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Start with the renewal

You have probably had this conversation, or a version of it.

The renewal quote arrives and it is higher than last year. Not outrageously — twelve per

cent, perhaps eighteen. The account manager explains that the plan you are on is being re-

tired, that the new one includes capabilities you did not ask for, and that the price reflects

them. You look at the alternatives. Moving would mean re-entering four years of records, re-

training six people, rebuilding the connection to your accounting system, and finding out in

month three what else was quietly depending on it.

So you sign. Everyone signs. Signing is the rational decision, and that is precisely the

problem.

This is not a suspicion. It is documented.

Repricing at renewal has become the market default rather than the exception. The Zylo

2026 SaaS Management Index found 79% of IT leaders had encountered a price increase at

renewal in the preceding twelve months. Gartner figures reported alongside it put subscrip-

What happened to your software · version 0.1 · agenticgovernance.digital/what-happened-to-your-software 1

http://localhost:41503/downloads/what-happened-to-your-software-v0-1.pdf


tion cost rises from several large vendors at 10 to 20 per cent during 2025 — against IT bud-

get growth of under three per cent.

Named vendor actions are firmer ground still, because the vendors published them:

Microsoft is raising prices across its Microsoft 365 commercial portfolio from July 2026

— reported at 9 to 33 per cent, with frontline worker licences at the top of that range.

Volume discounts worth up to 12 per cent were removed in November 2025. Lower-tier

plans are being discontinued, with no option to move down.

Broadcom ended perpetual VMware licensing in April 2025 and consolidated a catalogue

of more than eight thousand items into a handful of bundles. Customers report net in-

creases between 150 and 1,200 per cent.

Atlassian raised Data Center prices 15 to 40 per cent in February 2026 while holding

cloud increases to 5 to 10 — making it more expensive to keep running software on your

own machines. Server support ended entirely in February 2024.

Adobe restructured Creative Cloud into two tiers with effective increases up to 27 per

cent, with bundled generative AI given as the reason.

Salesforce applied 6 per cent from August 2025. Price rises were reported as contribut-

ing roughly 72 per cent of the company’s revenue growth that year — not new customers,

not new value.

Across the largest five hundred software companies there were 339 pricing and packaging

changes in 2024 and 2025 alone. The terms of the software your organisation runs on

changed 339 times in two years.

The price rise is the visible part

FIG-09 NOBODY PROCURED THIS

WHAT WAS BOUGHT

Membership app

Accounting suite

Case management

Online course platform

No AI in the contract. No terms shown. No decision made.

WHAT RUNS INSIDE IT

Agents
drafting, triage,
summarising, deciding

Subprocessor
changes by update
notice, if at all

WHERE INFERENCE HAPPENS

Offshore model
operator, jurisdiction and
terms all unknown to you

the boundary
every crossing is named

Test 0 · Run the software inside the boundary and it declares its inference path on the first attempt. Some substitute to a local endpoint. Some refuse — which
is the most useful answer of the three.

FIG-09  AI now arrives as a property of software already bought. The boundary is how a mem-

ber finds out: run it inside, and it declares its inference path on the first attempt.
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If it were only price, you could budget for it. The mechanism is wider, and most of it does not

appear as a number going up.

The plan you are on is retired. You are not offered a higher price for the same thing. The

same thing stops existing, and the nearest replacement costs more. This is now the largest

single driver: vendors that added AI tiers during 2024 and 2025 began sunsetting the plans

without them, so customers move up whether or not they want the features. One dataset

tracking ninety-plus tools over six months attributes an average 24 per cent increase to this

mechanism alone.

The tier gets thinner and the price does not. Analysis of late-2025 procurement data

found 28 per cent of renewals involved reduced support, tightened service levels, or fewer

features at the same base price. You are not paying more. You are getting less, which is the

same thing arriving through a door nobody watches.

The minimum changes underneath you. When Broadcom restructured VMware, the mini-

mum licence for vSphere Standard went from sixteen cores to seventy-two. For a large cus-

tomer that is nothing. For a small one it is a bill for capacity you do not have and cannot use.

A threshold change is neutral at scale and severe below it, which is why small organisa-

tions experience these transitions as something aimed at them even though nothing was.

The upgrade arrives on their schedule. Your workflow does not quite fit the standard, so

someone adapted it. Then an upgrade you did not request and did not schedule breaks the

adaptation, and your team spends weeks rebuilding. The cost is not only the weeks. It is that

the person who understood the adaptation has now watched it be destroyed twice, and has

stopped making them.

