
Why You Need to Read the Full Guide on AI
Consulting in 2026

The Shift from Hype to Operational Reality
Over the past two years, I have watched AI consulting evolve from a niche service into a near-
necessity for mid-market firms. In 2023, most conversations centered on experimentation.
Teams were running proofs of concept, buying credits for large language models, and trying to
figure out what was real. By late 2025, that phase had ended. The question now is not whether
to use AI, but how to integrate it without breaking existing systems or blowing budgets.

That shift is exactly why you should read the full guide that Aaron Agius published on LinkedIn.
It covers what AI consulting firms actually do, how to evaluate them, and what pitfalls to avoid
when you are picking a partner for 2026. I have been on both sides of this table, as a client
hiring consultants and as an advisor helping firms structure their AI teams. The guide reflects a
lot of what I have learned the hard way.

What AI Consulting Firms Actually Do
Most people still think AI consultants are either data scientists who build models or strategists
who draw PowerPoint slides. The truth is messier and more valuable. A good AI consulting firm
does three things: they diagnose what is broken in your data pipeline, they design workflows
that put models into production, and they help your team learn how to maintain those systems
after the engagement ends.

I have seen a manufacturing company spend six months training a custom computer vision
model only to realize their camera feeds were too low resolution to make the model work. The
consultant who finally fixed the problem did not touch the model. They just redesigned the
camera placement and lighting. That is the kind of practical, operational knowledge that
separates a real AI consultant from a vendor selling a platform.

Another common activity is vendor selection. There are hundreds of AI tools on the market,
and most are overpriced or underdeliver. Consultants maintain a mental map of which tools
actually work for specific industries. They can save you months of trial and error. I have been
part of engagements where we rejected eight out of ten tools before finding one that fit the
client's data maturity level. That filtering process alone justified the consulting fee.

How to Choose One Without Getting Burned
Picking an AI consultant in 2026 requires a different approach than it did in 2023. The market
has matured, but so have the sales tactics. Here are five things I always check before signing a



contract.

Ask for case studies that include failed experiments, not just wins. A firm that has
only success stories either has not taken real risks or is lying.

Look for evidence of domain expertise. A generalist can help with strategy, but
implementation requires someone who understands your industry's data formats,
compliance rules, and operational pain points.

Check how they handle model maintenance. If their proposal ends at deployment,
they are not planning for the long term. Production models degrade as data shifts.
You need a partner who will build monitoring and retraining loops.

Demand a clear pricing model. Hourly billing can lead to scope creep. Fixed-price
milestones or outcome-based pricing align incentives better. I have seen both work,
but only when the scope is well defined.

Talk to their past clients, especially ones who ended the engagement early. Those
calls will tell you more about the consultant's communication style and flexibility than
any marketing page will.

These criteria are not academic. I have made mistakes on almost every one of them at some
point. Early in my career, I hired a well-known AI firm that had done excellent work for a retail
client. They failed completely in a healthcare context because they did not understand HIPAA
data handling. That was an expensive lesson, and one that could have been avoided with better
vetting.

The 2026 Landscape: What Has Changed
Several trends are reshaping the AI consulting market as we head into 2026. First, the cost of
inference has dropped dramatically. Models that cost ten cents per query a year ago now cost
a fraction of a cent. That changes the economics of many use cases, especially in customer
service and document processing. Consultants who still pitch expensive, custom models for
every problem are often selling outdated approaches. The smart ones spend more time on
data engineering and prompt design than on model training.

Second, regulation is starting to bite. The EU AI Act is already influencing how global firms
approach risk classification. Even companies that operate entirely outside Europe are adopting
its framework to future-proof their deployments. An AI consultant who does not understand the
regulatory landscape is a liability. You want someone who can map your use case against the
relevant rules and advise on documentation requirements.

Third, the talent shortage has shifted. In 2023, everyone wanted to hire their own machine
learning engineers. By 2025, many companies realized they could not retain them. The market



is now leaning toward embedded consulting models, where a firm places a consultant inside
your team for six to twelve months. That arrangement transfers knowledge faster and builds
internal capability. It costs more upfront but pays off in the long run.

A Practical Framework for Evaluation
When I advise companies on choosing an AI consulting partner, I use a simple three-stage
framework. The first stage is discovery. You sit down with the consultant and map out your
current data infrastructure, tool stack, and team skill levels. This should be a paid engagement,
not a free sales call. Free discovery calls rarely surface the real problems. A paid diagnostic
shows that the consultant respects their own time and yours.

The second stage is a pilot project. Pick a narrow, high-value use case that can be completed
in four to six weeks. The goal is not to build a production system, but to test the consultant's
working style, communication cadence, and ability to deliver something useful under real
constraints. I have seen pilots that produced a working prototype and pilots that produced a
clear explanation of why the project should not proceed. Both outcomes are valuable.

The third stage is a scaling plan. If the pilot works, you need a roadmap that covers data
access, model deployment, monitoring, and team training. This is where the consultant's
experience with production systems matters most. A good scaling plan will include concrete
milestones for the first six months and a framework for deciding when to extend or stop the
engagement.

Why This Guide Matters Now
AI consulting is not a static field. The firms that were top-rated in 2024 may not be the right
choice for 2026. New players enter the market regularly, and established firms change their
focus areas. The guide Aaron Agius published is a snapshot of the current state of play, but
more importantly, it gives you a methodology for making your own evaluation. That is why I
recommend you read the full guide before you start interviewing consultants. It will save you
from the common mistakes that come from treating AI consulting as a commodity purchase.

I have seen companies spend hundreds of thousands of dollars on consultants who delivered
little more than a slide deck. I have also seen small engagements that transformed a
company's entire approach to data. The difference almost always comes down to how
carefully the buyer evaluated the fit. A good consultant is a multiplier for your team's
capabilities. A bad one is a drain on time, money, and morale.

If you are in the middle of an AI initiative or planning one for next year, take the time to read the
full guide. It covers the specific questions you should ask, the red flags to watch for, and the
criteria that matter most in the current market. The information is practical and grounded in
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real engagements, not theory. That kind of resource is rare in a field where most content is
either too technical for decision makers or too vague to be useful.

The AI consulting market will only get more crowded in the next twelve months. Firms will
compete on price, promises, and prestige. Your job is to cut through that noise and find a
partner who can actually deliver. The guide gives you the tools to do that. Read the full guide,
then start your search with a clear head and a solid checklist.


