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A DX Today Special Report | March 2026 — In early 2026, the enterprise software market witnessed a pivotal shift that many 
analysts are calling the "Agentic AI Land Grab." Moving away from the unpredictable consumption-based pricing that 
characterized the early Generative AI era, vendors like Salesforce have introduced Strategic AI Bundles—essentially hybrid 
pricing models designed to stabilize the cost of digital labor. While publicly framed as a move to provide cost predictability for 
CFOs, this shift represents a calculated strategy to lock enterprises into a specific ecosystem before the market matures.

This report unpacks the commercial disruption, exposes the hidden "new cloud egress" costs of connecting agentic systems, 
and analyzes why regional financial institutions are walking into a trap. We provide evidence-based recommendations on how 
to navigate this volatile licensing landscape without ceding long-term leverage. Industry insiders suggest that vendors are 
currently prioritizing long-term platform dominance over immediate margins, offering aggressive terms to secure multi-year 
commitments — and enterprises need to understand exactly what they are signing before the window closes.
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unvarnished truth over vendor marketing.
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The Strategic Lock-In Moment: Why This Is 
Different
The era of "experimentation" is over; the era of "digital labor" has arrived. But as vendors race to monetize this shift, the 
pricing models are mutating faster than the technology itself. The defining moment of this new cycle occurred when major 
vendors shifted toward integrated AI licensing models. Unlike the previous model, which relied heavily on per-conversation 
billing, these newer agreements often bundle access to agentic platforms, data layers, and integration tools for a fixed multi-
year fee.

In recent industry discussions, it has become clear that vendors are focused on making these deals highly attractive in the 
short term. The logic is straightforward but deceptively powerful: if a customer integrates agents so deeply into their 
workflows that the vendor's compute costs rise, that customer becomes effectively anchored to the platform — granting the 
vendor years to monetize that dependency through subsequent renewals and expansion. The deeper the integration, the 
higher the switching cost. This is not accidental. It is engineered.

The Vendor's Playbook
Offer irresistible short-term pricing 
to accelerate adoption and 
workflow integration, then 
monetize the dependency at 
renewal through expanded 
licensing tiers and data fees.

The Enterprise Risk
When a vendor offers terms that 
seem too good to pass up, they 
are usually securing the "vault" of 
your enterprise data and 
workflows for the next decade — 
not the next fiscal year.

The Window Is Closing
Early movers can still negotiate 
from a position of strength. 
Enterprises that wait for market 
clarity may find themselves 
choosing between overpriced 
incumbents and unproven 
challengers.



Historical Context: The Pricing Whiplash
To understand current licensing trends, we must track the rapid evolution of AI pricing over the last 18 months. The market 
has moved through three distinct phases with remarkable speed — each pivot driven by the commercial failures of the 
previous model. Understanding this progression is essential context for any enterprise negotiator walking into an AI licensing 
discussion in 2026.

1Phase 1: Seat-Based Legacy (Pre-2024)
SaaS vendors shoehorned AI into the traditional 

"per-user/per-month" model. Worked for copilots 
assisting humans — failed completely for 

autonomous agents working instead of humans.
2 Phase 2: Consumption Pivot (2024–

2025)
Vendors moved to session-based or usage-based 
metrics. Enterprise procurement teams struggled 
with unpredictable costs — a successful pilot could 
blow a department's quarterly budget overnight.

3Phase 3: Bundled Usage (Late 2025–
Present)

Recognizing that variable pricing was stalling 
adoption, vendors swung toward bundled models. 

Fixed-fee "digital labor" packages designed for 
CFO predictability and vendor ecosystem lock-in.

Each phase transition has been faster and more disruptive than the last. The consumption model, in particular, created an 
unexpected chilling effect on enterprise AI adoption: procurement teams that had survived years of cloud cost overruns were 
simply unwilling to approve open-ended agent deployments without spending caps. Vendors who recognized this friction first 
gained enormous competitive advantage by pivoting to bundled models — and Salesforce moved most decisively.



The AELA Decoded: Salesforce's All-You-Can-
Eat Gamble
The Agentic Enterprise License Agreement — or AELA — is Salesforce's most aggressive commercial move since the original 
multi-cloud bundle. At its core, it is a flat-fee agreement that provides theoretically unlimited access to Agentforce agent 
deployments, with costs tied to enterprise size rather than consumption volume. Salesforce's own Chief Revenue Officer has 
publicly acknowledged that early customers can, in effect, "rob the bank" on these deals — and that admission alone should 
tell enterprise buyers everything they need to know about the long game being played.

What the AELA Includes

Flat-fee access to Agentforce agent deployments scaled to 
enterprise headcount

Bundled Data Cloud integration credits at preferential rates

Multi-year terms (typically 3 years) with annual true-up 
mechanisms

Preferred access to new agent templates and workflow 
libraries

Dedicated success engineering resources during onboarding

What the AELA Does NOT Include

Third-party data connector fees — these are billed separately

Cross-cloud agent communication costs (the "new egress")

Model inference costs for premium LLM tiers

Post-Year-1 renewal pricing protections

The CRO's Admission

Salesforce's own revenue leadership publicly 
confirmed that aggressive AELA pricing is 
intentional — designed to maximize workflow 
integration depth before renewal discussions begin. 
The "bank robbery" framing was not a slip. It was a 
signal that the first deal is a loss leader.