And something new is inside it that you did not buy. The current justification for most of

this is AI. Which means the AI now doing work inside your practice management system,

your membership platform, your accounting suite, arrived as a line item you never evaluated,

from a supplier you cannot name, under terms you were not shown. That is the subject of the

next part of this series, and it is the sharpest edge of the whole problem.
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Nobody did anything wrong

FIG-12 NOTHING MARKED THE MOMENT

HIGH

LOW

year one year three year six

your ability to refuse the cost of leaving

records

workflows

integrations

the way people work

four years of history

RENEWAL RENEWAL RENEWAL RENEWAL

Each renewal was a reasonable decision. There was no meeting, no notification, and no moment at which refusing stopped being possible.

FIG-12  Every renewal was a reasonable decision. Switching cost accumulated with use, and

somewhere between year one and year four declining stopped being an option anyone could

exercise. Schematic: the shape is the claim, not the timing.

This is worth saying plainly, because the argument fails if it becomes a complaint about

greed.

Every action above is an ordinary commercial decision by a firm with pricing power, made by

people with a duty to their shareholders and no duty to you. The account manager is not ly-

ing. The product genuinely does cost more to run. AI capability is genuinely expensive. None

of it requires bad faith and pointing at bad faith will get you nowhere, because there is none

to find.

What has happened is structural. Software moved from something you bought to some-

thing you rent, and the thing you rent accumulates your work inside it. Every month of use

makes leaving harder, which makes the next price rise easier to impose, which is not a con-

spiracy but simply the shape of the arrangement. Anyone in that position would eventually do

the same, and the ones who did not would be replaced by ones who did.

What you actually lost

Not money. Money is measurable and you can argue about it.

You lost the ability to say no. Somewhere between year one and year four, declining a

change stopped being an option you could exercise. Nothing marked the moment. There

was no meeting, no decision, no notification. Each individual step was reasonable and the

sum of them was a position from which refusal is not available.

That is the whole thing, and it is why “price rises” is the wrong frame. A price you can refuse

is a negotiation. A price you cannot refuse is a tax levied by a party you did not elect.
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Why you cannot get out of this alone

The obvious responses do not work, and it is worth being precise about why.

Switch vendors. To another firm with the same commercial model, the same incentive, and

the same knowledge that you cannot easily leave. You reset the clock and buy perhaps three

years.

Negotiate harder. A four-person practice has no leverage. Enterprise customers get dis-

counts because their loss would be noticed.

Run it yourself. Now more affordable than most people realise — that is the substance of

parts C and D of this series. But it needs skills you probably do not have, someone to keep it

running in year three, and a way to get help when it breaks at four in the afternoon.

Wait for regulation. Part H makes the case for what a government could do, and some of it

would help. None of it arrives at the speed of your next renewal.

Each of these fails for the same reason: you are one organisation facing a party far

larger than you, and the imbalance is the problem. Every remedy available to you individ-

ually leaves that imbalance intact.

What changes the shape

An organisation the size of a plumbing firm cannot run its own infrastructure, cannot negoti-

ate, and cannot wait. Forty of them together can do all three.

Not as customers of a better vendor — that just moves the same relationship. As owners of

the thing they depend on, so that the terms cannot be changed against them by anyone

whose interests differ from theirs, because there is nobody in that position.

That is not a new idea. It is what farmers did about processing, what retailers did about

wholesale buying, and what rural communities did about insurance and electricity, in this

country, more than once, when facing exactly this imbalance against parties far larger than

themselves. The form is well understood here and the law for it already exists.

What is new is the thing being co-operatively owned: not a dairy factory but the software and

the machines a modern organisation runs on, and the ability to use AI without handing over

the records that make it useful.

The rest of this series is the blueprint for that — what it must do, what it costs, how it is

governed, and what a government could do to make it easier. It is published for anyone to

build from. Nothing in it asks you to buy anything.
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Sources and what we could not establish

Vendor actions above are as announced by the vendors. Survey figures are from the Zylo

2026 SaaS Management Index and Gartner and Forrester data reported in secondary

sources. Percentages attributed to price-tracking datasets and procurement analyses come

from software asset management vendors and licensing consultancies — firms that hold the

data because they negotiate these renewals, and that also sell services predicated on the

problem being severe. Directions are reliable; treat magnitudes as indicative.

Two gaps we did not fill. We found no New Zealand–specific data on small-organisation

software costs or renewal experience, and nothing on how New Zealand public bodies have

responded to these particular changes. Both would strengthen this part and neither should

be inferred from international figures.

If you have New Zealand data on either, we would rather publish a corrected version than a

defended one.

Published under CC BY 4.0.
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Series contents

NEXT

B · Six questions worth

asking
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