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10 small decisions that maintain margins when adding variable -cost Al features

For product, engineering, finance, and commercial
teams adding LLM or agentic features to an existing

application .

',‘,\STlN& SAAS —~

STABLE PLANS ()

BUSINESS
$7q/mo $|qQ/MO
v —_—
v —_—
J —

STARTER
$29/mo

[ PREDICTABLE REVENUE

PREDICTABLE MARGINS L

AL PROVIDER COSTS

& A

OpenAl  ANTHROPIC

$$% $$¢

... and others

PLANS ON ToP. VARIABLE COST UNDERNEATH.

L CONNECT PLANS To AL CoST BEFORE MARGIN DISAPPEARS. )> @

UsageTap Field Guide 02 | Al Feature Economics for Existing Products



HOW TO USE THIS FIELD GUIDE

Keep the product moving. Make the new variable
cost deliberate.

This is not a finance transformation program and it is not an argument against bundling Al into an existing plan.
It is a short sequence of field checks for teams whose product economics changed the moment an Al feature
reached real customers.

The spine: cost per useful task
A customer asks your application to do something useful. The implementation may use one model call or fifty.

Measure the complete task first, then connect it to account revenue, included usage, guardrails, optimization,
and pricing.

Existing products have extra constraints

You already have plans, contracts, entitlements, renewal cycles, and margin expectations.

Customers may assume a new Al feature is simply part of the subscription they already bought.

One account can consume far more Al than another while paying the same seat price.

Pricing changes can create customer friction, so instrumentation should arrive before the correction.

The objective is not to meter everything customers can see. Meter enough underneath to protect a simple
commercial experience.
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A useful test

If you can answer all ten field questions with accountevel numbers, you can decide what to include, what to
limit, what to optimize, and when a usage or outcoméased component is actually justified.

Rough, explainable economics beat precise numbers that nobody can connect to a customer or task.
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FIELD 01/ 10

Mark the moment your unit economics changed
What did this feature add to the cost of one useful
customer task?

Your existing product already has a commercial model. Seats, subscriptions, transactions, storage, or another
unit may have predictable economics. Adding an Al feature introduces a new cost that can rise every time the
customer asks the product to do more.

Do not start with tokens. Pick one useful Aénabled task and trace it end to end: model calls, embeddings,
retrieval, tools, retries, vision, external inference, and failed attempts that are part of normal behavior. The
result is the variable Al cost of ompleting that task.

This number becomes the bridge between engineering behavior and the plan the customer already pays for.

FIELD RULE

Cost per useful task = every variable Al cost required to complete one customer outcome inside the existing
product.
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FIELD 01 /10 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Trace one real Al feature task

1. Choose one custometrvisible Al task that is already shipped or close to release.
2. Trace it from user action to completed outcome.

3. Add model, tool, retrieval, retry, and other direct variable Al costs.

4. Repeat with 510 production-like examples.

5. Write down the typical cost and the costly failure path.

Task:

Typical cost per completed task: $

Costly failure / retry path: $

Before you move on: you can hame one Al task and state what it costs to complete, not just what one model call costs.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET

[ ]Measure the whole task. Allocate salaries and fixed cloud overhead.

[ JUse production-like inputs and realistic context. Optimize every call before you know which tasks matter.

[ ]Distinguish cost per attempt from cost per successful task. Use provider token totals as the customeifacing unit.
FIELD NOTES

9 If the feature sometimes fails, cost per successful task is often the more useful commercial number.
I Keep the task name stable even if providers or models change.



FIELD 02/ 10

Build the Al feature P&L

Is the feature improving the product while quietly
eroding the plan margin?

A provider bill can be small in absolute dollars and still be material to a plan with tight margins. Existing
businesses need the Al cost expressed against the revenue and gross margin of the account or plan that
consumes it.

Start with a simple contribution view: account or plan revenue, existing variable service cost, new Al task cost,
and resulting margin. Then model adoption. A feature used by 10% of seats has different economics from one
that becomes the default workflow.

Run an ordinary month and a higladoption month. You are looking for the point where a popular feature
changes the economics of a plan.