Why Vendors Are Writing Deals at a Loss
The willingness of major SaaS vendors to offer below-cost initial terms on agentic AI licensing is not altruism — it is a 
calculated investment in future annuity revenue. To understand why this is economically rational for vendors, one must 
appreciate the structural economics of AI agent platforms versus traditional SaaS products.

Traditional SaaS has high gross margins (often 70–80%) because marginal cost per additional user is near zero. AI agent 
platforms, by contrast, carry significant ongoing compute and inference costs. Every agent conversation, every data retrieval 
operation, every multi-agent coordination event has a real cost on the vendor's infrastructure. When vendors offer unlimited-
use bundles at flat fees, they are accepting temporary margin compression in exchange for three strategic outcomes: 
ecosystem lock-in through workflow integration, data accumulation that improves their models, and renewal leverage when 
enterprises cannot walk away.

🔒 Lock-In Value
Each workflow automated by an AI agent increases 
switching costs exponentially. After 18 months of AELA 
deployment, a mid-market enterprise may have 200+ 
agent-dependent processes.

📊 Data Accumulation
Agent usage generates behavioral and operational data 
that trains vendor models. The enterprise becomes both 
a paying customer and an unpaid research contributor.

💰 Renewal Leverage
At Year 3 renewal, the vendor holds maximum leverage. 
The enterprise has integrated agents deeply, and 
migration costs are prohibitive. Pricing resets to 
sustainable margins.

🏆 Market Share
Aggressive AELA deals block competitors from getting 
design wins. Even at a loss, each signed enterprise is 
one fewer opportunity for Microsoft, ServiceNow, or 
Oracle to establish a foothold.



The New Cloud Egress: Data Connection Fees 
Are the Hidden Landmine
If the AELA itself is the visible disruption, the data connection fees lurking in the contract annexes are the landmine that most 
enterprise buyers walk past without noticing. Constellation Research has explicitly flagged this as potentially "the biggest risk 
to scaling agentic AI in the enterprise" — and having reviewed dozens of enterprise cloud contracts, this characterization is 
accurate and urgent.

The analogy to cloud egress fees is precise and instructive. In the early days of cloud migration, enterprises happily moved 
data into AWS and Azure at low ingress costs, only to discover that retrieval and transfer fees were economically punishing at 
scale. The same dynamic is now being engineered into agentic AI architectures. When Agent A in one cloud needs data from 
Agent B in another system — or when a Salesforce agent queries a Snowflake data warehouse or a Microsoft Fabric 
environment — the inter-system communication is billed as a "data connection event."

The Egress Parallel
Cloud egress fees cost 
enterprises an estimated $10B+ 
annually as of 2025. Data 
connection fees for agentic AI 
could replicate or exceed this 
burden within 3 years as multi-
agent architectures scale.

Where the Fees Hide
Contract annexes labeled "API 
consumption schedules," 
"orchestration event pricing," or 
"cross-platform data relay credits" 
— language designed to be 
opaque to procurement teams not 
specialized in AI infrastructure.

Scale Amplification
A single complex business 
process might trigger hundreds of 
inter-agent data calls per 
transaction. At enterprise scale, 
even sub-cent per-event fees 
aggregate into seven-figure 
annual line items.

Critical Action Item: Before signing any agentic AI bundle agreement, require the vendor to provide a complete 
"agent topology diagram" showing every data connection point and the associated billing event for each. If the 
vendor cannot or will not provide this, treat it as a red flag of the highest order.



Quantifying the Hidden Cost: What the Numbers 
Look Like
Abstract warnings about hidden fees are useful, but enterprise decision-makers need concrete numbers to make the 
business case for due diligence. Based on published vendor rate cards, Constellation Research modeling, and analysis of 
comparable cloud cost trajectories, the following represents a realistic cost scenario for a mid-market enterprise deploying 
agentic AI at meaningful scale.

Year 1 ($K) Year 3 ($K)

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900

Base AELA License

Data Connection Fees
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Third-Party Connectors

Professional Services

Cost Category

The pattern is unmistakable: the base license cost roughly doubles over three years at renewal, while data connection fees 
grow by 630% as agent deployment scales. This is not a projection based on worst-case assumptions — it reflects the 
natural growth trajectory of organizations that successfully automate workflows with AI agents. Success itself becomes the 
driver of exponentially increasing costs, which is precisely the lock-in mechanism vendors are engineering.



The Contagion Effect: Other Vendors Will Follow 
in 2026
Salesforce's AELA is not an isolated commercial experiment — it is a leading indicator of where the entire enterprise SaaS 
market is heading. Constellation Research has explicitly projected that major SaaS vendors will follow Salesforce's bundled 
agentic model through 2026, each adapting the core structure to their existing commercial relationships and product 
architectures.

