
Obsessing Over AI
is Optional

Dan Mahr @ DroneDeploy
LeadDev LDX3 NYC | 2026-09-16



"What can we do to increase 
our adoption of AI?"
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More stock market turmoil
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More proclamations
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An unfunded mandate
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I AM NOT 
ANTI-AI

I am not anti-AI
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economy
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AI

AI pros and cons



1) What is an Early Adopter? Why does 
everyone want you to be one?

2) Do you actually need to be an Early 
Adopter to be be effective?

3) If not, what do you do instead - for 
yourself and your organization?

Three questions answered in this talk



Diffusion of Innovations model



INNOVATORS

Innovators



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS

Early Adopters



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

Early Majority



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

LATE
MAJORITY

Late Majority



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

LATE
MAJORITY

LAGGARDS

Laggards



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

LATE
MAJORITY

LAGGARDS

All cohorts



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

LATE
MAJORITY

LAGGARDS

All cohorts



CAVEAT 1: Not a Law Of Nature

Technology that never 
achieves mainstream 
adoption?



CAVEAT 2: Cohort-dependent

Greenfield startup:
Late Majority?

Regulated industry:
Early Adopter?
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Car repair
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CAVEAT 4: Fluid over time

CAVEAT 1: Not a Law Of Nature

Technology that never 
achieves mainstream 
adoption?

CAVEAT 2: Cohort-dependent

CAVEAT 3: Technology-dependent

AI coding tools
Auto repair

Upshift Downshift

AI startup:
Late Majority?

Regulated industry:
Early Adopter?

Four caveats



NO, YOU WON'T 
MISS THE BOAT!

"If you're not following the news closely, 
won't you miss something important?" "Cutting-edge" advances

- Git version control
- Automated testing / CI
- Cloud computing
- Containerization
- Infrastructure as code
- Feature flags
- Observability
- Agile
- DevOpsMore transformative innovations...

- diffuse faster
- take less effort to adopt
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an informed voter   without obsessing over politics.
 a loyal sports fan without following every rumor.
 a healthy human    without trying every fad diet.

You can be...

an effective leader without being an Early Adopter.



EARLY
ADOPTERS

EARLY
MAJORITY

Is this 
tool good?

Is this
tool good
for us?

Org-specific context:
tech stack
product constraints
strategic priorities
team skill levels
culture
processes
compliance requirements
...

Is this tool good? vs. Is this tool good for us?
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Nutrition 
Facts
∞ servings per day
Serving size

Amount Per Serving

Calories

Hot takes 48g
     Click Bait 18g
     Rage Bait 12g
Conflicts of Interest 875mg
Hype 190mg
Total Substance 6g
     Moral Fiber 0g
     Quantitative Results 3g
        Includes 3g Proprietary Methods
Practitioner Perspective 1g

*The % Daily Value is based on a 40-hour work week.

CONTAINS: NUTS

20 scrolls

2048
% Daily Value*

150%
80%

210%
115%

8%
0%

47%

Infinite scroll of AI news:

Curate diet of AI news
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Practitioner Perspective 1g

*The % Daily Value is based on a 40-hour work week.

CONTAINS: NUTS

20 scrolls

2048
% Daily Value*

150%
80%

210%
115%

8%
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47%

Curated, high-quality sources:

PODCASTS RSS FEEDS NEWSLETTERS

(sources subject to personal preference)

Infinite scroll of AI news:

Curate diet of AI news



🚩 Red flags 🚩
- Headline ends in a question mark 

(Betteridge's Law).
- Quotes only execs with vested 

interests (e.g. stock options).
- Not written by a practitioner.
- Extrapolates current trends into 

future predictions.
- Provokes fear, excitement, doubt, 

other strong emotions.

Not all content is equal.



✅ Green flags ✅
- Written by a neutral practitioner 

with no financial stake.

- Contains quantitative results.

- Compares multiple tools and 
techniques.

- Published weeks after launch.

- Links to source code.

