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sights, data must be aggregated and 
standardized. External AI specialists 
can streamline preparation, validation 
and management, ensuring model-
ready data.

AI service providers have a major 
advantage over airlines, since they 
have the ability to leverage economies 
of scale—lower development costs, 
shared infrastructure and top-tier tal-
ent. External AI firms also continu-
ously refine algorithms based on in-
dustry input, which could give airlines 
access to battle-tested solutions and 
knowledge at a fraction of the cost 
and time. These adaptable, scalable 
tools could allow airlines to expand 

or adjust usage with-
out overhauling their 
tech stack.

AI development 
carries considerable 
risk. Data misinter-
pretation, errors and 
system failures can 
lead to financial loss, 
reputational damage 
or even safety con-
cerns. External AI 
teams invest in com-
pliance frameworks to 
ensure adherence to 
industry regulations 
on data privacy and 

cybersecurity. They are contractually 
accountable for delivering reliable, 
auditable AI solutions—something 
internal teams may struggle to main-
tain consistently.

An often-overlooked advantage of 
outsourced AI tools is rigorous bias 
control and independent model valida-
tion, which can reduce legal and repu-
tational risks. In-house AI efforts of-
ten overlook these safeguards, creat-
ing blind spots in risk management.

Airlines thrive by focusing on their 
core strengths, not by becoming AI 
developers. Entrusting AI innovation 
to specialized providers is not just 
strategic, it is essential to staying 
competitive and getting ahead in an 
industry where rapid advancement is 
the norm. 

idly, airlines risk mounting costs in an 
endless race to keep up.

Falling behind also weakens any 
competitive edge that AI solutions 
provide. The FAA’s Roadmap for AI 
Safety Assurance stresses the need 
for incremental adoption and con-
tinuous updates. Specialized AI pro-
viders offer dedicated expertise, help-
ing airlines stay ahead while focusing 
on core operations.

Building AI models is just the begin-
ning. Production models require ongo-
ing monitoring for drift, ethical use 
and scalability to meet user needs—
costs that are often grossly underesti-
mated. External AI providers offer the 
expertise and infrastructure to man-
age demand fluctuations, regular up-
dates and maintenance and compre-
hensive oversight, all while meeting 
internal performance requirements.

AI solutions rely on clean, consis-
tent data. Airlines have diligently 
stored electronic data since the early 
2000s. Those decades-old records are 
often messy, full of inconsistent data 
entry and language, and are scattered 
across legacy systems, modern plat-
forms and even handwritten notes. 
Before AI can deliver meaningful in-

Innovations driven by artificial intel-
ligence (AI) that predict maintenance 
needs, optimize operations and en-
hance customer experience are captur-
ing the attention of airline executives. 
While building proprietary AI tools 
may seem exciting, looking for prod-
ucts and services developed by special-
ized AI firms is the smarter choice.

Airlines excel in logistics, safety, 
customer service and travel manage-
ment—core competencies honed over 
years of success. AI development, 
however, falls outside of these priori-
ties. Diverting focus to build an inter-
nal AI program can lead to financial 
strain, delayed adoption and lost com-
petitive advantage (as seen in other 
industries). Tools developed by spe-
cialized AI providers allow airlines to 
stay focused on flying while leveraging 
cutting-edge AI solutions.

Airlines struggle to attract top AI 
talent, since people with such exper-
tise often favor fast-paced industries, 
tech giants (such as Google or Micro-
soft) and AI-driven startups that offer 
higher salaries, flexible schedules and 
thriving tech cultures. A Deloitte Avi-
ation Outlook report notes that 68% of 
aviation executives see recruiting spe-
cialized tech talent such as data scien-
tists and AI experts as their most 
substantial business challenge. With-
out these experts, airlines will find it 
nearly impossible to sustain competi-
tive internal AI initiatives.

Building an internal AI program is 
costly and time-consuming, too. AI 
Paygrades reports that a median sal-
ary of $336,613 for top AI talent, mean-
ing a three-person team alone exceeds 
$1.4 million annually. Beyond salaries, 
airlines must invest in high-perfor-
mance computing, cloud services, ad-
vanced infrastructure and expensive 
model training—resources that take 
time to develop. With AI evolving rap-

A irlines operate in a highly competitive, safety-critical 
environment, making artificial intelligence an invalu-
able tool—especially in such data-rich areas as air-

craft maintenance and reliability.

Build or Buy?
Why airlines might benefit from using external  
AI tools instead of building them in-house

Companies that develop AI tools in-house could face 
data, cost and talent challenges.
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Cameron Byrd is CEO and 
founder of AIXI Inc., where he 
blends expertise in artificial 
intelligence, computer science, 
engineering and mathematics 
with his passion for aviation. 
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