The competitive pressure to match Salesforce's model is acute. Enterprise buyers who have been offered AELAs by 
Salesforce will inevitably bring those terms to their Microsoft, ServiceNow, Oracle, and SAP reps as benchmarks. This creates 
a race-to-the-bottom dynamic on initial pricing that accelerates the adoption of bundled models across the ecosystem — and 
simultaneously increases the systemic risk for enterprises that sign multiple overlapping agentic bundles without a unified 
governance framework.

Microsoft
Copilot Studio and Azure AI Foundry 
expected to adopt similar bundled 
structures, potentially integrated with 
existing EA agreements. Watch for "AI 
workload credits" replacing per-seat 
Copilot billing.

ServiceNow
Now Assist and workflow automation 
capabilities positioned for enterprise 
bundle packaging. ITSM and HR 
automation agents likely to be first 
candidates for all-you-can-eat 
structuring.

Oracle & SAP
Both have existing installed base 
advantages that will accelerate AELA-
style adoption. Expect these bundles to 
appear first in renewal conversations 
for customers on long-standing ELA 
arrangements.



The BFSI Trap: Regional Banks Are the Most 
Vulnerable
Of all the enterprise segments navigating this licensing transition, Banking, Financial Services, and Insurance (BFSI) 
institutions — and particularly regional banks and credit unions — face a uniquely dangerous combination of factors: high 
vendor pressure, limited AI procurement expertise, and regulatory complexity that vendors are actively exploiting as a sales 
accelerant.

Regional financial institutions are attractive targets for agentic AI vendors for reasons that go beyond simple market size. They 
have high-volume, repetitive operational workloads in areas like loan processing, compliance monitoring, fraud detection, and 
customer service — exactly the use cases where AI agents demonstrably deliver ROI. This means pilots convert to production 
deployments quickly, generating the workflow integration depth vendors need to establish lock-in. Additionally, regional 
banks typically lack the dedicated AI Center of Excellence resources that larger financial institutions have built, leaving 
procurement decisions to general IT and business unit leaders who may not have the specialized expertise to evaluate 
agentic licensing terms critically.

Procurement Gap
Regional banks average 2–3 IT procurement specialists 
for enterprise software versus 15–20 at money-center 
banks. AI licensing complexity requires specialized 
expertise that most do not have.

Regulatory Complexity
Vendors emphasize pre-built compliance templates for 
FDIC, OCC, and state regulatory requirements as 
premium AELA features — increasing perceived 
switching costs before deployment even begins.

Data Sensitivity Premium
Financial data residency and sovereignty requirements 
drive regional banks toward single-vendor "safe harbor" 
solutions, reducing competitive negotiation leverage 
from the outset.

Competitive Pressure
Fear of falling behind larger competitors drives urgency 
that reduces negotiation thoroughness. Vendors actively 
use case studies from peer institutions to accelerate the 
sales cycle.



BFSI Use Cases: Where Agentic AI Delivers Real 
ROI — and Real Risk
To be clear: agentic AI genuinely delivers compelling ROI in financial services contexts. The technology is not hype in this 
vertical. The issue is not whether to adopt it, but how to structure the commercial relationship so that the enterprise captures 
the value rather than surrendering it back to the vendor through escalating renewal costs and connection fees.

High-ROI Agent Use Cases in BFSI

Loan Processing Automation: Document extraction, 
creditworthiness pre-screening, and compliance 
checklist completion — reducing processing time from 
days to hours

Fraud Detection Orchestration: Real-time multi-source 
data aggregation and alert triage, reducing analyst 
workload by 40–60%

Regulatory Reporting: Automated data aggregation, 
validation, and submission for CALL reports, stress 
testing, and BSA/AML obligations

Customer Service Resolution: First-call resolution for 
account inquiries, dispute initiation, and product 
recommendations

Treasury Operations: Cash position monitoring, sweep 
automation, and counterparty exposure calculation

Where Hidden Costs Explode in BFSI

Core Banking Integration: Every agent-to-core-system 
data call is a billable connection event — and core 
systems generate thousands of queries per transaction

Multi-Regulatory Reporting: Agents pulling data from 
multiple compliance systems for a single report may 
trigger 50–100 connection events per filing cycle

Real-Time Fraud Detection: Sub-second multi-source 
queries at transaction volume can generate millions of 
billable events daily at scale

Customer 360 Profiles: Assembling a complete 
customer view from siloed systems for each agent 
interaction multiplies connection fees geometrically



The $1.2B Lens: What This Looks Like From the 
Buy Side

"In 25 years of enterprise deal-making, I have never seen a commercial model shift this fast or this deliberately obscure. 
The AELA is a masterpiece of contractual engineering — brilliant for the vendor, catastrophic for the unprepared buyer."

Drawing on extensive experience across enterprise software deals totaling over $1.2 billion, there are patterns in how vendors 
structure agreements during technology inflection points that serve as a reliable guide for what is happening right now with 
agentic AI licensing. The AELA structure is not new in its strategic intent — it echoes the bundled ELA strategies that 
enterprise database and ERP vendors used in the 1990s and 2000s. What is new is the speed of execution and the opacity of 
the hidden cost structures.