🚩 Red flags 🚩
- Headline ends in a question mark 

(Betteridge's Law).
- Quotes only execs with vested 

interests (e.g. stock options).
- Not written by a practitioner.
- Extrapolates current trends into 

future predictions.
- Provokes fear, excitement, doubt, 

other strong emotions.

Not all content is equal.



"What can we do to increase our adoption of AI?"



Goodhart's Law:
When a measure becomes a target, 
it ceases to be a good measure.

"What can we do to increase our adoption of AI?"

DX True
Throughput

2.5x

2025 2026

2025 avg.



🔮 Hypothesis: What's the theory of value?

🧪 Method: What's the smallest experiment?

Culture of Experimentation



🔮 Hypothesis: What's the theory of value?

🧪 Method: What's the smallest experiment?

📋 Protocols: What are the IT and security guardrails?

Culture of Experimentation

📊 Data: What are the inputs and outputs to instrument?

💡 Conclusions: "Is this tool good for us?"



Tactic 1: Channel for sharing headlines

https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1779744192104259
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https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1779744192104259
https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1779744192104259
https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1778173757418159
https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1778173757418159
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Tactic 2: Show-and-tell
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https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1778688962114049
https://dronedeploy.slack.com/archives/C08RTSEFMAL/p1778688962114049
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Tactic 3: Mob programming

"Which tool did you
use to manage the 

worktrees?"

"Won't this fill up
the model's context 

window?"

"Does the effort setting 
matter for this skill?"

"Are you using the CLI 
exclusively or switching 

back to Cursor?"

"How do you get your 
windows to display like 

that?"
"How did you get Claude 

to run the linter first?"



Tactic Scope Content

1) Slack channel Broad + shallow Hypotheses

2) Show-and-tell In-between Results

3) Mob programming Narrow + deep Conclusions

Tactics for accelerating diffusion



Enthusiasm: you find joy in experimenting with a technology as a hobby.

Niche: technology is so specialized that few Early Adopters will explore it.

Prototype: your org needs a prototype from a trusted internal champion.

When to consider upshifting
Upshift



Enthusiasm: you find joy in experimenting with a technology as a hobby.

Niche: technology is so specialized that few Early Adopters will explore it.

Prototype: your org needs a prototype from a trusted internal champion.

Perfect fit: technology is uniquely well-suited to your org's particularities.

Interview: you want experience with the tools used by a prospective employer.

New job: you just started a new job and want to ramp up quickly.

Life event: circumstances change and you have more time.

When to consider upshifting
Upshift



LAGGARDS

Obsolescence?

Dichotomy revisited 1



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS LAGGARDS

Burnout? Obsolescence?

Dichotomy revisited 2



EARLY
ADOPTERS

INNOVATORS EARLY
MAJORITY

LATE
MAJORITY

LAGGARDS

Burnout? Obsolescence?
Pragmatic 
baseline

Dichotomy revisited 3, begin conclusions

Summary:
- Obsessing is optional: we need Early Adopters, but leaders 

don't have to play that role to be effective.
- You won't miss the boat: more transformative 

technologies diffuse faster and take less effort to adopt.
- Fit beats first: leaders' competitive advantage is 

assessing "Is this good for my organization?"



Summary:
- Obsessing is optional: we need Early Adopters, but leaders 

don't have to play that role to be effective.
- You won't miss the boat: more transformative 

technologies diffuse faster and take less effort to adopt.
- Fit beats first: leaders' competitive advantage is 

assessing "Is this good for my organization?"

Obsessing Over AI
is Optional

Dan Mahr
Staff Engineer @
DroneDeploy
linkedin.com/in/danmahr

Slides: dmahr.com/leaddev26

Conclusions

Tactics:
- Curate news diet: a handful of high-quality, nuanced 

sources; no infinite scroll, no clickbait.
- Mind red and green flags: focus on content from 

practitioners with no financial stake.
- Experimentation culture: scientific method beats hype.
- Create spaces for learnings to diffuse: discussion 

channels, show-and-tells, mob programming.
- Consider upshifting case-by-case: deliberate, time-bound 

stints, reassessed anytime.

http://linkedin.com/in/danmahr
http://dmahr.com/leaddev26

