
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AI Orchestration 
Playbook 
How to turn scattered AI pilots and ideas 
into funded roadmaps and a competitive 
advantage 

 
 

 
A pragmatic guide for executives whose AI portfolio has 
outgrown its strategy. 
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XÜMAI  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

 
01 Executive summary 

 
Enterprise AI has entered a predictable paradox: 
capital expenditure is rising exponentially, as is 
complexity, yet measurable business impact 
remains stubbornly flat. The era of exploratory 
funding is ending. 
Boards are no longer asking what AI can do; they 
are asking when the current portfolio of initiatives 
will return capital. 

 
The root cause of this stagnation is rarely 
technological. Models are capable, cloud 
infrastructure is robust, and data, while imperfect, is 
usually sufficient for targeted use cases. The failure 
point lies in orchestration. Companies have 
treated AI as an IT deployment or an innovation 
sandbox, resulting in scattered initiatives that lack 
unified governance, economic rigor, and path-to-
production engineering. 

 
Fixing this requires shifting from a culture of piloting 
to a discipline of orchestration. We have found that 
the most effective intervention is a structured 6-8 
week sprint. Not another theoretical strategy deck. 
An intensive rationalization exercise that clarifies 
reality, kills orphaned pilots, and sequences the 
survivors into a funded roadmap with stringent 
ownership rules. 

 
This playbook is designed for CxOs, and digital 
transformation leaders at mid-market to enterprise 
firms who oversee three or more active AI 
initiatives. It provides a pragmatic methodology to 
reclaim control of the AI roadmap. 

 
"The organizations pulling 
ahead are not those with the 
most pilots. They are those 
who stopped running pilots and 
started funding outcomes." 
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02 Why AI portfolios get stuck 

By mid-2026, industry consensus - mirrored by Gartner and MIT empirical data 
- shows that over 70% of enterprise AI initiatives fail to bridge the gap between 
proof-of-concept and production. Understanding why requires looking past the 
systems, data and algorithms, to the structural forces stalling momentum. 

 
 

1. The pilot trap 
AI is uniquely susceptible to the pilot trap because it has never been easier to build a convincing demo. A 
small team with API access can create a compelling proof-of-concept in days. However, scaling that POC to 
production requires enterprise-grade security, data pipelines, change management, and continuous 
monitoring. The illusion of early progress masks the steep cost of industrialization. 

 
2. The governance vacuum 
In most mid-market enterprises, AI initiatives spring up asynchronously across business units. For example: 
Marketing adopts a generative AI tool, Operations builds a predictive maintenance model, and IT 
experiments with coding assistants. Without orchestration, there is no owner of the enterprise portfolio, 
leading to redundant mandates and contracts, and incompatible overlapping tech stacks. 

 
3. The capability mismatch 
Organizations typically turn to two types of partners for AI: traditional strategy firms, or pure-play vendors and 
integrators. Strategy firms produce excellent prioritization matrices but cannot build the data pipelines, while 
vendors and integrators can write the code but rarely challenge the business logic or drive adoption. This 
mismatch leaves the critical middle layer - orchestrating business value with engineering reality- unfilled. 
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XÜMAI  WHY AI PORTFOLIOS GET STUCK 
 

 
 
 

WHERE ENTERPRISE AI VALUE 
LEAKS 

 
 

Ideation 
Use cases selected based on tech 
availability and/or novelty rather than 
business domain necessity. 

 
Pilot / Proof of Concept 
Success criteria defined by model 
deployment and/or accuracy instead of 
operational feasibility and impact. 

 
Production 
Stalling due to unexpected data and  
infrastructure efforts and costs, and lack 
of business unit adoption. 
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70% 
Failure to scale 

 

3x 
Cost underestimation 

 

 

18 
Months 
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03 The five symptoms of scattered AI 

A fractured AI operating model rarely announces itself with a singular failure. 
Instead, it degrades slowly through a recognizable pattern of organizational 
friction. Leaders must learn to identify these five distinct symptoms before they 
exhaust their transformation budgets. 