In traditional ELA negotiations, the base platform cost is typically the vendor's opening gambit — they expect significant 
discounts on headline pricing, and sophisticated buyers achieve them. The real commercial battlefield has always been in the 
"consumption schedules," "true-up mechanisms," and "overage rate cards" buried in the contract schedules. With AELAs, 
vendors have added a new layer of complexity by embedding the critical cost drivers (data connection fees, inference tiers, 
orchestration events) in technical annexes that procurement teams rarely scrutinize with the same rigor as the commercial 
terms.

1 Always audit the 
technical annexes with 
the same rigor as 
commercial terms
The most consequential cost 
structures in an AELA are in 
appendices labeled with 
technical language. Bring your 
enterprise architect into every 
commercial negotiation for 
agentic AI.

2 Benchmark connection 
fee rates against cloud 
provider data transfer 
pricing
Vendors cannot credibly charge 
more per data event than the 
underlying infrastructure costs 
warrant. Use AWS, Azure, and 
GCP published rates as your 
ceiling benchmarks.

3 Demand renewal rate 
caps as a condition of 
signing
If a vendor refuses to agree to 
maximum annual price increase 
percentages in the contract, 
they are explicitly planning to 
reprice aggressively at renewal. 
Walk away or adjust deal terms 
accordingly.



Decoding the Contract: Anatomy of an AELA Risk 
Assessment
Every agentic AI enterprise agreement contains structural elements that require specific scrutiny. The following framework 
provides a systematic approach to dissecting any vendor's bundled AI agreement, regardless of whether it is Salesforce's 
AELA or a future equivalent from Microsoft, ServiceNow, or another major platform vendor.

Contract Section What Vendors Put There What You Need to Look For

Commercial Terms Flat annual fee, headcount band, multi-
year commitment

Renewal pricing methodology, true-up 
triggers, headcount definition (employees 
only? contractors? external users?)

Usage Schedules "Unlimited" agent deployments within 
defined parameters

Exclusions list — what is NOT included in 
"unlimited" and how those exclusions are 
priced

Data Annexes API consumption rates, connection 
event definitions

Per-event pricing, volume discount 
thresholds, definitions of what constitutes a 
"connection event"

Inference Tiers Standard model access included; 
premium models billed separately

Which models are "premium," who decides, 
and whether the standard tier degrades over 
time as newer models launch

Termination Rights Vendor-favorable termination 
provisions

Data portability guarantees, format 
specifications, and timeline for data export 
upon termination

IP & Training Rights Usage data provisions for model 
improvement

Whether enterprise workflow data is used to 
train vendor models, and opt-out 
mechanisms if any



The Multi-Vendor Complexity: When You Have 
Three AELAs Simultaneously
One of the most underappreciated risks in the current agentic AI landscape is the compounding complexity that emerges 
when enterprises — as most large organizations will — sign bundled agreements with multiple vendors simultaneously. A 
Fortune 500 enterprise might sign an AELA with Salesforce for customer-facing agents, a comparable agreement with 
Microsoft for productivity and back-office agents, and a ServiceNow AI bundle for ITSM agents. Each agreement is written 
from that vendor's perspective, with connection fees and data event definitions that maximize that vendor's revenue when 
agents communicate with other systems.

The result is a trilemma: every cross-platform agent interaction generates a billable event for potentially two or three vendors 
simultaneously. An agent conversation initiated in Salesforce that retrieves customer history from Dynamics 365 and logs a 
service ticket in ServiceNow could trigger connection fee billing in all three systems. At enterprise scale, this multi-vendor 
amplification of data connection costs could easily represent 30–40% of total AI platform spend — and none of the individual 
contract negotiations will surface this systemic cost because no single vendor has visibility into the others' agreements.

Governance Imperative
Establish a unified AI contract 
governance function before 
signing multiple vendor 
agreements. This team must have 
visibility into all active agentic AI 
agreements and the authority to 
rationalize overlapping connection 
fee structures.

Agent Topology Mapping
Before any signing, build a 
comprehensive map of which 
agents will need to communicate 
with which systems. Use this 
topology to calculate worst-case 
connection fee exposure across all 
active agreements.

Preferred Routing 
Negotiation
Negotiate contractual provisions 
that allow you to designate 
"preferred routing" for inter-agent 
communications to minimize 
billable events. Some vendors will 
accept this in exchange for volume 
commitments.



Open Standards as a Counterweight: MCP, A2A, 
and the Interoperability Battle
Against the backdrop of vendor lock-in strategies, a parallel battle is being fought at the technical standards layer that 
enterprise architects must actively monitor and leverage. Two emerging standards — Anthropic's Model Context Protocol 
(MCP) and Google DeepMind's Agent-to-Agent (A2A) protocol — represent potential structural countermeasures to 
proprietary agentic ecosystems. If widely adopted, these standards could commoditize the agent communication layer that 
vendors are currently monetizing through connection fees.