FIELD RULE

AI FEATURE ECONOMICS = PLAN REVENUE - EXISTING VARIABLE COST - AI TASK COST
AT REALISTIC ADOPTION AND FREQUENCY.
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FIELD 02 / 16 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Run the befond-after margin check

1. Pick one existing plan and a representative account on it.

2. Record monthly revenue and current variable service cost.

3. Add expected Al tasks per account multiplied by cost per task.

4. Run normal, 3xadoption, and heavyuse scenarios.

5. Circle the first scenario that makes the plan margin uncomfortable.

Plan / account revenue: $

Al cost at normal adoption: $

Al cost at 3x adoption: $

Margin floor we do not want to cross: %

Before you move on: you know how much Al adoption the existing plan can absorb before commercial action is needed.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET

[ ]Express Al cost as a percentage of plan revenue or gross profit Wait for the provider invoice to become large.
[ IModel adoption and task frequency separately. bteGUW f IWAYY qWRE WHA P w Hasingg 11 |

[ I1Show the scenario to product and finance in the same units. Use one blended company average for every plan.

FIELD NOTES

9 The first purpose of the model is to reveal sensitivity, not to forecast perfectly.
T A plan with high gross margin can intentionally subsidize Al; make the subsidy explicit.

INTHEWILD YqRYULWRY W¢ Wet Une dWGe HORAWIF ¢ G GI WY nlWs 6! WwRUHG e T 1dib-tde f
Business and Enterprise plans with unlimited Notion Al; current help documents apply stxour and monthly allowances to certain Al
features. [6]



FIELD 03 /10

Attribute Al usage to customers, plans, and tasks
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Attach a small metadata envelope to each Al event or completed task: account, plan, feature/task,
provider/model, usage, cost, outcome, and timestamp. Add usetlevel attribution only when it is useful and
appropriate.

You do not have to retain prompt content to get commercial visibility. Metadata is enough to identify cost
concentration, adoption, and unexpected workflows.

FIELD RULE

EVERY DOLLAR OF AI SPEND STARTS AT A PROVIDER BILL.
YOUR JOB IS TO EXPLAIN WHICH CUSTOMER, PLAN, AND TASK CAUSED IT.
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FIELD 03/ 10 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Create the minimum economics event

1. List the customer/account and plan identifiers you already have.

2. Choose one stable task or feature identifier.

3. Record provider/model, input/output usage, direct cost, outcome, and timestamp.
4. Run one report grouped by account and one grouped by task.

5. Explain the top three cost drivers without opening the provider dashboard.

Account key:

Plan key:

Task key:

Top Al cost-driving account this week:

70NY!I W YeWadvY2UdwyUaw! Ye wrde Owe Ut 5 31 Wws 6 RASGWHz21 qYG I Alls 6 RF

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET
[ JUse identifiers already present in your product. EqY!l DWJI21J1 ! WGl YOGqWmnY! WYHAL I ;
[ ]1Separate production, trial, and internal traffic. Build a new data warehouse before an event log works.
[ ]Keep task names stable across model changes. Treat provider/model as a substitute for product attribution.
FIELD NOTES

9 Attribution is the foundation for limits, support explanations, forecasting, and usageased billing.
9 Metadata-first instrumentation also reduces privacy and retention pressure.



FIELD 04/ 10

Find the heavy tail and hidden crossibsidy

Which customers are using far more Al than their plan
economics can support?

Al usage rarely follows the neat average implied by a seat plan. A small number of accounts may upload larger

documents, run deeper research, trigger more agent work, or simply discover the feature first.

Rank accounts by Al cost and compare that cost with plan revenue. Look at the median, P95/P99, and the most
expensive accounts. The goal is not to punish power users; it is to know whether the commercial model makes

their success economically sustainable.

Cross-subsidy can be a deliberate acquisition or retention choice. It becomes dangerous when nobody can see

it.

FIELD RULE

uUYs WagdéWWa! GRAc O We HAY2UqAWqs6 DWI+GUUt R2UWgcecRaAWe U1 W

FIELD 04 /10

Find the heavy tail

Who is your expensive 5% ¢

?
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THE AVERAGE CUSTOMER
IS NOT THE RISK.

P95/ P99
CHARGES THE
ECONOMICS

MOST CUSTOMERS
Small, Predid:aHe usage.
They are not the risk.

HEAVY TAIL
A small number of users
can consume 5x, 10x, or 20x
more than normal.

(*k AVERAGES HIDE THE USERS WHO CAN MAKE THE UNIT ECONOMICS FLIP. ]
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FIELD 04 / 106 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Run an accoufgvel tail check

1. Rank accounts by total Al cost for the last useful period.

2. Record median, P95, P99, and maximum Al cost.

3. For the top five accounts, divide Al cost by account revenue.

4. |dentify the feature or task driving each expensive account.

