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Autonomy you control: a practical guide to Al cost governance

Introduction: governance is a gate, not a report

Most organizations think they're "governing" Al spend when they're actually just watching it happen. A dashboard that shows
last month's token usage broken down by team is useful, but it's more of a rearview mirror than a scenic vista. By the time
anyone reviews it, the money is already spent.

The scale of the gap is bigger than most teams assume. Harness's 2026 State of Al in FinOps report found that 73% of
organizations say they have Al cost policies, but only 47% fully enforce them, a 26-point gap between writing a policy and
actually acting on it. The same report found 72% of organizations have been hit by a surprise Al bill in the past year, and a third
have been caught off guard more than once. Policy on paper doesn't stop a bill. Enforcement does.

Real governance means enforcing budgets and policy before spend happens, not by narrating it afterward. That's the difference
between the first two stages of a mature Al cost framework, Attribute and Optimize, and the third, Govern.

« Attribute answers "who spent what, and on what?" It gives you visibility.
+ Optimize answers "how do we spend less for the same outcome?" It gives you efficiency.
+ Govern answers "what happens automatically when spend crosses a line we set in advance?" It gives you control.

You can't skip to Govern without the first two. But a lot of teams stop at Optimize and call it done. They've built cost dashboards
and never actually stopped a dollar from going out the door. This guide shows you how to close that gap: turning policy into
something that acts on your behalf, at the moment it matters.


https://www.harness.io/state-of-ai-in-finops-2026
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Autonomy levels: what "trust" actually looks like in a budget

The abstract pitch for Al governance usually includes three circles: Recommend, Approve, and Autonomous. It sounds clean and
straightforward. In practice, however, most teams have no idea what those words mean in regards to a real budget. That
ambiguity is how governance programs stall. 56% of organizations say Al budgeting is still guesswork and 47% say they're
constantly worried about their next token bill. Vague controls and vague forecasts feed each other.

6%

say Al budgeting is guesswork.
47% say they're constantly worried about their next Al token bill.

Here's what the tiered model looks like inside an actual budget:

i} Recommend

The system observes spend and surfaces suggestions. A notification that a project is trending toward its ceiling or a flag that
efficiency has dropped. Nothing is blocked. This is useful for new teams or use cases where you don't yet trust the signal
enough to automate a response.

[ﬁ Approve

The system enforces a threshold, pending human sign-off. Crossing 80% of the budget notifies the owner. Crossing 100%
triggers a soft block, and a request routes to whoever holds approval authority. This is where most production Al workloads
should live: work stops on breach, but a person with context can restart it deliberately, on the record.

Q Autonomous

A hard threshold triggers an automatic action, stopping an idle resource, rebalancing a node pool, or routing a request to a
right-sized model, the instant the condition is met. This belongs to budgets where the blast radius of overspend is well
understood and a false positive costs less than a false negative.

The tier is a setting per budget, not a personality trait of the tool. This matters more than it sounds: Harness found that
engineering and platform teams hold the most influence over Al spending decisions (35%), while platform/DevOps carries only
30% of the accountability, and FinOps 27%. That is a persistent gap between who makes the cost-driving decision and who
answers for it. Autonomy tiers are one of the only mechanisms that can close that gap directly, because they attach consequence
to the decision at the moment it's made, not after the invoice arrives.
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The hard cap only works with an escape hatch

A hard cap sounds like the strongest governance you can build: spend hits the ceiling, everything stops. In practice, hard caps
without an escape hatch don't survive contact with a real organization. The first time a cap blocks a legitimate, time-sensitive
workload, someone will route around it. If and when that happens, the control is dead.

The fix is a tiered approval increase request, the Approve autonomy level doing its actual job:

1. The requester submits a self-service request for a specific increase, with a reason.

2. The request routes by size: a small increase might go to a team lead, a larger one to a FinOps practitioner, and a full reset to
whoever holds approval authority at that level.

3. The increase is time-boxed by default, lifting the cap for this incident, not permanently.

4. Who asked, how much, why, who approved it, and for how long, gets captured automatically in an immutable audit trail.

This gives urgent legitimate work a real path forward, and converts every exception into data. It also directly addresses one of the
sharpest findings in the Harness report: 52% of organizations say there's no clear, dedicated Al cost owner, and accountability is
split roughly four ways across engineering, FinOps, finance, and IT. An approval-routing model doesn't require picking one owner
for everything. It lets ownership follow the size of the decision, which is closer to how organizations actually operate today.
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Measure efficiency, not just spend

If the only number your governance program tracks is total dollars spent, you've built a system that can only tell teams to spend
less. That's a real constraint. It puts governance in permanent tension with the parts of the business that want Al to do more, not
less.

6%

of all Al spend is wasted.
Consistent across every category: infrastructure,
software, models, and services.

This tension isn't hypothetical. Harness estimates that 26% of all Al spend is wasted, consistently across infrastructure,
software, models, and services. For an organization spending $1M a month, roughly $260,000 has no measurable return.
Notably, the same report found 57% of organizations actively encourage "tokenmaxxing," pushing employees to maximize Al
use regardless of value. A spend-only metric can't distinguish that waste from legitimate growth; it just says "less," which is
exactly the message that gets ignored when a team is scaling for good reason.

