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AI adoption in finance jumped from 37% to 58% between 2023 and 2024. Then it froze. In 2025, 
adoption ticked up a single percentage point — to 59%. One point. In a year when worldwide AI 
spending surged 44% to $2.5 trillion, when 87% of CFOs declared artificial intelligence "critical" to the 
future of their function, and when every major ERP vendor shipped AI agents into their finance modules, 
the actual rate of finance organizations using AI barely moved. 

That one-point stall tells a bigger story than any vendor keynote. It means the bottleneck is no longer 
awareness, budget, or executive will. The bottleneck is operational readiness — the ability of finance 
organizations to absorb AI into how they actually work. And the evidence says most of them cannot. 

Gartner’s AI maturity data makes the scale of the problem concrete: only 11% of financial firms report 
measurable return on investment from their AI initiatives. A PwC survey of CEOs tells the same story 
from a different angle — just 12% say AI has delivered both cost and revenue benefits, while 56% report 
no significant financial impact at all. Pilot purgatory. That is the term practitioners use, and the data says 
it describes the vast majority of finance AI programs running today. 

The Diagnosis: Technology-Rich, System-Poor 

Ask a CFO why their AI pilots haven’t scaled, and the explanations sound reasonable: data quality is 
poor, talent is scarce, the legacy systems are a maze. All true. But these describe symptoms, not the 
disease. The disease is an inverted investment pattern that virtually every finance organization shares: 
90% of transformation budgets go to technology — systems, tools, licenses — while just 10% flows to 
the people, process, and data work that determines whether that technology produces value or 
expensive noise. 

This inversion explains why 70% of digital transformations continue to fail — a rate documented by BCG 
that has persisted for over a decade despite exponential improvements in the underlying technology. 
The inverse finding is equally instructive: organizations that invest heavily in culture change and process 
redesign see 5.3 times higher success rates than those pursuing technology-only approaches, according 
to McKinsey’s 2025 analysis of 1,200 transformation programs. The pattern is consistent: the constraint 
on AI value is rarely the AI itself. 
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Exhibit 3: The Investment Inversion — 90% of Transformation Budgets Go to Technology, While the Real Bottlenecks Are Starved 

Three root causes keep finance organizations trapped. The first is automating broken processes. When 
an AI agent receives fragmented, incomplete data from a disconnected procurement system, its output 
is inherently flawed — not because the agent is weak, but because the process it operates inside was 
never designed for machine execution. You end up accelerating chaos rather than creating value. 

The second is what practitioners call the "fingers and toes" problem: deploying narrow point solutions 
that automate isolated tasks — an invoice extraction tool here, a credit memo writer there — without 
connecting them into an end-to-end workflow. The human worker is left stitching these disconnected AI 
outputs together manually, which neutralizes most of the productivity gain. 

The third is a governance vacuum. New guidance from COSO and the IIA translates internal control 
frameworks into GenAI-specific practices, highlighting risks — prompt manipulation, opaque reasoning, 
model drift — that can undermine reporting integrity if controls are absent. The EU AI Act places major 
enforcement milestones in August 2026, meaning finance organizations deploying AI in workflows that 
affect decisions and reporting face a near-term compliance horizon that most haven’t mapped. 

“The organizations that will capture value from AI in finance aren’t the ones 
with the most pilots. They’re the ones that built the operating system first.” 

The Audit-Ready Autonomy Stack 

The finance organizations producing measurable AI returns share a common architecture — not a 
common vendor, not a common use case, but a common sequence of investments. We call it the Audit-
Ready Autonomy Stack: four layers that must be built in order, each enabling the one above it. Skip a 
layer, or build them out of sequence, and the system collapses under the weight of exceptions, 
compliance gaps, and unreliable outputs. 
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Exhibit 1: Most Finance Organizations Are Building the Stack Upside Down — Starting With Agents Before Fixing Foundations 

Layer 1: Data & Semantic Integrity 

Every scaling failure traces back here eventually. Standard definitions, semantic layers, quality controls, 
and master data governance form the foundation because AI agents compound errors exponentially 
across multi-step workflows. A minor ingestion error in step one becomes a material misstatement by 
step five. In a 2026 KPMG survey, 82% of executives cited data quality as the top barrier to AI success, 
and 35% said they do not fully trust their enterprise data. Without this layer, everything built above it is 
unreliable. 