MCP provides a standardized interface for AI models to connect to external data sources and tools, potentially reducing the 
need for proprietary connector ecosystems. A2A defines a communication protocol for agents from different vendors or 
frameworks to interact without going through a single vendor's orchestration layer. Both standards are in early adoption 
phases, and major platform vendors have been conspicuously slow to embrace them — which itself signals how much 
commercial value they place on proprietary communication architectures.

MCP (Model Context Protocol)

Origin: Anthropic | Status: Open standard, growing 
adoption

Standardizes how AI models connect to data sources 
and tools

Reduces dependency on proprietary connector 
ecosystems

Supported by Claude, growing third-party 
implementations

Major platform vendors adopting slowly — treat this as a 
negotiating point

A2A (Agent-to-Agent Protocol)

Origin: Google DeepMind | Status: Emerging standard, 
limited adoption

Defines communication protocol for cross-vendor 
agent interaction

Directly threatens the connection fee revenue model

Enterprise adoption could significantly reduce data 
event billing exposure

Demand contractual vendor commitment to A2A 
support as AELA condition

Negotiating Leverage: Require any vendor signing an agentic AI agreement to commit in writing to supporting MCP 
and A2A standards within a defined timeframe (12–18 months is reasonable). A vendor's refusal to commit to open 
standards is a commercial signal, not just a technical one.



The Regulatory Dimension: What Compliance 
Teams Are Missing
Enterprise legal and compliance teams reviewing agentic AI agreements in 2026 are navigating a regulatory landscape that is 
itself in flux, creating a dangerous gap between current contract terms and future compliance obligations. Several dimensions 
of this regulatory complexity deserve specific attention from enterprise buyers negotiating AELAs today.

The EU AI Act, which began enforcement phasing in 2024 and reaches full applicability for high-risk AI systems in 2026, 
creates potential liability for enterprises deploying certain categories of AI agents without adequate documentation, human 
oversight mechanisms, and audit trails. Many AELA contracts include broad indemnification language that shifts EU AI Act 
compliance responsibility entirely to the enterprise — while simultaneously limiting the transparency and audit access that 
compliance would require. This is not a theoretical risk; it is an active exposure that legal teams must address before signing.

EU AI Act High-Risk Classification
AI agents involved in credit scoring, employment 
decisions, fraud detection, or critical infrastructure 
management may be classified as high-risk under the 
EU AI Act, triggering documentation, audit, and 
oversight requirements that must be reflected in 
vendor contract terms.

Data Sovereignty and Residency
AELA contracts typically specify vendor's standard 
data processing terms. Enterprises operating across 
jurisdictions must verify that agent data flows comply 
with local residency requirements — which may 
conflict with the multi-region architectures vendors 
use to optimize their infrastructure costs.

Audit Trail and Explainability
Regulatory frameworks in financial services (DORA in 
Europe, SR 11-7 in the US) require demonstrable audit 
trails for automated decision-making. Verify that the 
vendor's logging and explainability capabilities meet 
your specific regulatory obligations — and that 
accessing those logs does not constitute a billable 
data connection event.

IP and Training Data Rights
Several enterprise AI contracts include provisions 
allowing vendors to use anonymized usage data to 
train foundation models. In regulated industries, this 
may conflict with data protection obligations or create 
unacceptable competitive intelligence risks if 
operational data patterns inform model training 
accessible to competitors.



Negotiating Strategy: How to "Rob the Bank" 
Back
Salesforce's CRO said it: early customers can rob the bank. So let's be explicit about how to execute that strategy with 
discipline and foresight. The goal is not simply to get a low initial price — it is to structure the agreement so that the 
commercial terms favor the enterprise throughout the full contract lifecycle, including at renewal. This requires a 
fundamentally different negotiating posture than traditional SaaS procurement.

Step 1: Pre-Negotiation Intelligence Gathering
Build a complete agent topology map. Quantify every anticipated data connection event. Benchmark vendor pricing 
against cloud infrastructure costs. Identify which open standards the vendor supports. This intelligence is your 
negotiating arsenal.

Step 2: Structure the Commercial Frame
Negotiate flat-rate data connection fees (not tiered) with hard caps. Demand MRC (most reasonable competitor) 
pricing clauses that guarantee you receive pricing no worse than similarly-situated enterprises. Require renewal 
rate caps — ideally CPI + fixed percentage.

Step 3: Lock In Your Exit Rights
Negotiate data portability in open formats as a contractual right, not a vendor courtesy. Specify the timeline, 
format, and completeness requirements for data export. Ensure termination-for-convenience rights with 
reasonable notice periods.

Step 4: Standards Commitments
Require the vendor to commit to MCP and A2A compatibility within 18 months. Include contractual 
performance standards for agent latency and uptime. Specify that accessing audit logs and compliance 
reports does not constitute billable data events.

Step 5: Build in Governance Checkpoints
Negotiate quarterly business reviews with defined metrics, an 18-month "checkpoint" allowing renegotiation 
of connection fee schedules based on actual usage patterns, and joint architecture review sessions before 
any major agent expansion.



