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IT Budgets: SaaS vs AI vs Custom Builds
How ten US enterprise IT budget owners are reallocating software spend across existing SaaS, AI-native tools, and
custom builds — read for demand trajectory, switching behaviour, and wallet-share migration.

10
enterprise IT decision-makers

70
responses · 7 questions

May 27, 2026
fielded

US enterprise
incl. regulated FDA/ISO + K-12

Synthetic panel
census-grounded, recruited

THE MARKET SIGNAL

AI is not a new budget line — it is a reallocation. Watch the indicators of wallet migration: AI
toward ~15–20% of the software mix, seat compression in notes / grammar / BI-viewer
categories, pilot pass rates, vendor-count decline, and renewal-driven switches.
Basis: budgets flat with AI funded by SaaS consolidation (10/10); AI spend cannibalised from existing lines under 60–90 day KPI-
gated pilots (9/10).

THE CONTESTED QUESTION · Q3, BUILD VS BUY

Ten IT leaders, three answers on build vs buy

4 4 2

4 consolidate into suite-native AI — building is a maintenance liability
4 build-lite converts — narrow internal builds now beat vendor SKUs on unit economics
2 constrained — validation (FDA/ISO) and privacy (FERPA) freeze the calculus

Budgets are flat; the mix is moving. AI grew from low-single-digits to mid-teens share (one reports 2% → 19%),
funded by consolidation and seat right-sizing, not net-new dollars.

Build-lite is real. One CTO's four-week internal build replaced a vendor SKU at ~60% lower unit cost, 90–95%
accuracy, with a human-review lane.

Cuts hit the edges: meeting transcription, writing/grammar, BI viewers, forms and async video compress first. Systems
of record — ERP, CRM, HRIS, QMS — are augmented, never replaced.

FishDog · Research without respondents Full study & data pack: fishdog-report-lab.pages.dev/it-budget · data.csv
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PROCUREMENT GATES · WHAT A NEW AI PURCHASE MUST CLEAR

RESPONDENT
DATA-USE

GUARANTEES
KPI-GATED

PILOT + ROI
COST PREDICT-

ABILITY
SUITE-NATIVE /
CONSOLIDATION

VALIDATION &
AUDIT

Ryan Maciel
tech PM · San Jose

Raymond Navarro
gatekeeper · Chino

Jeremy Miller
regulated · rural NJ

Abigail Mcclung
K-12 · rural NY

James Cheng
ops GM · Boston

Matthew Hughes
analyst · Austin

Nicholas Ausbie
CTO · Hollywood FL

Aaron Monahan
CTO · Franklin TN

Miles Murad
ops research · Oakland

Apryl Ellison
analyst · rural MO

demanded by 6/10 10/10 4/10 7/10 7/10

 tied in study  inferred from segment  hard block / veto  not surfaced

HOW THE PANEL DIVIDES ACROSS ALL SEVEN QUESTIONS

Q3 Build vs buy — the one real fault line

Q6 Procurement change — all tightened; intensity varies

Q2 Replacing SaaS with AI — most prune at renewal; regulated + education won't

Q1 Budget shift — flat + reallocated; K-12 the lone outlier

Q4 Additive vs cannibalising — almost entirely cannibalised

Q5 Vulnerable categories — near-total agreement on which cut first

Q7 CFO narrative — "hold flat and reallocate," outcome-backed only

THE TWO POLES

CONSOLIDATION CASE

Suite-native AI with contractual protections, one-in /
one-out — consolidation and ROI mandates drive
~60% of the budget motion.
Raymond Navarro · with James Cheng, Nicholas Ausbie

BUILD-LITE CASE

A four-week internal build replaced the vendor SKU
at ~60% lower unit cost, 90–95% accuracy, human-
review lane.
Aaron Monahan · with Hughes, Murad, Maciel

METHODOLOGY

Synthetic, n=10, directional — not a market census. Recruited from FishDog's census-grounded population of 340,000 US
residents; a regulated FDA/ISO voice and a K-12 operator were recruited deliberately as conservative outliers. 7 open-ended
questions, fielded May 27, 2026. Positions are attributed from the study's own analysis; the build-vs-buy split (4/4/2) and theFishDog · Decision Brief · IT Budgets: SaaS vs AI vs Custom v2.0 · frozen 2026-07-11 · numbers match data.csv to the digit