Layer 2: Process Redesign Before Automation 

This is where the "fingers and toes" problem gets solved. Before deploying any agent, map the end-to-
end workflow it will inhabit. Define which decisions are deterministic (suitable for full automation), 
which require human judgment (suitable for exception escalation), and which are genuinely novel 
(requiring human ownership). This mapping produces something most finance organizations lack: a clear 
role architecture for humans and machines working together. The organizations that redesign processes 
before automating them consistently outperform those that don’t — by a wide margin. 

Layer 3: Bounded Autonomy with Escalation 
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Only after the first two layers are solid should agents go live. "Bounded autonomy" means every agent 
operates within explicit policy guardrails: what data it can access, what actions it can take, what financial 
thresholds trigger human review, and what conditions activate a kill switch. The emerging "agent 
manager" model — one finance professional supervising 20 to 30 AI agents, much like a team lead 
overseeing junior analysts — is already appearing at early adopters. Hewlett Packard Enterprise, for 
example, is scaling an internal agentic AI tool called Alfred across its finance function after a successful 
pilot, pairing vendor infrastructure with internally designed domain logic and escalation rules. 

Layer 4: Continuous Controls & Evidence 

The capstone layer runs in parallel with Layer 3 and never turns off. Audit trails, anomaly detection 
dashboards, model-version monitoring, and regulatory compliance logging generate the evidence that 
transforms AI from a risk into an asset. Research on AI audit trails argues for context-rich, tamper-
evident recordkeeping across the entire AI lifecycle — what was changed, who approved it, and how the 
model’s behavior shifted over time. Without this layer, you may gain speed but you lose the ability to 
prove your numbers. That’s a trade no CFO can afford. 

Where the Stack Breaks 

Intellectual honesty requires naming the conditions under which this model is less applicable. The Audit-
Ready Autonomy Stack assumes a finance organization with enough process complexity and regulatory 
exposure to justify the investment in each layer. For early-stage companies with fewer than 50 finance 
transactions per month, the overhead of building all four layers will exceed the value AI delivers. 
Similarly, organizations undergoing active M&A integration — where chart-of-account structures are in 
flux and data definitions are being renegotiated — will find Layer 1 unstable enough to make the upper 
layers impractical until the integration settles. The Stack also works best in organizations where finance 
leadership has genuine authority over process design; in companies where IT controls the technology 
agenda unilaterally, the cross-functional negotiation required for Layer 2 becomes a political obstacle, 
not a technical one. None of these exceptions invalidate the model. They define its boundary conditions. 
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Exhibit 2: Finance AI Adoption Hit a Wall — 21 Points of Growth Followed by One 

Evidence in Action: Three Patterns That Break the Stall 

The Regulated-Industry Accelerator 

Moody’s, the credit rating agency, adopted generative AI aggressively and early — a surprising move for 
a company whose entire value proposition rests on analytical credibility and regulatory trust. The 
approach worked precisely because leadership insisted on building the governance layer in lockstep with 
the capability layer. Audit-trail requirements and model transparency standards were designed 
alongside the AI tools, not bolted on afterward. That sequencing was not easy. It required the firm to 
slow its initial deployment by roughly four months while the compliance architecture caught up — a 
decision that generated internal friction and board-level debate. But the result was analysis that 
regulators and clients could verify, not just faster analysis. Regulated industries can move fast. The price 
is designing governance as an enabler from day one, not retrofitting it after the fact. 

The Mid-Market Equalizer 

For mid-sized companies, the Stack operates differently but the sequence holds. A $2 billion industrial 
distributor, Graybar, describes AI and analytics as a mechanism for optimizing working capital and 
sharpening demand forecasts — language notable for its operational specificity rather than aspirational 
generality. Mid-market finance teams are finding that AI-powered FP&A tools let them move from static 
annual budgets to dynamic rolling forecasts by continuously ingesting market signals and operational 
data. But this democratization has a prerequisite that mid-market companies frequently underestimate: 
the data foundation (Layer 1) must be clean enough for AI to produce trustworthy numbers, and mid-
market firms typically carry more master-data debt than they realize. 
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The Workforce Inversion 

Here is the contrarian finding that challenges the dominant narrative: AI may not shrink finance 
headcount in 2026. A global CEO survey found that 60% agree their AI investments will lead them to 
maintain or increase hiring, seeking new forms of talent rather than eliminating existing roles. At the 
same time, 57% of CFOs in a separate survey expect AI to reduce certain finance roles by year-end. Both 
numbers are correct — because the workforce is bifurcating. Transactional roles decline; hybrid roles 
(finance plus data plus controls) expand. The organizations that plan for this shift proactively, training 
"agent managers" who can orchestrate 20 AI agents the way a team lead once orchestrated 20 analysts, 
will emerge with a stronger function. Those that treat AI purely as a headcount reduction lever will find 
themselves short of the judgment capacity they need precisely when AI-generated outputs require the 
most human scrutiny. 

