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Initiatives Pave the Cowpath
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A bank rolls out a generative Al assistant for its loan officers. Six months in, decision
quality is unchanged, throughput is up twelve percent, and the executive deck calls it a
win. The truth is uglier. The workflow they accelerated should not exist. Three of the five
approval steps were artifacts of a 2008 risk policy that nobody has reread since. Al made

the wrong process faster.

This is the most common failure mode in enterprise Al today, and it has a name: paving
the cowpath. You take the path the cows wandered into and you pave it. The road is now

smoother. It is still going to the wrong place.

The question every Al initiative should answer first

Before any model gets fine-tuned or any agent gets deployed, one question separates the

transformations from the theater:

If we were starting this work from scratch today, with Al in the room from

day one, would the workflow look anything like what we have now?

If the honest answer is no, you have a reimagination problem, not an automation
opportunity. Layering Al on top of the existing workflow will produce a faster version of
waste. The compounding cost shows up two years later, when a competitor who started

from the blank page is doing the same job with a quarter of the headcount.

“When you take AI and accelerate a workflow that shouldn't exist, you

don't create transformation. You create faster waste.”

Five signals every Al transformation must transmit



Reimagination is the first signal. There are four more, and missing any one of them

produces a predictable failure mode:

Reimagination. Are you redesigning the work, or layering Al on top of the workflow

you already have?

Agentification. Are Al agents actually deployed and accountable for outcomes, or are

they stuck in pilot decks?

Data & Context. Do your agents have access to the proprietary context that makes

them yours, not generic?

Absorption. When something works in one team, how quickly does the rest of the

organization adopt it?

Rails. Trust, governance, and kill-switches. Without them, leadership will not sign off

on production.

The five pathologies, by name

The reverse-lookup is what makes the diagnostic actionable. Each missing signal produces

a named pathology. Once a leader hears the name of what is broken, they do not need a

sixty-page report:

Faster Horses. Reimagination is missing. You automated the workflow you already

had. The output is faster, the model of the work is unchanged.

PowerPoint Al. Agentification is missing. Decks describe what AI will do. Production

systems do not yet do it.

Hallucination. Data and context are missing. Generic models making confident

claims with no proprietary grounding.

Organ Rejection. Absorption is missing. One team made it work. The rest of the

organization rejected the transplant.

Pilot Purgatory. Rails are missing. Promising pilots that never get production

approval because nobody trusts what happens when something breaks.



“The reverse-lookup is the diagnostic. The pathology name is what

makes a leader stop and think.”

How to use the test in practice

For any Al initiative on your roadmap, walk through the five signals before approving the
spend. Score honestly, not aspirationally. Your weakest signal names your pathology. The
pathology tells you what to fix on Monday morning, which is almost never “buy more

compute.”

The reason this matters more in 2026 than it did in 2024 is that the cost of being wrong is
no longer just the wasted budget on the failed pilot. It is the eighteen months of advantage
you hand to a competitor who reimagined the work while you were busy accelerating

yours.
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Pilot Purgatory: Why 75% of Al Pilots Never Reach Production
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What Is Organizational Metabolism?
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Find out which pathology you're closest to

Five minutes. Twenty-five questions. A score, an archetype, and the named pathology

you're closest to.

Take the RADAR Diagnostic
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