 
 

1. Use-case inflation 
Your backlog of potential AI applications grows continuously, while delivery rate remains static. Ideation 
workshops generate dozens of Post-it notes, but no rigorous mechanism exists to filter, score, and 
definitively reject ideas. The result is a paralyzed portfolio where everything is priority and nothing ships. 

 
2. Vendor sprawl 
Different departments are contracting with overlapping vendors. Customer service procures a 
proprietary LLM wrapper, IT builds directly on hyperscaler APIs, and marketing licenses a specialized 
generative platform. No common governance, duplicated costs and efforts, and fragmented results. 

 
3. Orphaned POCs 
A data science team or external agency built a highly capable demonstration model. It was presented to 
the steering committee, applauded for its innovation, and subsequently died in a Jira backlog. It lacks 
an operational owner to fund the final mile of system integration and user adoption. 

 

4. ROI theater 
Program updates consist of slides showing massive projected efficiency gains, yet none of these 
savings can be traced to the actual P&L. Time "saved" by AI is not being repurposed strategically or 
removed from cost centers; it is simply absorbed back into the baseline. Value remains entirely 
theoretical. 

 
5. The CDO fatigue curve 
You are on your third Chief Data or Chief Digital Officer in four years. The mandate is always to "scale 
AI," but the foundational operating model remains unchanged. Leaders burn out trying to push initiatives 
through an organization that lacks the cross-functional mechanisms to ingest and operationalize them. 

 

"If three of these feel familiar, the problem isn't your use cases. 
It's the operating model around them." 
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Orchestration is not a PMO. It is the discipline of translating strategic intent into a funded, 
sequenced, measurable portfolio. 

 

XÜMAI  WHAT ORCHESTRATION ACTUALLY MEANS 
 

 
04 What orchestration actually means 
The enterprise ecosystem traditionally understands two phases of transformation: Strategy (deciding what to 
do) and Execution (doing it). In the context of Artificial Intelligence, this binary model fails. The gap between 
a strategic mandate to "use AI to optimize our supply chain" and the execution of a machine learning model 
is too vast. Orchestration is the missing discipline that bridges this divide. 

 

Strategy Orchestration Execution 

What it answers: 
Where will AI create 
competitive advantage for 
our firm over the next 3 
years? 

What it answers: 
Which specific initiatives do we 
fund today, in what sequence, with 
what constraints? 

What it answers: 
How do we build, train, deploy, and 
maintain this specific model? 

Who owns it: 
Board, CEO, Chief 
Strategy Officer 

Who owns it: 
CDO, Digital Transformation 
Leads, Portfolio Managers 

Who owns it: 
Analysts, Data Scientists, ML 
Engineers, Product Owners; IT 

What it produces: 
North star vision, 
investment envelopes,  

What it produces: 
Funded roadmaps, go/no-go gates, 
cross-functional Alignment 

What it produces: 
Code, APIs, infrastructure, user 
interfaces 

 
 
Orchestration is the connective tissue of successful AI programs. Without it, strategy remains a wish list, and 
execution becomes a fragmented series of efforts. Orchestrators must fluently speak both the language of 
EBITDA impact and the language of data architecture, translating between business sponsors who want 
outcomes and technical teams who need precise constraints. 

 
This missing layer explains why so many organizations feel they are spending heavily on AI without moving 
the needle.  
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Most roadmaps fail because they use one lens. Three lenses force trade-offs to 
surface. 

XÜMAI  THE THREE-LENS FRAMEWORK 
 

 
05 The three-lens framework 
Scattered portfolios result from evaluating initiatives through a single perspective – usually technical 
curiosity or isolated business unit demand. To build a resilient, funded roadmap, every potential use case 
must survive intense scrutiny through our Three-Lens Framework. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Lens 1: Business priorities 

The Question: What is the company trying to win at this year? 
Typical Outputs: P&L linkage, operational KPIs, executive sponsorship mapping. 
Failure Mode: Skipping this lens results in "cool tech" that solves problems the C-suite does not care about. 