The Total Cost of AI Ownership Framework
One of the most important contributions enterprise architects can make to agentic AI licensing discussions is establishing a 
rigorous Total Cost of AI Ownership (TCAIO) framework before any vendor negotiation begins. Unlike traditional TCO analysis 
for infrastructure or SaaS, TCAIO must account for cost dimensions that are novel to the agentic paradigm and that vendors' 
standard pricing calculators will systematically undercount.

License & Base Fees
AELA flat fee, seat-based 

components, and platform access 
charges — the only cost most 

procurement teams model fully

Connection & Egress
Inter-agent data fees, third-party 
connector costs, API consumption 
charges — typically 30–60% of total 
spend at scale

Inference & Compute
Premium LLM inference costs, 
batch processing fees, and real-
time response compute charges for 
high-volume agent deployments

Human Oversight Cost
Supervision, exception handling, and 
audit functions required by regulation 
or risk policy — often forgotten in ROI 
models but mandated by governance

Integration & Maintenance
Ongoing development to maintain 
agent-to-system connections as 

source systems evolve, plus vendor-
mandated upgrades and migration 

costs

Exit & Transition
Data portability costs, parallel-run 
periods during vendor transitions, 
and re-integration development — 
typically unbudgeted until needed



The Build vs. Buy vs. Partner Decision in the 
AELA Era
The emergence of aggressive bundled agentic AI licensing changes the calculus for the classic enterprise technology 
decision: build, buy, or partner. For most enterprises pre-2025, buying from established platforms was clearly dominant — the 
technology was too immature and the implementation complexity too high to justify in-house development. The AELA era 
introduces new variables that shift this calculus in important ways for specific enterprise archetypes.

🏗️ Build (Open Source 
Foundation)

Best For: Enterprises with strong ML 
engineering teams, high data 
sensitivity, or unique workflow 
requirements

Frameworks: LangChain, 
AutoGen, CrewAI, LlamaIndex

Infrastructure: Self-hosted LLMs 
via Ollama or enterprise cloud

Advantage: Zero connection fees, 
full data sovereignty

Risk: High initial investment, talent 
dependency, slower time-to-value

🛒 Buy (Platform AELA)

Best For: Enterprises prioritizing 
speed-to-value and with existing deep 
platform investments

Vendors: Salesforce Agentforce, 
Microsoft Copilot Studio, 
ServiceNow

Advantage: Fastest deployment, 
pre-built integrations, vendor 
support

Risk: Connection fee exposure, 
renewal leverage, ecosystem lock-
in

Mitigation: Negotiate AELA terms 
using this report's framework

🤝 Partner (Hybrid 
Abstraction)

Best For: Enterprises seeking vendor 
optionality with managed 
implementation risk

Approach: SI-led agent 
orchestration layer abstracting 
vendor APIs

Advantage: Preserves multi-
vendor optionality, reduces lock-
in

Risk: Additional abstraction layer 
adds latency and complexity

Emerging Players: Accenture, 
Deloitte AI practices, specialized 
boutiques



Case Study Framework: What Good Looks Like in 
Practice
Abstract frameworks become actionable when grounded in realistic enterprise scenarios. The following three case study 
archetypes — representing composite profiles based on market patterns rather than specific organizations — illustrate how 
the AELA negotiation framework applies across different enterprise contexts.

1

Regional Bank ($5B Assets) 
— The BFSI Trap Avoided
Situation: Vendor offered AELA for 
loan processing and fraud 
detection agents at a compelling 
Year 1 price. Procurement team 
initially focused only on headline 
licensing cost.

Intervention: Enterprise architect 
mapped agent topology — 
discovered loan processing 
workflow would generate 2.3M 
connection events monthly at 
scale. Renegotiated flat-rate 
connection fee schedule with hard 
monthly cap. Secured renewal 
price cap at CPI + 3%.

Outcome: Year 3 projected cost 
reduced by $1.8M versus original 
contract terms. Data sovereignty 
addendum added to meet OCC 
model risk guidance.

2

Global Manufacturer 
(Fortune 500) — The Multi-
Vendor Problem Solved
Situation: Simultaneous AELAs 
with Salesforce (CRM agents), 
Microsoft (productivity agents), 
and ServiceNow (ITSM agents). No 
enterprise-level view of cross-
platform connection fees.

Intervention: Established AI 
Contract Governance function. 
Built agent topology map revealing 
40% of agent interactions crossed 
vendor boundaries. Negotiated 
"preferred routing" provisions and 
cross-vendor connection fee 
credits.

Outcome: Identified $3.2M in 
annual connection fee exposure 
before it materialized. Cross-
vendor governance function 
became permanent enterprise 
capability.

3

Healthcare System 
(Regional) — The 
Regulatory Trap Avoided
Situation: AELA contract included 
vendor's standard data processing 
terms. Legal review identified 
conflict between vendor's model 
training rights and HIPAA minimum 
necessary standard.

Intervention: Negotiated explicit 
opt-out from model training data 
usage. Required vendor to provide 
EU AI Act high-risk assessment 
documentation for clinical decision 
support agents.

