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Beyond the AI Pilot 
Five disciplines that turn promising experiments into measurable business value  
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AI adoption is no longer the main constraint. The harder task is redesigning a real 
workflow, connecting it to enterprise systems, and proving that it can operate reliably 
at scale. 

Artificial intelligence has moved rapidly into everyday business use. McKinsey’s August 2026 global survey 
found that nearly nine in ten respondents reported regular AI use in at least one business function. Forty-four 
percent said AI was scaling across their enterprise, up from 38 percent a year earlier. 

Financial results have not advanced at the same pace. Thirty-seven percent attributed at least some 
enterprise-level EBIT contribution to AI, essentially unchanged from 2025. Only 6 percent qualified as high 
performers, defined as organizations reporting at least a 5 percent EBIT contribution from AI and describing its 
impact as significant. The findings describe a familiar management problem: organizations can deploy AI tools 
much faster than they can turn them into dependable financial performance. 

The gap between a convincing demonstration and a production system is rarely caused by the model alone. 
More often, the pilot sits outside the normal flow of work. It depends on clean sample data, manual review and 
a small group of motivated users. Once the organization introduces live data, security requirements, system 
integrations and hundreds of users, the economics and reliability can change quickly. 
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Source: McKinsey & Company, The State of AI in 2026: On the Road to ROI, August 2026. 

Why pilots create false confidence 

A pilot answers a narrow question: can the technology perform a defined task under controlled conditions? 
Production asks a broader set of questions. Can the system handle routine exceptions? Can employees use it 
inside their existing tools? Can the organization monitor its accuracy, cost and security? Is there a named 
owner when performance changes? 

These questions expose four common weaknesses. 

• The use case is interesting but not economically important. A demonstration may impress users without 
removing enough work, delay or risk to justify deployment. 

• The data is prepared for the pilot. Production data is incomplete, duplicated, sensitive or spread across 
systems with different access rules. 

• Human effort is hidden. Employees may be checking outputs, correcting errors or moving information 
between systems, which reduces the apparent productivity gain. 

• No operating model exists. The team has not decided who owns performance, approves changes, 
responds to incidents or pays the ongoing technology cost. 

A sound pilot should reveal these constraints rather than conceal them. Its purpose is to reduce uncertainty 
before the organization commits more capital. 
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Five disciplines for production readiness 

The strongest programs address business design, engineering and operating responsibility together. The 
following disciplines provide a practical test before an AI initiative moves beyond the pilot stage. 

 

 
 

1 Choose a workflow rather than a technology 

Begin with a recurring business process that has a clear owner and a visible source of friction. Suitable 
candidates often involve time spent searching for information, preparing routine analyses, routing requests or 
documenting work. The objective should be stated in operational terms, such as reducing resolution time or 
increasing the percentage of requests completed without rework. 

This keeps the technology subordinate to the business problem. It also makes alternatives easier to compare. 
In some cases, a simpler rules-based automation or process change will produce a better return than an AI 
system. 

2 Define the value equation before building 

A useful business case names the current baseline, the expected improvement and the cost of achieving it. 
Measures should reflect the workflow. Time saved is relevant only if the organization can explain how that time 
will be used. Faster response matters only if it improves throughput, customer experience, revenue or risk. 

The initial measurement plan can be simple. It should include the starting performance, a target range, the 
population being measured, the observation period and the person accountable for validating the result. This 
prevents teams from redefining success after the pilot. 
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3 Test production conditions early 

Technical evaluation should use representative data and realistic integrations as early as possible. The team 
should measure output quality, latency, failure rates and unit cost under expected demand. It should also test 
what happens when source documents conflict, systems are unavailable or a user asks a question outside the 
approved scope. 

Architecture decisions matter here. A solution that performs well in a stand-alone interface may deliver little 
value if employees must leave their normal workflow to use it. Integration with the systems where work 
already happens is often the difference between occasional use and sustained adoption. 

 
Effective AI agents are not generic tools. They are designed around an organization’s distinctive 

workflows, data, controls and decisions. 

4 Treat governance as engineering work 

Governance becomes useful when it produces specific controls. The appropriate safeguards depend on the 
decision, the data and the consequence of an error. A system that summarizes internal meeting notes does 
not require the same controls as one that recommends a credit decision or changes a customer record. 

The National Institute of Standards and Technology AI Risk Management Framework offers a practical 
structure: govern the program, map the context and risks, measure performance, and manage the identified 
risks. In implementation, this may translate into access controls, approved data sources, output evaluation, 
human review, audit records and an incident process. These controls should be designed with the workflow, 
not added shortly before launch. 

5 Design for adoption and ownership 

Deployment changes work. Employees need to know when to rely on the system, when to verify an answer and 
how to report a problem. Managers need visibility into usage and performance. Technology teams need clear 
responsibility for updates, vendor changes, security and cost. 

Training alone is not enough. The new process should remove steps or improve decisions in a way users can 
see. Teams are more likely to adopt a system when it fits their tools, responds quickly and earns trust through 
consistent performance. Ongoing monitoring then becomes part of normal operations rather than a separate 
innovation exercise. 
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When outside expertise adds value 

An external partner can help when an organization lacks specialized skills, needs an independent view of the 
business case or must connect AI work across technology, security and operations. The partner is most useful 
when it accelerates decisions and transfers capability to the client team. 

Buyers should evaluate prospective partners on evidence rather than presentation quality. Useful questions 
include: 

• What business measure will determine whether this initiative continues? 
• Which production risks will the pilot test, and which will remain unresolved? 
• How will the solution integrate with existing systems and access controls? 
• What will the client team own at the end of the engagement? 
• Once the solution is in use, how will its performance, cost and potential incidents be monitored? 

A credible partner should also be willing to recommend against AI when the economics, data or risk do not 
support it. That judgment can be more valuable than another prototype. 

A better measure of progress 

Organizations often count pilots because pilots are visible and easy to announce. A better measure is the 
number of workflows that meet an agreed performance standard, operate under clear controls and have an 
accountable business owner. 

The practical goal is not to move every experiment into production. It is to identify the few use cases that can 
create durable value, test them under realistic conditions and stop the rest early. One well-designed 
deployment can teach an organization more than a portfolio of disconnected demonstrations. 
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