CEOs double down on AI investment despite lingering hurdles and slow returns
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CEOs are pressing ahead with artificial intelligence as a strategic imperative even as measurable, enterprise‑wide returns remain elusive, creating a tension between continued spending and slower‑than‑expected payoff. According to the original report, most senior executives expect AI budgets to keep rising through 2026, treating the technology as a capability that must be built rather than a short‑term project that can be paused if early results disappoint. [1]
That ongoing spend is driven by competitive pressure, board expectations and fear of falling behind, yet executives concede gains are often confined to pockets of the business. The Wall Street Journal and Reuters reporting noted that pilots frequently produce local benefits but fail to scale across operations, leaving leadership with rising bills and uneven outcomes. [1]
Scaling has been held back by both technical and organisational frictions. Reuters reporting shows companies repeatedly run into problems with data quality, systems integration, security controls and regulatory compliance , obstacles that are as much about unclear ownership and fractured decision rights as about model performance. The result is heavy investment in trials with limited translation into embedded, day‑to‑day systems. [1]
Infrastructure costs are reshaping the economics of AI. Training and running large models demand substantial compute, storage and energy; cloud bills can balloon and on‑premises builds require large upfront capital. Oracle’s recent guidance illustrates the point: the company signalled a $15 billion increase in capital expenditure for fiscal 2026 to expand AI cloud data centres, a move investors weighed heavily when shares fell after the update. The company said it is exploring alternative financing models, including customer‑provided chips and vendor‑rented capacity, underscoring how infrastructure decisions now sit alongside product choice in determining AI returns. [1][4]
Growing scrutiny from boards, regulators and internal audit teams is pushing AI governance toward the centre of executive decision‑making. The Wall Street Journal reports many firms are moving from loosely connected experiments to centralised AI councils, clearer ownership and formal measures tied to business priorities , a shift that can slow pilot velocity but aims to reduce downstream risk and duplication. [1]
The technology’s impact on labour is sharpening executive trade‑offs. Reuters coverage of major US banks shows AI delivering meaningful productivity gains , JPMorgan said productivity in some operations roughly doubled , and several institutions expect AI to enable more output from similar headcount, even as some firms like Goldman Sachs flag potential job reductions in later phases. These developments reinforce why leaders both press on with AI and cautious about short‑term headcount moves. [2]
Market and macro watchers caution that AI itself is now a material risk , and a potential market driver. A leading hedge fund manager warned that AI could be the largest tail risk for 2026, with rapid shifts in demand or monetisation affecting hyperscalers’ spending and broader employment patterns. At the same time, investment firms such as UBS point to AI‑driven capital expenditure and earnings potential as fuel for equity markets into 2026, creating a picture of high upside alongside meaningful downside. [3][6]
Some firms are doubling down despite the uncertainty. Meta has signalled that its AI spending blitz will continue into 2026 with above‑2025 expense growth, while Thomson Reuters and others report sustained, targeted investment in AI‑driven productisation and content tools as a route to monetisable value. Such examples show contrasting corporate responses: some broadenscale capital intensity, others prioritise focused, governance‑backed deployment. [5][7]
For CEOs planning into 2026 the implication is clear: retreat from AI is not the prevailing option, but success will hinge less on headline budgets and more on disciplined choices , tighter ownership, realistic timelines, prioritised use cases, and careful infrastructure decisions that balance cloud versus build trade‑offs. Industry data shows advantage will accrue to organisations that turn AI from scattered experiments into repeatable, governed changes in how work is done. [1][4][6]
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