 
 

Lens 2: IT Assets & Constraints 

The Question: What is our actual capability regarding data, talent, tech stack, and regulatory environment? 
Typical Outputs: Data readiness assessment, architecture constraints, compliance guardrails. 
Failure Mode: Ignoring this lens creates beautiful concepts that are impossible to build with current 
enterprise architecture. 

 
Lens 3: External best practice 

The Question: What is working / coming in the market, not just in vendor presentations? 
Typical Outputs: Vendor landscape rationalization, buy-vs-build analysis, proven architecture patterns. 
Failure Mode: Missing this lens leads to spending months building internally what could be licensed or 
buying what can be built or will soon be replaced. 
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"A European pharma leader went from 12 competing, under-resourced 
initiatives to 4 strictly funded projects in 6 weeks. By killing 8 unviable 
pilots, they freed up the senior time and engineering capacity to push the 
top priorities into production and roll-out." 

XÜMAI  FROM PORTFOLIO TO FUNDED ROADMAP 
 

 
06 From portfolio to funded roadmap 
Applying the three lenses systematically allows an organization to transition from a messy, scattered portfolio 
to a sequenced roadmap. This transformation follows a rigorous, three-step process designed to remove 
emotion and prioritize empirical value. 

 

 
A crucial distinction exists between a typical IT "wish-list" roadmap and a "funded" roadmap. A wish-list is a 
sequential diagram of good ideas, completely decoupled from budgetary realities. A funded roadmap 
requires three absolute prerequisites for every node on the timeline: 

 
1. Budget attached: CapEx and OpEx are explicitly committed for both the build and run phases. 

2. Owner assigned: A named business executive — not an IT or business function — owns the 
realization of the projected EBITDA impact. 

3. Kill criteria: Explicit milestones define exactly when and why funding will be pulled if assumptions 
prove false. 
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07 The 6-8 week sprint, week by week 
This rationalization process cannot stretch into a six-month strategic study. We execute this intervention via 
a rigid 6-8 week sprint designed to force rapid decisions. 

 

 
Week 1-2: Discovery 

We catalog the true state of the portfolio. This involves intense stakeholder interviews, a comprehensive 
audit of all active and stalled pilots, and a brutal assessment of current data readiness. 

 
Week 3-4: Analysis 

We score every use case against the Three-Lens Framework. We model the financial value, map the 
organizational capability gaps, and identify redundancies in vendor architecture. 

 

Week 5-6: Design 

We draft the target state. This includes the 
sequenced roadmap, a detailed pilot plan for the 
primary initiatives, and the revised operating model 
required to govern them. 

 
Week 7-8: Alignment & handover 

We secure executive alignment on the required 
trade-offs. Funding gates are formally established, 
kill criteria are signed off by sponsors, and the 
portfolio is primed for immediate launch. 
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What's NOT in the sprint 

This is a targeted orchestration 
exercise, not corporate overhaul. It 
explicitly excludes: 

 
• Full enterprise IT transformation 

• Platform rebuilds or migrations 

• Upskilling & Hiring 

• Organization Design 



 
Implementing these guardrails ensures that your AI portfolio remains sustainable. It 
transitions the organization away from relying on localized hero-efforts and 
establishes a predictable machine for generating business value. 

XÜMAI                                         GOVERNANCE THAT SURVIVES REALITY 
 

 
08 Governance that survives reality 
Typical AI governance fails because it operates as a bottleneck, attempting to centralize decisions that 
can be made closer to operations, while ignoring systemic risks that need to be managed. Effective 
orchestration relies on four core principles to maintain momentum without sacrificing control. 

 
 

1. Decisions at the edge, standards at the center. Business units must have the autonomy to select use 
cases and define value, but they must build those use cases using centrally approved secure 
infrastructure and data pipelines. 

 
2. Kill criteria before Launch criteria. Every project must define exactly what will cause it to be shut down 

(e.g., "If model accuracy does not hit 85% by Week 6" or "If data ingestion costs exceed $5K/month") 
before the first line of code is written. 

