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Scan → Pilot → Scale Implementation Guide for Manufacturing SMEs



About this guide
This guide helps manufacturing SMEs move from an initial AI idea to a controlled pilot and then to wider operational adoption while reducing operational, cybersecurity, and governance risks.

The phased approach encourages organisations to test AI systems carefully before large-scale deployment and helps reduce risks linked to poor planning, weak oversight, or uncontrolled implementation.

The guide is intended to support internal planning discussions, supplier conversations, pilot projects, and safer AI adoption across manufacturing environments.
1. AI Adoption Journey Overview
	Stage
	Main Goal
	Key Focus
	Expected Outcome

	Scan
	Identify the right problem
	Business value and feasibility
	Clear AI opportunity identified

	Pilot
	Test safely on a small scale
	Validation and oversight
	Controlled proof of value

	Scale
	Expand gradually
	Governance and resilience
	Safer long-term adoption


2. Scan — Identify the Right Use Case
The scanning phase helps organisations understand whether AI is genuinely needed and whether the organisation is prepared for adoption.
☐Identify one clear operational problem or improvement area.
☐ Check whether AI is genuinely needed or whether simpler automation is enough.
☐ Review available data, system readiness, staff capability, and cyber risks.
☐ Define success criteria before selecting suppliers or technologies.
☐ Discuss expected operational impact before implementation.

Key observations / planning notes:



3. Pilot — Test Safely on a Small Scale
	Pilot Area
	Status
	Notes

	Controlled testing environment established
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	

	Human oversight included
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	

	Cybersecurity controls reviewed
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	

	Operational impact assessed
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	

	Staff feedback collected
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	

	Performance and reliability reviewed
	☐ Complete   ☐ In Progress
	



Pilot projects should remain limited in scope until organisations understand the risks, limitations, and operational impact of the AI system.
4. Scale — Expand Only When Proven
	Scaling Area
	Ready
	Needs Review
	Not Ready

	Governance processes
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Monitoring and maintenance
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Incident response planning
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Staff training
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Supplier management
	☐
	☐
	☐

	Rollback procedures
	☐
	☐
	☐



Scale gradually after clear value and acceptable risk are demonstrated.
Document monitoring, ownership, maintenance, and escalation procedures.
Train staff before wider deployment.
Prepare rollback plans if operational problems occur.
5. Common Implementation Risks
Deploying AI too quickly without testing.
Weak supplier transparency or documentation.
Poor human oversight during operational use.
Over-reliance on AI recommendations.
Lack of monitoring after deployment.
Scaling systems before risks are understood.
6. Suggested Next Steps
Start with one small, low-risk use case.
Review suppliers carefully before deployment.
Include cybersecurity and governance controls early.
Use pilot projects before scaling widely.
Review performance and risks regularly after deployment.


Sources
National Cyber Security Centre. Guidelines for Secure AI System Development.
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/collection/guidelines-secure-ai-system-development

National Institute of Standards and Technology. AI Risk Management Framework (AI RMF).
https://www.nist.gov/itl/ai-risk-management-framework

Made Smarter UK.
https://www.madesmarter.uk/
Disclaimer
This guide provides general guidance for manufacturing SMEs considering AI adoption. Organisations should adapt the guidance to their own operational environments, systems, suppliers, and governance responsibilities.
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