Cloud spend transforms from back-office cost to strategic margin gatekeeper in SaaS
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Cloud bills are no longer a back-office nuisance for SaaS companies; they are now a direct test of margin discipline. A 2026 SpendArk benchmark found that 89% of chief financial officers said rising cloud costs had hurt gross margins over the previous 12 months, a warning sign that sits squarely at board level rather than in engineering alone. As Gartner has forecast, worldwide IT spending is set to reach $6.37 trillion in 2026, up 14.2% from 2025, with AI infrastructure and cloud platforms among the main drivers of that growth. 
The pressure is being intensified by the scale of AI investment. Gartner has said worldwide spending on AI will total $2.59 trillion in 2026, while cloud and data-centre expansion continues to accelerate to support generative and agentic workloads. Industry reporting has also pointed to a surge in hyperscaler capital expenditure and to rising electricity demand from data centres, underlining how quickly the cost base for modern software firms is shifting. In that environment, cloud spend is no longer a static operating line; it is a variable input that can erode margins with every new feature and every query. 
That is why FinOps has moved from specialist practice to strategic necessity. The discipline, which connects finance, engineering and product teams around cloud accountability, is now supported by a growing tooling market and by standards work aimed at making billing data more consistent across providers. Gartner’s forecasts for cloud infrastructure and AI spending, alongside industry estimates of heavy cloud waste, suggest that companies without a clear governance framework are likely to keep leaking value through idle capacity, over-provisioned systems and poorly attributed usage. 
The hardest part is that AI changes the economics of SaaS itself. Traditional software benefited from low marginal serving costs, but inference, embeddings and model routing all add usage-linked expense that scales far more quickly than classic infrastructure. That makes unit economics essential. Rather than merely tracking total cloud bills, mature teams are measuring cost per customer, cost per feature and cost per transaction, so they can see which products are profitable, which need repricing and which are quietly subsidised by the rest of the business. 
A parallel challenge is organisational. Engineers are usually rewarded for shipping features, keeping systems reliable and improving performance, not for shaving a percentage point off infrastructure spend. The companies making progress are the ones embedding cost data into the same workflows used for observability and operations, rather than expecting teams to consult a separate finance dashboard. That approach helps with right-sizing and optimisation, while finance retains control of commitments, discounts and vendor negotiations. 
For SaaS operators, the practical conclusion is straightforward: cloud efficiency is now part of product strategy, not merely procurement. Firms that standardise their cost data, attribute spend to customers and features, and report those metrics at board level are better placed to protect gross margins as AI adoption deepens. Those still treating cloud usage as an unavoidable utility are increasingly likely to discover that the real cost of inaction shows up not in infrastructure reports, but in valuation multiples. 
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