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2026 Executive AI Readiness Checklist
FROM PILOT TO PRODUCTION
A one-page scorecard for data leaders to reduce risk, govern AI, and protect ROI.
Prepared by Gambill Data Architecture Team

Executive Summary
In 2026, AI ROI depends less on choosing the "best" model and more on building the right operating environment. Use this checklist to assess whether your organization has the data trust, 
governance, and operating discipline required to move from pilot to production. Check each statement that is true today, then score your readiness at the bottom.

PILLAR 1

Data Trust & Foundations
"You cannot build gold on top of garbage."

□ Unified namespace: We maintain a single source of truth in a 
Lakehouse architecture, such as Databricks or Fabric.

□ Lineage and auditability: We can trace model outputs back to 
the exact data, feature, and pipeline version that produced them.

□ Real-time readiness: Priority data flows meet sub-5-minute 
latency where agentic or near-real-time decisions require it.

□ Metadata maturity: Critical data products are cataloged with 
business definitions, ownership, and quality rules.

PILLAR 2

Governance & Compliance
"EU AI Act readiness starts in the architecture, not at the end of the 
project."

□ Automated logging: Every model interaction is timestamped, 
logged, and retained in an audit-ready format.

□ Human-in-the-loop: High-impact workflows include a clear stop 
button, override path, and accountable owner.

□ Bias and drift monitoring: We alert on feature drift, accuracy 
decay, and threshold breaches before business impact escalates.

□ PII scrubbing: Sensitive customer and employee data is 
removed or masked before prompts reach third-party APIs.

PILLAR 3

Infrastructure & MLOps Discipline
"Stop treating AI like a science project and start treating it like 
software."

□ Multi-model optionality: We can shift between providers or 
self-hosted models within 24 hours if cost, risk, or terms change.

□ Cost attribution: Inference and GPU spend can be traced to 
the business unit, product, or use case driving it.

□ CI/CD for LLMs: Prompts, evaluations, and model 
configurations are version-controlled and deployed through 
repeatable workflows.

□ Definition of done: Every AI initiative has explicit latency, 
quality, adoption, and risk criteria before release.

The Gambill Verdict
0-4 checked | CRITICAL RISK - AI theater, weak controls, and elevated regulatory or financial 
exposure.
5-8 checked | PROTOTYPE PHASE - Functional tools exist, but operating discipline is not yet strong 
enough to scale ROI.
9-12 checked | PRODUCTION READY - You are positioned to treat AI as a governed, measurable, 
competitive data asset.

Next Step
Need an outside assessment? Gambill Data provides fractional data architecture leadership to audit 
your stack, reduce vendor risk, and build the pipelines your business can trust.
Contact: chris.gambill@gambilldataengineering.com
We do not just build pipelines; we build data assets the business can trust.