The fix is to govern against an efficiency metric, like cost per successful outcome or cost per resolved ticket, rather than a raw
spend ceiling alone. A team whose spend doubles because they doubled their customer volume, at the same cost per
interaction, hasn't gotten less efficient, they've grown. A team whose spend doubles while output stays flat has a real problem
and the efficiency metric catches it immediately. This also speaks to a maturity gap Harness flagged directly: only 26% of
organizations have a robust method for measuring the business value of Al spend at all. An efficiency metric is a concrete first
step toward closing that gap, not just a governance nicety.
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Weekly resets beat monthly ones

The reset cadence on a budget seems like a minor detail. But, it actually determines how long a governance failure gets to
compound before anyone can act, and it determines how expensive it is to be wrong.

9%

need a full day+ to trace a cost spike 32% would need a full week.
At $IM/month, that delay is expensive.

The cost of a slow cadence shows up starkly in the data: when an Al spend spike hits, 79% of organizations need a full day or
longer to trace it to its source, and 32% need a full week while the bill keeps running. Compounding the problem, 42% of
organizations only review Al costs quarterly. For a spend category that 80% of organizations say increased in just the past six
months, a quarterly review cycle is the operational equivalent of flying blind for most of the quarter.

A weekly reset tightens that loop dramatically. If a threshold is breached, maximum exposure before the next reset is
measured in days, not weeks. The team gets a fresh, small-stakes signal every week instead of one large, high-stakes signal
once a month. And, that smaller signal is far more likely to get investigated while the cause is still fresh.

A weekly cadence also directly supports the escape-hatch model: an approval increase request only holds until the next reset a
few days out, not for the rest of the month. Smaller stakes on both sides make the whole system easier to trust and faster to
correct.
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The audit trail: governance that finance can actually verify

None of the above matters if it can't be verified after the fact. Every threshold, notification, and approval needs to land in an
immutable audit trail. The same governance framework needs to be used consistently across the platform, not a patchwork of
Slack messages and tribal memory. This isn't a small gap to close: Harness found more than 4 in 10 organizations still manage
Al costs with spreadsheets, a stopgap built for early spend levels that's still being used years later even though the scope of
work has changed.

For any budget, a usable audit trail answers these questions:

- What was the threshold, and who set it?

- What tier was this budget operating at?

- What notifications fired, and when?

- What increase requests were made, by whom, and why?

- Who approved or denied each request, and for how long?

- What did efficiency look like before and after each intervention?

This is what turns governance from a policy document into something that Finance can actually sign off on. A CFQ's office
doesn't need to trust that engineering is being careful, they can pull the trail and see the specific thresholds, approvals, and
outcomes. That's the conversation that lets Finance approve more autonomy over time, because the record shows the system
holds up under real conditions.
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Putting it together

None of these six pieces works well in isolation. A hard cap without an escape hatch gets bypassed. Autonomy tiers without an
audit trail are just assertions. An efficiency metric without a tight reset cadence allows spend to compound for weeks before
anyone notices.

Harness found that only 21% of organizations describe their Al cost management as fully mature and company-wide. The
organizations that consider themselves mature didn't try to fix everything at once. They named an owner, built a single cost view,
embedded cost data into engineering workflows, and established unit economics before chasing ROI, in that order.

Together, the pieces in this guide form a governance model that does what reporting never could: it acts before the invoice
lands, gives legitimate work a real path forward, measures what the business actually cares about, catches problems while
they're still small, and leaves a record specific enough that anyone, not just finance, can verify the control actually held.

That's what "autonomy you control" means in practice. It's not less autonomy or unchecked autonomy. It's autonomy you've
planned for in advance, with a tier, a ceiling, an escape hatch, and a receipt.

How Harness Al Governance works

Governance only works when it sits on top of attribution. The Harness Cost Management Agent maps every dollar of Al spend to
the team, developer, model, or agent behind it through one knowledge graph, and tracks unit cost per session, pull request, and
ticket. That is what the Govern step runs on: you can't enforce a budget against spend you can't attribute.

Every threshold, request, and decision lands in an immutable audit trail through the same policy and governance framework
(Open Policy Agent) Harness uses across FinOps, DevOps, and security, exportable for SOC 2, ISO 27001, and FinOps reviews. It is
autonomy you control, on one data platform.

With Harness Al Budgets, you choose the autonomy level for each budget: Recommend, Approve, or Autonomous. The Al budget
flow running today is a working example of Approve. A developer reaches 80% of their budget and their manager is notified. The
developer requests to continue, the manager approves or denies, and if denied, access is revoked at the provider or IAM level. See
how Harness used Al Budgets to reduce spend without cutting Al usage



https://www.harness.io/products/cost-management-agent
https://www.harness.io/blog/we-used-our-own-product-to-cut-our-ai-tooling-bill-without-cutting-ai-usage
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The future of software
delivery is autonomous

Harness is the Autonomous SDLC Platform that ships Al code as fast as
it's written, catches risk before it ships, and governs every pipeline.