Building the Stack: What to Do This Quarter 

The sequencing matters as much as the actions themselves. Finance leaders who try to run all four 
layers simultaneously end up with none of them working well. Here is a practical sequence for the next 
90 days: 

First, inventory and classify every AI use case currently active in your finance function. Most 
organizations cannot produce this list. Until you know where AI is operating — in close processes, 
reconciliations, narratives, controls, forecasts — you cannot govern it. For every use case, document: (1) 
the workflow owner, (2) the data sources consumed, (3) the control evidence generated, and (4) a 
decision date for whether to scale, redesign, or kill it. This exercise alone will surface the governance 
vacuum. 

Second, pick one end-to-end process and redesign it before adding any new technology. Record-to-
report is the best candidate for most organizations because it touches close, consolidation, 
reconciliation, and reporting. Map every step, every handoff, every exception path. Define which steps 
are deterministic and which require judgment. Only then design where agents belong. This is the 
discipline that separates the 11% generating measurable ROI from the 89% stuck in pilot purgatory. 

Third, build the minimum viable compliance backbone for 2026’s regulatory wave. Three converging 
deadlines demand attention: IFRS 18 becomes effective for periods beginning January 2027, meaning 
2026 is the build year for comparative-ready reporting changes. EU AI Act high-risk provisions take effect 
in August 2026. And real-time tax reporting mandates are accelerating globally, with the EU’s VAT in the 
Digital Age package setting milestones that affect e-invoicing and cross-border compliance. A shared 
data model with traceable, reconcilable documentation serves all three requirements — and incidentally 
provides the data foundation (Layer 1) that AI agents need to operate reliably. 

Fourth, assign an "agent manager" to your first production AI workflow. This is a named individual — 
not a committee — who owns the performance, exceptions, and compliance of every agent operating in 
that workflow. Define their authority explicitly: they can pause an agent, override its output, escalate 
anomalies, and report control evidence to internal audit. If nobody owns the agents, nobody governs 



EvoNova Advisors | The Scale Trap 

EvoNova Advisors | Confidential  Page 8 

them. The organizations that have moved beyond pilots all share this characteristic: a single human 
accountable for every AI-driven decision in a given process. 

The Pitfall to Avoid 

Do not attempt to build a comprehensive AI strategy before building the stack. The most common 
executive mistake in 2026 is commissioning a twelve-month "AI transformation roadmap" that 
inventories every possible use case, evaluates every vendor, and produces a beautiful deck that no one 
executes. The organizations generating real returns skipped the comprehensive roadmap and instead 
picked one workflow, built all four layers for that workflow, proved the model, and expanded. Speed 
comes from focus, not breadth. 

The One-Point Question 

Return to that one percentage point. From 58% to 59%. It represents the gap between organizations 
that bought AI and organizations that built the system conditions for AI to work. The technology is 
ready. It has been ready. What is not ready is the operating environment inside most finance functions: 
the data quality, the process clarity, the governance architecture, the human-machine role definitions. 

The next twelve months will sort finance organizations into two groups. The first group will keep adding 
pilots — and keep explaining to their boards why the projected ROI hasn’t materialized. The second 
group will do something harder and less glamorous: they will fix the data nobody wants to touch, 
redesign the processes that have been "good enough" for a decade, and build governance into the 
foundation rather than decorating it onto the surface. That work is unglamorous. It does not produce 
impressive demos. But it is the work that turns AI from an experiment into an auditable, scalable 
operating system. 

The Audit-Ready Autonomy Stack is not a technology blueprint. It is a management discipline. It 
demands that finance leaders stop asking "What can AI do?" and start asking a harder question: "What 
must be true inside our organization for AI to operate safely and accountably?" The answer to that 
second question is not exciting. It is data remediation, process redesign, governance architecture. It is 
the work nobody puts in a keynote. And it is the work that will separate the organizations stuck at 59% 
from the ones that break through. 

“Finance organizations that continue to automate what exists will remain in 
pilot purgatory. The ones that redesign the operating system first will own 
the next decade.” 
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About EvoNova Advisors 
EvoNova Advisors is a finance transformation advisory firm specializing in agentic AI strategy, governance design, and 
operational excellence. Our engagements span Fortune 500 enterprises and high-growth mid-market companies navigating the 
transition from AI experimentation to scaled execution. 


