Al Projects Often Fail

How to pre-empt and rectify
Al project issues before they happen

The evolution of Al technologies provides the potential to improve so many aspects of the
Financial Services industry. Yet, many Al projects fail to deliver any meaningful business value,
and some fail altogether. The reasons behind these failures are not unique to Al technologies
and mirror the challenges faced in the past when other technological paradigm shifts have
arisen. Learning lessons and understanding why projects fail does not guarantee future
success, but understanding challenges in advance allows for proactive action to increase the
likelihood of success. Here are the most common reasons that Al projects fail...and how to pre-
empt them.
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“Make something using Al”

Defining the solution as “something using Al” before considering the underlying
problem, available resources and constraints, etc. will not result in an optimal solution or
the use of the correct tooling.

Tie each use case to a clear business KPI (time-to-first-draft, approval pass-rate, call
deflection, etc.). If the KPI can be met using existing technology, stick with the known
tools for now. If you build a consistent data set using existing tools, Al can be layered in
later. Naturally, if Al can potentially add value now, assess it as you would any other
new technology.

Pilot, But No Production

A great demo resulted in early buy-in for a Proof of Concept, but there was no plan for
integration, support, or budget after the PoC. Plus, a dozen other PoCs were running at
the same time, competing for scarce resources. The pressure to succeed resulted in
shortcuts that manifest themselves when reaching production status.

Define “exit criteria to prod” on day 1 (owners, SLAs, target users, rollout). Ensure your
training set and validation set are representative of real-world data.

Data Isn’t Ready

Data of unknown lineage supported a pilot project. The real-world data required for
production is sourced from multiple sources, is incomplete, contains duplicates and lacks
the necessary lineage to be trusted by users.

Appoint a data steward who owns the underlying business data; create a “golden”
source pack with lineage and appropriate permissions. Ensure sceptical users are
shown the provenance and lineage as part of the resulting output. Most successful Al
projects indirectly leverage the results of data hygiene projects undertaken separately.

Governance is an unplanned extra

Compliance/Legal/InfoSec had little visibility of the pilot project and only got involved
once the project got a green light. Their late arrival results in numerous governance
issues that halt the go-live or even stop the project altogether.

Bring Model Risk, Compliance, and Security in at inception; agree do/don’t rules and
audit trails. Ensure hierarchies and boundaries are respected, and build this into a test
plan. Engage the users and ensure they are comfortable with the controls in place.
Encourage them to try and circumvent the control as part of their testing and training.
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Built by IT, used by nobody!

A pilot is built in a disconnected environment by an IT team, which gives great results
when prompted correctly, but is seldom used by users. When asked, users are unaware
of the correct way to access it, or how to seek support or what results they should
expect.

Users “live” in Teams, Excel, CRM systems, etc. Embed Al tools in existing apps, run
hands-on labs, set usage targets, appoint champions and publish success stories.
Ensure usage targets are business aligned and measurable e.g. cut month-end report
production time to 2 days from 5.

Wrong tech
Why train bespoke models using woefully inadequate amounts of data when retrieval or
prompt templates would do? Or the reverse!

Aim for solutions that use RAG + prompt engineering first; only fine-tune when
measurable gaps persist. Regular Al automation (not agents) solves 99% of business
problems at approximately 1/15" the cost.

Leadership lacking

Like many “tactical” projects, Al PoCs often begin without a formal executive sponsor.
Lacking formal project governance from the start, project responsibilities are scattered,
budgets are unclear and KPlIs are ill-defined.

Name a product owner, secure a sponsor, and publish a roadmap with quarterly goals.

Change fatigue

Issue: Al projects, particularly in the PoC phase, are highly iterative. Users require constant
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training on new features and resent the time spent away from their day jobs and switch
off.

Set realistic ROI, sequence use cases, and communicate early wins often. Speak the
language of users, not technology. This means getting the right staff in place,
particularly those who can span the business-technology chasm.
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