5. Decide whether the pattern is healthy power usage, abuse, a product bug, or a packaging mismatch.

Median Al cost / account: $

P95 Al cost / account: $

Highest Al cost as % of that account revenue: %

Task driving the tail:

Before you move on: you know which accounts are being cross -subsidized and why.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET

[ JInspect revenue and usage together. Set every account limit from the global average.
[ ]Talk to highusage customers before assuming the usage is bac Design the whole price book around one outlier.
[ ]Separate valuable power use from loops, retries, or misuse. Assume high usage automatically means low margin.

FIELD NOTES

I A highusage customer can be your best customer if the plan captures enough of the value.
i Tail behavior is often the earliest evidence that an included allowance or usage aduh is needed.

INTHEWILD] Race Akt W9 YGRUOYqUWGEHE ¢cNRUNWE 6 Vst WEYs WaWct 21 130 1Jtequatac UL
allowances and overage controls were enforced in 2025; in June 2026 GitHub moved new billing to Al Credits whose cost depemds
model and token usage [4]



FIELD 05/ 10

Choose the commercial unit customers can

understand

What are you actually selling: seats, tasks, outcomes,
credits, or a hybrid?

Tokens, context windows, tool calls, and model multipliers are implementation details. Customers usually care
about the useful thing the product does: a resolved case, generated asset, completed research task, reviewed
document, or automation run.

Choose a commercial unit close enough to customer value that it is explainable, but stable enough to meter
consistently. Seats may remain the base subscription while Al uses an included allowance, p&sk charge,
outcome charge, or pooled credits.

Do not expose technical complexity unless the buyer genuinely benefits from it. Meter technical units
underneath; translate them into a simple commercial unit at the boundary.

FIELD RULE

METER TECHNICAL CONSUMPTION INSIDE.
SELL THE SIMPLEST STABLE COMMERCIAL UNIT AT THE EDGE.

L TECHNICAL 1 = USEFUL TASK o ~ | COMMERCIAL UNIT| 7
-, (INTERNAL) ~ ~ | (WHAT CUSTOMER CARES ABOUT) | ~ s (EXPLAINABLE) ~
s 2

s 3 ( )
seats
tokens (per user)
é} model calls tasks
(per completed task)
ﬁ tool calls —_ —_—
@ outcomes
g retrieval / (per outcome)
embeddings
Resolved case, generated asset, credits
O retries / research complete, document (pooled)
Ioops reviewed, automation run, etc.
METER EVERYTHING THE OUTCOME THE CUSTOMER SIMPLE, STABLE, AND
IN DETAIL VALUES EASY TO EXPLAIN
L J _ J \. J

vl 7
‘*’ METER COMPLEXITY INSIDE. SELL CLARITY OUTSIDE.
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FIELD 05/ 10 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Translate technical usage into a value unit

1. Write the customer outcome for one Al feature in plain language.

2. List the technical units that create it: calls, tokens, steps, models, tools.

3. Choose one candidate commercial unit: task, outcome, credit, included access, or hybrid.

4. Test whether a customer could predict what increases their bill or consumes their allowance.
5. Check whether the unit still works if you switch models or providers.

Customer value event:

Technical units underneath:

Candidate commercial unit:

Before you move on: you can explain the Al usage unit without mentioning model tokens unless the customer asks.

DO NOW / NOT YET
DO NOW NOT YET

[ ]Keep the customerfacing unit stable across provider changes. Publish a rate card for every provider token type.
[ JUse outcome pricing only when the outcome can be measured 9 Y G! W¢ WHRY U GUqRqVYI kt We URqWs Rq6 "
consistently. 9c¢cTldW YaNgséRUNWmBe Ud R fusedahdvierllH 13

[ JPreserve a simple base plan where that helps buying.

FIELD NOTES

9 A credit can be useful when tasks have meaningfully different costs, but it adds abstraction.
9 Outcome pricing aligns with value but requires a clear, auditable definition of success

INTHEWILDf Oql #Y Gkt Wre !l | JOqW[ ROW f W NUYUqWGI RERUNLWY ¢
outcome per conversation. Zendesk now measures Adgent billing in automated resolutions, replacing older
bot MAU / Answer Bot pricing. Both anchor the commercialnit to a completed customer-service outcome.

[1][2]



FIELD 06 / 10

Design included usage before you design overage
How much Al should the existing plan include, and
what happens after that?

For an established product, included usage is often the least disruptive path. It keeps the base plan familiar
while placing a deliberate budget around variable Al consumption.

Set the allowance from economics, not from a round marketing number. Decide whether it is per user, per
account, or pooled across the organization; whether it resets monthly; whether unused allowance rolls over;
and whether overage is automatic, opin, prepaid, or blocked.

The most important design choice is the exhauste@llowance experience. Surprise charges and surprise
lockouts are both avoidable.

FIELD RULE
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