every row runs the series pattern: bounded, instrumented workflows, agents on the defined operating
work, humans governing the seams. In finance the seams are non-negotiable: anything that posts to the

ledger, moves cash, or reaches the board carries a named human approval, by written rule.

YOUR SCOREBOARD

The flagship's scoreboard mechanic (Exhibit 2 there) applies with these rows. Leading indicators

monthly, lagging quarterly, and the reading rule: two consecutive months moving the wrong way names

the stall.
LEADING INDICATOR TODAY'S
THE LAGGING METRIC IT PROTECTS (QUARTERLY)
(MONTHLY) VALUE
Reconciliation hours per close Cost to run the finance function; audit findings
Share of spend with no Operating margin

measured return

Days sales outstanding Cash position; borrowing cost

Time from question to trusted Decision speed; board confidence

answer

Cash-forecast accuracy at Borrowing cost; the surprises that reach the board (your
ninety days peers' #2 stated priority)

Quarterly ARM (below) The value of the whole program



THE INSTRUMENT: HOW TO UNDERWRITE AI LIKE
THE INVESTMENT IT IS

This is the section written most directly for you, because the measurement discipline is the CFO's natural
property and in most companies nobody has claimed it. The market data says as much: only 36% of
CFOs are confident in their ability to drive enterprise Al impact, while roughly 60% plan to raise Al
investment by 10% or more in 2026 (Gartner, 2025). Spending up while confidence stays down is exactly
what an unclaimed measurement discipline looks like. Five rules close the gap and make an Al program

underwritable:

1. Baseline before build. No workflow gets rebuilt until its current cost, cycle time, and error rate are on

paper. Without the before, every after is a story.

2. Every claimed value gets a confidence weight. Measured value counts in full. Estimated value
counts at a discount. Projected value counts at a steep discount. This single rule ends the vendor-

deck arithmetic where projected savings read as cash.

3. One composite number, quarterly. Confidence-weighted value produced, divided by the total cost
of the Al program. Above one and rising: fund the next phase. This is the Al Return Multiple (ARM),

and it is your number to own, not a vendor's to report.

4. Phase gates with exit evidence. Each phase releases funding only on the prior phase's measured
result. The gates protect capital, and just as importantly they protect your credibility when you defend

the program.

5. The stop rule, written before the start. "We stop if the number fails to clear one for two consecutive
quarters, or if the first workflow cannot beat its baseline after a rebuild attempt." A program with a

written stop rule is a program a CFO can sign.

Al does the work. You keep the margin.

And now you can prove which is which, quarterly, with a number the audit committee can interrogate.

THE HONEST LEDGER, IN THIS ROOM

The flagship carries the full treatment of strategic workforce reshaping; here is what belongs in the CFO

conversation. Part of the return is headcount-linked cost reduction, and your model should name it: some



purely-operating roles genuinely shrink over time, mostly through reallocation and attrition, and the
software tax comes off the P&L. Book it under cost reduction with the same confidence-weighting as
everything else. And hold the second lever to the same standard: the redeployment of freed capacity into
revenue work must be real and measured, not a euphemism, because a blunt cut books the saving once
and then destroys the delivery quality the advocacy loop, and next year's cheap growth, depends on.
Two levers, both real, both measured. That is what separates strategic reshaping from a commodity cost-

cut, and the ARM measures both sides.

QUESTIONS TO ASK WHOEVER PROPOSES THE
PROGRAM

The flagship arms the CEO for the board. This table arms you for the pitch, whoever brings it: a vendor, a

consultant, or your own CEO.

ASK A FUNDABLE ANSWER SOUNDS LIKE
"What is the Current cost, cycle time, and error rate of the first workflow, on paper, before the build
baseline?"

"How is value Measured, estimated, and projected, separately weighted; never a single blended savings
counted?" number

"What does phase one External spend plus named internal time, gated, with exit evidence defined

cost, all in?"
"What would make us A written stop rule with numbers in it
stop?"

"Why will this beat the Workflow redesign, foundation first, one workflow end to end, measurement from day zero;

95%7?" and partnered builds succeed at roughly twice the rate of solo ones (MIT, 2025)

"Where do the offsets Internal sequencing as base case; cloud credits and government programs as upside,

land?" never load-bearing



WHERE TO START

The Software Tax Assessment, built from your numbers.

From a few inputs (the roles whose day is spent operating software, rough headcount, and how
much of the day goes to operating systems) we build a directional estimate of your software tax:
the operating-labor cost hiding across your payroll, and the recoverable share. It is the zero-
based pass in miniature, it is yours to keep either way, and it gives you the baseline this whole
guide keeps demanding. Reply and we will send it. If you want the full argument first, ask for The
2026 Al Strategy, the full ebook.

Cosmo Mariano xsparks.ai

ACCOUNTABLE FROM IDEA TO OUTCOME

Your Al Value Coach - Chief Client Outcomes Officer, XSparks - cosmo@xsparks.ai

Cosmo Mariano, Your Al Value Coach - The CFO Guide to Al Value - 2026 Edition
A role guide from The 2026 Al Strategy, the ebook. Frameworks: Mariano IP - Delivered by XSparks, Global Al Transformation
Firm - No Al Theater. Accountable from Idea to Outcome.
Sources cited inline: Menlo Ventures (2025); PwC Global CEO Survey (2026); PwC Pulse Survey (2025); MIT Project NANDA
(2025); BetterCloud / Productiv (2024); Harvard Business Review (2022); Asana, Anatomy of Work; Precisely (2025); Gartner
CFO surveys (2024, 2025). Composite figures are illustrative and directional. © 2026 Cosmo Mariano.
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