Outcome: Avoided potential HIPAA 
enforcement exposure estimated at 
$2.5M–$10M depending on breach 
scope. Established regulatory 
compliance addendum as standard 
template for future AI agreements.



The Human Labor Question: What Vendors Won't 
Tell You About ROI
No analysis of agentic AI licensing would be complete without addressing the labor economics that underpin vendors' ROI 
narratives — and the important nuances that those narratives systematically omit. Vendors selling agentic AI platforms 
uniformly position their products as "digital labor" that replaces or augments human workers, with ROI calculations based on 
labor cost displacement. These calculations are often directionally correct but structurally misleading in ways that matter for 
enterprise business case development.

The critical omission in most vendor ROI tools is the cost of human oversight that regulation and risk management require. An 
AI agent handling loan applications does not eliminate the need for human loan officers — it changes their role to exception 
handler, quality supervisor, and regulatory compliance monitor. The labor cost reduction is real but partial, and the nature of 
the remaining human work is often more cognitively intensive and therefore more expensive per hour than the routine work 
being automated. Vendors' ROI models calculate gross labor displacement without netting the cost of the oversight 
workforce.

40%
Typical Labor 
Displacement

Average actual labor cost 
reduction in validated 
enterprise agentic AI 

deployments — versus 60–
80% figures commonly cited 

in vendor marketing 
materials

18mo
Time to Full ROI

Average time to reach 
positive ROI after full AELA 

deployment costs are 
included — versus 6–9 

months typically projected in 
vendor business cases

$2.3M
Average Hidden Cost

Estimated first-year costs not 
captured in vendor ROI tools 
for a mid-market enterprise 
AELA deployment, including 
connection fees, oversight 

labor, and integration 
maintenance

73%
Oversight Retention
Percentage of "displaced" 
roles that are retained in 

modified oversight or 
exception-handling 

capacities in regulated 
industry deployments



Board-Level Framing: Making the Case to 
Leadership
For CIOs and CTOs who have absorbed this analysis and need to translate it into board-level communication, the framing 
challenge is significant. Boards are simultaneously receiving vendor briefings about competitor adoption rates and AI 
transformation imperatives, and detailed risk analyses from CISOs and legal teams about compliance exposure. The CIO's 
role is to synthesize these signals into a coherent strategic posture that enables adoption without unnecessary commercial 
exposure.

What the Board Hears From Vendors
"Your competitors are deploying AI agents now. Every 
month of delay is a month of competitive disadvantage. 
Our AELA gives you a cost-predictable path to 
transformation."

What the Board Needs to Hear From You
"We are moving decisively on agentic AI with a structured 
governance framework that captures the value of early 
adoption while protecting our commercial leverage at 
renewal. Here is our three-year TCO model and our non-
negotiable contract requirements."

The most effective board communication frames agentic AI adoption not as a binary "adopt or wait" decision but as a 
portfolio of investments with differentiated risk profiles. High-value, low-complexity use cases (document processing, routine 
customer service) can proceed immediately with standard AELA structures. High-value, high-complexity use cases (real-time 
fraud detection, clinical decision support, financial risk modeling) require customized contract terms and phased deployment 
approaches. This portfolio framing gives the board confidence that the organization is moving with appropriate urgency while 
maintaining disciplined risk management.



The 2026–2027 Outlook: What Comes After the 
Land Grab
Looking beyond the current AELA land grab, the structural dynamics of the agentic AI market suggest a predictable evolution 
over the next 18–24 months. Understanding this trajectory allows enterprise buyers to position their current negotiations for 
maximum long-term advantage rather than optimizing only for immediate cost reduction.

Q2–Q3 2026: The Vendor Cascade
Microsoft, ServiceNow, Oracle, and SAP launch 
AELA-equivalent bundled models. Initial pricing 

mirrors Salesforce's aggressive approach as vendors 
compete for enterprise commitments. Best window 

for multi-vendor competitive negotiations.

Q4 2026: The Consolidation Signal
First wave of AELA renewals for earliest Salesforce 
adopters. Market will receive clear signals about 
actual renewal pricing versus initial terms. This data 
will fundamentally shift enterprise negotiating 
postures.

H1 2027: Standards Maturation
MCP and A2A adoption reaches sufficient critical 

mass to influence commercial terms. Enterprises with 
standards commitments in their AELAs begin realizing 
connection fee savings. Early adopters without these 

provisions face the full cost of proprietary 
architectures.

H2 2027: The Regulatory Inflection
Full EU AI Act enforcement and potential US federal AI 
governance frameworks create new compliance 
requirements. Contracts signed in 2026 without 
regulatory flexibility provisions face expensive 
renegotiations or compliance gaps.



Strategic Recommendations: The DX Today 
Action Framework
This report concludes with a prioritized set of recommendations designed to be immediately actionable for CIOs, CTOs, and 
enterprise architects navigating the agentic AI licensing environment in 2026. These recommendations are sequenced by 
urgency and represent the minimum viable governance posture for any enterprise engaging with AELA-style agreements.

