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THE FOUNDER'S GUIDE

The Al vs Hype Playbook

What actually works in 2026, what to ignore, and how to tell the difference before you
spend the budget. From a team with over 10 years of real Al advisory experience.

By Sachin Shah, SS Consultancy Group | 2026 Edition
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INTRODUCTION

Why 2026 is the most dangerous year yet to
get Al wrong

The hype cycle has peaked. Every vendor has added Al to their product. Every conference has three
panels about it. Every board is asking about it. And in this environment, the pressure to do something —
anything — with Al has never been higher.

That pressure is where the most expensive mistakes get made. Companies buy tools they do not need
because a competitor announced something. They build applications that solve problems nobody has.
They hire Al leads who understand the technology but not the business. And they spend the next 18
months trying to justify an investment that was never properly scoped.

This playbook is about cutting through that. What Al actually delivers value in 2026, what is mostly noise,
and how to make decisions that hold up when the hype fades.

The companies that get Al right in 2026 are not the ones doing the most. They
are the ones doing the right things with ruthless focus.
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PART ONE

What the data actually shows

Before identifying what works, it is worth understanding the landscape honestly. The numbers are not
encouraging for most Al initiatives, which is precisely why a clear framework for decision-making matters.

40% 85% 3X

Companies that can show measurable ) o o Higher ROl when Al is tied to a specific
o ) Al projects failing to deliver intended .
ROI from Al within 12 months (McKinsey commercial problem vs general
value (Gartner) -
2024) productivity

The pattern across failing Al initiatives is consistent. They start with the technology and work backwards to
the use case. They are scoped for aspiration rather than current reality. And they lack a clear commercial
owner who is accountable for the outcome.

The pattern across successful ones is equally consistent. A specific, current business problem. A clear
definition of success in commercial terms. A time-boxed proof of concept before full investment. And a
senior person accountable for delivery.
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PART TWO

What actually works: the highest-value Al
use cases in 2026

Revenue and sales operations

Al applied to sales is consistently one of the highest-return use cases. Call summarisation that pulls out
next steps automatically. Lead scoring based on behaviour and fit. Pipeline risk monitoring that surfaces
accounts likely to churn before the account manager notices. These are not flashy applications. They are
operational tools that save hours every week and make the sales team sharper.

Customer success and support

Al can handle a significant proportion of support queries without a human in the loop, as long as it is
trained on the right content and handed off correctly at the right point. More importantly, Al can monitor
customer health signals across your entire base and flag accounts that need attention before they churn.
For SaaS businesses, this is one of the fastest ways to reduce churn without adding headcount.

Internal knowledge and operations

Most businesses have information locked in documents, emails, and people's heads. An Al tool that can
search across that and give a direct answer saves an enormous amount of time. These internal tools are
often the quickest wins because they do not require customer-facing rollout or complex integration.

Content and communications at scale

Al is not a replacement for good writing. But it is an effective tool for first drafts, reformatting content for
different channels, and maintaining consistency at scale. The key is building the workflow properly, not just
giving people access to a chat interface and calling it an Al strategy.
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PART THREE

What is mostly hype: the Al investments to
guestion

General-purpose Al chatbots deployed without clear use cases

Adding a chatbot to your website or internal systems without a specific problem it is solving is one of the
most common Al wastes. A chatbot that answers the questions nobody was asking, trained on content that
was not designed for it, creates work rather than reducing it. Define the problem first.

Al tools bought to signal Al readiness

If the primary reason for buying a tool is to be able to say you are using Al, that is a communications
strategy, not a technology strategy. It will not hold up in a board meeting with a non-executive who has
seen real Al deployments, and it will not show up in any business metric that matters.

Building custom Al when off-the-shelf exists

Custom Al builds are justified when the use case is unique, the data is proprietary, or the competitive
advantage comes specifically from doing something differently. For anything else, a configurable
off-the-shelf product will deliver better value faster. The engineering hours spent building something that
already exists are engineering hours not spent on your actual product.

Al initiatives without a commercial owner

Any Al initiative that sits entirely in the technology team, without a commercial owner who is accountable
for the business outcome, is at risk. Technology teams are excellent at building things. They are less
naturally oriented to asking whether the thing should be built at all, and whether the output will change a
business metric that matters.

The best question to ask about any Al initiative is: what business metric will
this improve, by how much, and by when? If the answer is vague, the initiative
iS not ready.
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PART FOUR

The decision framework: how to evaluate
any Al initiative

Before committing budget or resource to any Al initiative, run it through these five questions:

1. What specific problem does this solve?

Not a category of problem. A specific, current problem with a measurable cost. If the problem is hard to
quantify, it is hard to build a business case for the solution.

2. How does success get measured?

Define success in commercial terms before you start. Revenue generated, cost reduced, time saved
multiplied by a cost rate, churn prevented. If you cannot define success before you start, you will not know
whether you have succeeded when you finish.

3. Build, buy, or partner?

Be honest about whether this is genuinely unique to your business or whether a product exists that solves
it adequately. The build-vs-buy decision is a strategy decision, not a technology decision.

4. What is the 30-day proof of concept?

No initiative should go to full implementation without a time-boxed proof of concept. Set a 30-day window,
define success criteria upfront, and make a clear decision at the end. This is the single most effective way
to reduce the risk of an expensive Al mistake.

5. Who is accountable?

Every Al initiative needs a single owner who is accountable for delivery and outcomes. Not a committee.
One person. If that person does not exist, the initiative is not ready to start.
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CLOSING

Where to start

The best Al strategy in 2026 is not the most ambitious one. It is the most focused one. Identify one or two
specific use cases where Al can create measurable impact in the next 12 months. Define success clearly.
Run a proof of concept. Measure the result. Then decide whether to scale, adjust, or stop.

This approach will produce better outcomes than a broad Al programme with ten initiatives, a dedicated Al
team, and a strategy presentation that impresses at conferences but does not show up in the P&L;

We have been advising on Al since Fortune 500 enterprises were working out what RPA and Machine
Learning meant. We have seen every version of this cycle. The companies that get it right are the ones
that stay focused, stay honest, and connect every Al initiative back to a commercial outcome that matters.

We work with Founders and CEOs at Seed through Series B on Al strategy that
holds up under scrutiny. If you want a straight conversation about what Al
should and should not be doing in your business, get in touch.

SS Consultancy Group | ssconsultancygroup.com | ssconsultancygroup@outlook.com
Statistics referenced: McKinsey State of Al 2024, Gartner Al Project Success Research, SS Consultancy Group proprietary advisory

experience across 10+ years including Fortune 500 enterprise Al engagements.
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