 
3. Funding gates, not stage gates. Shift from administrative review phases to venture-capital style funding. 

Provide small tranches of capital to prove hypotheses, unlocking larger budgets only when specific de-
risking milestones are achieved. 

 
4. One portfolio view updated monthly. The CDO and CFO share a single, unified dashboard of all AI 

investments across the enterprise to prevent redundancy, cost creep, and to identify bottlenecks early. 
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TIER 1 AI PORTFOLIO HEALTH 

Leading indicators of organizational alignment. Key metrics include the percentage of active pilots 
with a named P&L owner, and the average time-to-decision (the duration between a POC's 
conclusion and a definitive fund/kill verdict). 

 
TIER 2 AI DELIVERY VELOCITY 

Operational efficiency of the engineering cycle. This focuses on the cycle time from POC to full 
production integration, and the ratio of models actively running in production versus those stalled in 
the backlog. 

 
TIER 3 AI BUSINESS IMPACT 

The ultimate lagging indicators of success. Metrics must reflect realized EBITDA impact, 
documented cost avoidance (not theoretical savings), and net new revenue directly influenced by 
the AI application. 

 
Beware "adoption rate" and “project progress” type metrics. They measure activity, not outcome and 
are the single most common reason boards mistake motion for progress. 

XÜMAI  MEASURING WHAT MATTERS 
 

 
09 Measuring what matters 
You cannot orchestrate what you cannot measure. Moving away from scattered pilots requires retiring vanity 
metrics and implementing a three-tiered measurement architecture that directly links technical output to 
executive priorities. 
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DAYS 1-30 –INVENTORY 

One page per initiative. 

Ask every business unit and function to produce a single page for each active or planned AI initiative: 
sponsor, problem statement, value hypothesis, current stage, spend to date, and planned next milestone. No 
slides, no decks– one page. You will be surprised by how many initiatives cannot produce one. 

 
DAYS 31- 60 –SCORE 

Three lenses, one spreadsheet. 

Score each initiative against the three lenses: strategic fit, feasibility given your assets and constraints, and 
alignment with external best practice. Rank them. The top five and the bottom ten will become obvious. The 
middle is where the real conversation happens. 

 
DAYS 61-90 –DECIDE 

Kill five, fund three, govern the rest. 

Shut down the bottom five with a short, written rationale. Formally fund the top three with named owners, 
budget, and kill criteria. Put the remainder into a single monthly portfolio review. This is the orchestration 
layer, in its minimum viable form. 

XÜMAI  A 90-DAY STARTING POINT 
 

 

 
10 A 90-day starting point 
Not every leader can commission a sprint next Monday. If an external engagement is premature, the 
playbook below is what we would tell an executive to do themselves over the next quarter. It will not replace 
a dedicated orchestration effort, but it will surface more truth about your AI portfolio than most organizations 
have ever had. 

 

 

 

 

 
You will not have a perfect portfolio at the end of 90 days. You will have clarity, which is already 
more than most of your competitors have. 
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About XümAI 

 
XümAI is a hybrid strategy & AI consultancy. We 
combine the rigor of a top-tier strategy firm with 
the engineering depth of an AI product studio.  

We don't write decks you file away — we deliver 
funded roadmaps and ship the first pilots 
alongside your teams. 

 
We have run this playbook for European pharma 
leaders, global industrial equipment groups, 
specialty insurers, US banks, German automotive 
suppliers, and agri-food multinationals – across 
sales, manufacturing, R&D, go-to-market, 
marketing, and risk functions. 

 
HOW WE WORK 

 
 Senior consultants that know business 
 Senior tech teams that ship AI systems 

 Fixed-scope, fixed-price, fast-paced.  

 
 
 

 
BOOK A 30 - MINUTE CALL 

 

A candid, confidential review of 
your current AI effort.  

 
® 30-minute working 

conversation with a XümAI 
partner 

® Quick assessment against 
the three lenses 

® Outline of what a funded 
roadmap would look like for 
you 

® Written one-page takeaway 
within 48 hours 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Email 

contact@xum.ai 
 

Web 

xum.ai 
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