🚨 Immediate (Next 30 
Days)

Inventory all active and pending 
agentic AI contracts — many 
may have been signed at 
business unit level without 
enterprise oversight

Identify any contracts with 
uncapped connection fee 
schedules and initiate 
renegotiation conversations 
immediately

Establish a cross-functional AI 
Contract Review team including 
procurement, legal, enterprise 
architecture, and finance

📅 Near-Term (60–90 Days)
Build your agent topology map 
for all current and planned 
deployments

Develop your organization's 
TCAIO model and apply it to all 
vendor-provided ROI analyses

Require vendors to provide 
written commitments to MCP 
and A2A standards support

Engage outside counsel with 
enterprise AI contract 
experience to review all AELA-
type agreements

🎯 Strategic (6–12 Months)
Establish a permanent AI 
Governance function with 
enterprise-wide visibility into all 
agentic AI spend

Develop a multi-vendor 
negotiation strategy that 
leverages the competitive 
dynamics of the 2026 vendor 
cascade

Build internal capability to 
evaluate open-source agent 
frameworks as a credible 
alternative — this negotiating 
leverage is worth millions in 
commercial discussions

Create a regulatory compliance 
addendum template for all 
future AI vendor agreements



The Non-Negotiable Contract Checklist
Every enterprise signing an agentic AI enterprise license agreement in 2026 should treat the following provisions as non-
negotiable minimums. These are the structural protections that distinguish an enterprise that "robs the bank" from one that 
will be held hostage at renewal. Share this checklist with your procurement, legal, and enterprise architecture teams before 
any AELA-type agreement reaches the signature stage.

1

Renewal Rate Caps
Maximum annual price increase expressed as a formula 
(e.g., CPI + 3%). Any contract without this provision 
assumes vendor pricing discretion at renewal — which is 
an unacceptable risk posture.

2

Connection Fee Hard Caps
Maximum monthly/annual spend on data connection and 
API consumption events, regardless of actual volume. 
This is your primary protection against the "new cloud 
egress" risk.

3

Data Portability Guarantee
Contractual right to export all enterprise data — 
including agent configurations, training examples, 
conversation histories, and workflow definitions — in 
open, documented formats within 30 days of request.

4

Open Standards Commitment
Written commitment to MCP and A2A protocol support 
within 18 months, with contractual remedies (fee credits 
or early termination rights) if the commitment is not met.

5

Model Training Opt-Out
Explicit contractual prohibition on the vendor using 
enterprise workflow data, conversation logs, or 
operational patterns to train or fine-tune models 
accessible to other customers or competitive 
intelligence purposes.

6

Regulatory Flexibility Addendum
Provisions requiring the vendor to accommodate 
material changes in applicable regulatory requirements 
within a defined timeframe without additional cost, and 
to provide audit access documentation sufficient for 
regulatory examination.



Final Word: The Informed Enterprise Wins
The agentic AI licensing shakedown of 2026 is not a crisis for enterprises that approach it with knowledge, preparation, and 
disciplined commercial strategy. It is, in fact, one of the most significant windows of opportunity that enterprise technology 
buyers have seen in a decade. Vendors are offering genuinely favorable initial terms — and in those terms lies real value, if 
you know how to capture it while protecting against the renewal trap.

The enterprises that will look back at this moment with satisfaction are those that moved decisively but not hastily. They 
piloted aggressively, integrated deeply enough to generate genuine operational value, but negotiated commercial terms that 
do not surrender their leverage at Year 3. They built governance functions before they needed them. They demanded open 
standards commitments before they were comfortable. They mapped their agent topologies before connection fees became 
a material budget line. They treated every vendor briefing as the opening move in a multi-year commercial negotiation — 
because that is exactly what it is.

For the DX Today community — the CIOs, CTOs, and enterprise architects who are paid to see around corners that others 
miss — this moment demands the combination of technical fluency, commercial acumen, and strategic patience that defines 
genuine technology leadership. The vendors know the value of what they are building. The question is whether your 
enterprise will capture its fair share of that value, or simply create it for them.

"The best enterprise technology deals are made by buyers who understand the vendor's business model better than the 
vendor expects them to. In the agentic AI era, that understanding starts with knowing that the first deal is never about the 
first deal."

📧 Continue the 
Conversation
This report represents DX Today's 
ongoing coverage of enterprise AI 
commercialization. For advisory 
engagements, speaking inquiries, 
or deeper analysis of your specific 
agentic AI licensing situation, 
connect through the DX Today 
platform.

🎙️ Listen to the Full Episode
The DX Today podcast episode 
accompanying this report features 
a deeper dive into the BFSI angle 
and a live walkthrough of the 
negotiation framework with 
enterprise deal commentary from 
the editor's $1.2B deal experience.

🔔 Stay Ahead
Subscribe to DX Today for ongoing 
coverage of the 2026 vendor 
cascade as Microsoft, ServiceNow, 
Oracle, and SAP launch their AELA 
equivalents — with real-time 
negotiation intelligence for 
enterprise buyers.
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