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Scaling Beyond Pilots 



Many companies begin their AI journey with specific pilot projects, 
targeting isolated functions like customer service or automated testing.  
Samir Maha, CEO, McLaren Applied, explained that his company’s 
evolution started on a small scale, but also pointed out the importance 
of not settling for small wins and always keeping the bigger 
transformation in sight:

What does “adopting an AI-first 
approach” really mean? This was 
one of the questions that shaped a 
thought-provoking panel 
discussion moderated by HTEC’s 
Chief Marketing Officer, Alex 
Rumble, during HTEC’s AI First 
Executive Dinner in London. 
Together with industry leaders, we 
explored how AI is transforming 
businesses, not just from the 
technology perspective, but also in 
how it reshapes projects, 
empowers the workforce, and 
influences the entire organizational 
culture. Let’s explore these themes 
more deeply.Data, Analytics & AI Emerging Technology Application

Navigating the AI-First 
Journey: Insights from a 
Pioneering Panel Session

“Pilots are a valuable way to explore AI’s potential in a controlled setting—but 
the real test is scaling beyond them,” Samir noted. “The danger lies in settling 
for marginal gains. Leaders shouldn’t aim for just a 5% efficiency boost—they 
should be setting bold, long-term ambitions that redefine the business.” 

“When it comes to culture, it’s not enough to talk about AI; one must nurture a 
culture that naturally integrates it into everyday work. Culture is not just about 
what you say—it’s what everybody kind of automatically does.” 

The conversation also highlighted the need to integrate AI across every 
facet of the business—from product development to event monitoring and 
customer interaction. When diverse parts of the organization work 
together, the collective impact of AI is magnified. This means designing 
processes that not only optimize existing operations but also create 
entirely new value propositions.   


Furthermore, as organizations scale their AI efforts, they must create 
space for experimentation. Instead of rigid processes, leaders should 
enable safe, failure-tolerant environments. This mindset shift—from 
cautious pilots to bold, exploratory implementations—is what sets the 
stage for scaling beyond pilots. 

 

Integrating the Human Element  


The panel made it abundantly clear that while AI can deliver profound 
efficiencies, the human element remains irreplaceable. When Alex asked 
about “AI and the human in the loop,” both Samir and Shelley Copsey, Co-
founder & CEO, FYLD, underscored that even in highly technical 
environments like autonomous racing or hazardous industrial sites, 
humans provide the nuance and creativity that no machine can fully 
replicate. 
 

Samir explained that within his own business, where technology even 
powers autonomous racing cars, the passion of fans, drivers, and teams is 
the very heart of the sport. The human touch in testing and decision-
making is critical:



“We would never fully test something without a human in the loop.”

Shelley shared her perspective from an industry that deploys AI on 
dangerous sites. Although AI can gather and analyze environmental 
data, it is human insight that interprets this data contextually. By 
allowing employees to report on conditions and offering supportive 
suggestions, technology enhances safety and operational awareness.

Cultural Integration and the Importance of Data  


Tim Sears, HTEC’s Global AI Officer, focused on aspects of culture and 
data—the twin pillars for any successful AI transformation.

“In complex, real-world scenarios, AI doesn’t replace human intuition—it amplifies it. 
The true power lies in the balance between human creativity and machine precision, 
ensuring that AI works to support, not replace, people.”

Key Takeaways  


Reflecting on the discussion, several essential lessons emerge for 
anyone on the AI journey:�

� Aim High: Transformational change requires vision. Leaders should 
set goals that transcend minor operational tweaks and instead focus 
on groundbreaking innovations that redefine the business.�

� Enterprise-wide Integration: True AI scaling means embedding 
intelligence across all facets—from customer service to product 
development. This approach ensures that every segment of the 
business leverages the power of data and smart decision-making.�

� Human-AI Collaboration: Integrating safe, experimental 
environments where AI augments rather than replaces human 
creativity is vital, and the human element is key to contextualizing 
and refining AI outputs.�

� Cultural Reformation: Beyond technology, reshaping the culture to 
adopt AI is paramount. A supportive culture—where every employee 
internalizes the benefits of AI—is built on continuous leadership 
reinforcement and hands-on applications.�

� Invest in Data: Establishing a robust data infrastructure is the 
cornerstone of successful AI projects. With properly managed data, 
companies can rapidly iterate on models, ensuring that technology-
driven strategies deliver measurable results.�

� Closing the Imagination Gap: Demonstrations, hackathons, and real-
world examples help ground AI ambitions in reality, enabling teams to 
see firsthand AI's transformative potential.  


As the panel concluded, Alex’s reminder resonated with everyone in  
the room:  


“We need to help everybody transition.”  


This sentiment encapsulates the journey toward an AI-first future—one 
defined by bold vision, relentless experimentation, and a commitment to 
nurturing both human and machine strengths.  


The discussion showed beyond doubt that moving to an AI-first model is 
not about quick fixes but an integrated, thoughtful, and bold approach. 
Whether you’re just piloting AI projects or are already envisioning 
enterprise-scale impacts, the keys to success lie in aligning strategy, 
culture, and data with a spirit of innovation. This discussion leaves us 
with plenty to consider—and plenty of new directions to explore in the 
future of AI. 

For Tim, cultural integration is a matter of aligning incentives, building 
trust, and engaging every level of the organization—from senior 
leaders down to peer-level stakeholders. Leaders must inspire 
enthusiasm while also methodically guiding the group through 
practical steps. This means repeatedly reinforcing the vision and 
ensuring every employee understands how AI can enhance their roles 
and drive greater business value. 


Data, on the other hand, is the lifeblood of any AI initiative. The 
process of gathering, cleaning, and organizing massive amounts of 
data is critical before even thinking about advanced machine learning 
or predictive analytics. With a sturdy data foundation in place, AI 
models can be built and deployed more rapidly, unlocking benefits 
that span from operational insight to revenue growth.  


Investing in data infrastructure isn’t just a technical challenge; it’s an 
organizational imperative. A well-curated data repository can be 
reused across projects, empowering teams to prototype new models 
quickly and reliably.  

 

Closing the Imagination Gap  


A standout theme from the panel was the idea of “closing the 
imagination gap.” In environments rife with hype, it’s easy for 
expectations to run ahead of practical application.   


Organizing demos and hackathons can decisively bridge the chasm 
between abstract potential and concrete innovation, as Tim observed. 
By creating functional models and tangible prototypes, employees can 
see new ideas in action, which further sparks creative thinking. This 
approach is invaluable because it transforms theoretical models into 
visual and practical experiences everyone can rally behind.  


For many organizations, visualizing what AI can do is critical in shifting 
mindsets and inspiring new ways of tackling old challenges.  
Hackathons and demo sessions become crucibles for innovation, 
where the imagination gap is closed and teams move from “what if?” 
to “let’s try this.”
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Reach out if you’d like to continue the conversation.
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