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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Monday 10:00, engagement quality
review

Every CTO and head of audit technology at a mid-market European audit firm has had the same
Monday. Fieldguide adoption up thirty-eight percent quarter on quarter. Junior audit hours on routine
testing compressed by thirty-one percent against last year. FRC thematic-review responses all green.
Your head of audit practice opens the partner committee call with the dashboard. She is mid-
sentence when your phone buzzes. The FRC published its 2026 Al thematic review on Friday: four of
the Big Five embedding Al without formal quality KPIs. A competitor mid-market firm just announced
Fieldguide methodology certification as a tender differentiator. Your CSRD partner lead mentioned a
Big Four recruiter call over coffee Thursday. Your managing partner has a CAIO shortlist on her desk.

You have run audit technology for eight years. The pattern used to be simple. Pick the platform. Roll it
out. Hold the partner-approval line. Meet the committee on adoption and cost compression. The
business was understandable.

Something changed. Every peer firm is buying the same platform substrate. Fieldguide closed a
seventy-five-million-dollar Series C from Goldman Sachs in February. Deloitte Omnia and Zora, KPMG
Ignite, EY's one hundred and fifty tax agents, PwC GL.ai complete the same engagement in sixty to
seventy percent of the hours. Your firm cannot match the Big Four on platform spend and cannot
catch Fieldguide on the compression curve. Ninety-five percent of corporate Al deployments produce
no measurable P&L impact, and the gap between what the tools do and what your firm's system
absorbs is where your seat now lives or loses.

You are not buying an Al audit platform. You are choosing who owns the methodology underneath it.
One path makes Fieldguide or CCH your methodology library, and your firm becomes a delivery arm of
whichever vendor won the category. The other path makes your twenty years of CSRD, sector, and
client judgment the proprietary layer, vendor-portable across platform swaps. On one hurdle rate,
platform-utility spend wins every quarter because compression is visible. On one scorecard, the
methodology layer does not exist.

This briefing covers what is happening in your sector, what it means for
the technology you run, and the three questions your leadership should
answer before the next partner committee.
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LENS ONE . YOUR INDUSTRY

Mid-market audit just lost the cost
equation

The Big Four are not experimenting. They are shipping. Deloitte runs Omnia and Zora across
engagement teams. KPMG rolled Ignite and Workbench. EY targets one hundred thousand tax agents
by 2028 from the one hundred and fifty it shipped first. PwC GL.ai is live on general-ledger audit
work. Grant Thornton committed a billion dollars globally over three years. Their platforms complete
the same audit in sixty to seventy percent of the hours, and the gap widens every year. Your firm's
technology budget is two to four percent of revenue. The Big Four run five to seven. You do not close
that gap through spend.

Below the Big Four, the platform race consolidated in February when Fieldguide closed a seventy-five-
million-dollar Series C from Goldman Sachs. Every peer mid-market firm is running a Fieldguide or
CCH Axcess or Mindbridge or Auditboard deployment this year, or defending a decision not to. Baker
Tilly, BDO Nordic, Forvis Mazars, RSM have all picked a substrate. The compression is real. Junior
hours on routine testing fall thirty to forty percent inside twelve months. That is a plateau, not a moat.
Every firm buying the same substrate gets the same compression. The pricing race restarts.

The moat your firm ran on for a decade was methodology depth. The
platform vendors are now absorbing it from below. Every audit-tech
platform wants to sell the methodology library, not just the tooling.

Two regulatory forces reshape the window. Omnibus | reduced CSRD scope by approximately eighty-
five percent in December 2025, concentrating value in fewer higher-stakes mandates. The firms that
build structured CSRD expertise now capture those relationships for a decade. The FRC's 2026
thematic review flagged that all Big Four plus BDO and Forvis Mazars have embedded Al in audit
processes without formal quality KPIs. That gap is both risk and opportunity. The firm that builds
quality-governance traceability first gets regulatory cover. The firm that does not gets flagged in the
next review cycle.
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LENS TwWO : YOUR FUNCTION

Your audit-tech function is feeling it
every day

Your build engine. Fieldguide adoption is at thirty-eight percent. Compression percentage on routine
testing is the dashboard. Quality-governance traceability is not. Your engineers are shipping
integration work, platform configuration, and partner-approval paperwork. The discipline that worked
when the firm wrote its own audit software in 2015 is not the discipline that holds when the platform
vendor is writing the methodology layer underneath your auditors. The review bar on platform-
generated audit evidence has to be documented or the FRC thematic reviewer writes it for you.

Your platform and data. You picked your substrate. Fieldguide, CCH Axcess, Mindbridge,
Auditboard. It does not matter which. What matters is what sits on top. Your firm's twenty years of
engagement history is the asset no vendor can ship. Your CSRD materiality library is specialist IP the
vendor cannot encode for you. Your sector-specific pattern graph for your top three client sectors is
the moat the Big Four cannot replicate at your cost because their platform logic requires reusability.
Buy the substrate. Own the layer on top. The substrate commoditises. The layer compounds.

Your product thesis. Your managing partner asked for the firm's technology thesis at the last
committee meeting. Your answer was the platform roll-out plan. That is a utility thesis, not a strategic
one. Your rate card still assumes specialist premium on CSRD, sector audits, and regulated-industry
work. The premium only holds if the methodology underneath it is proprietary infrastructure, not
partner heads. A joint Pricing Architecture Document with the managing partner and CFO is signed
before any Al-pricing line ships externally.

Your R&D bench. Forty-one percent of graduates leave public accounting within three years. The
routine work that trained juniors into seniors is running on Fieldguide or CCH. No routine work, no
training ground, no senior bench in 2030, no internal CSRD partner in 2032. Your three CSRD
specialist partners carry methodology reasoning that has never been encoded. Two of them are taking
recruiter calls from Big Four firms and audit-tech vendors this quarter. The firm that cuts junior hires
for this year's number has a cheaper function in Q4 and an empty bench in five years.

Your board-level authority. Heidrick's February 2026 data on European Al-strategy ownership: thirty
percent CIO, twenty-three percent CDAO, twenty-one percent CAIO. You are not on the list. Your
managing partner has a CAIO shortlist. Every month without a written authorship claim, the
methodology thesis drifts further from the seat that can defend it. Your Q1 boundary agreement with
the managing partner and the chief risk officer lands before the CAIO hire, not after.
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PLATFORM. METHODOLOGY. CAPITAL.

The moat that matters in 2028 is not
platform parity

Your sector is repricing from above because the Big Four ship proprietary platforms at spend levels
you cannot match. It is repricing from below because Fieldguide and CCH are absorbing methodology
from the platform layer. Your function is compressing because junior hours on routine testing fall thirty
to forty percent inside twelve months of any platform deployment. Same force, two altitudes. But
there is a third thing happening that most mid-market audit-tech leaders have not named yet.

The moat that matters in 2028 is not platform parity with the Big Four. It is the methodology layer your
firm owns on top of whichever substrate you pick. The feature you configure in Fieldguide
commoditises in eighteen months if you do not encode it as proprietary infrastructure. What does not
commoditise: your CSRD materiality library encoded across your engagement history, your sector-
specific pattern graph, your quality-governance traceability the FRC can read, your engagement-
history knowledge store that makes every next audit cheaper. A platform vendor cannot ship this
because they do not have your client base. The Big Four cannot replicate it at your cost because their
platform investment logic requires reusability. You have roughly twenty-four months before the Big
Four mid-market platform tiers consolidate and the pricing race restarts.

From 2008 to 2015, every mid-market audit firm deployed Caseware, IDEA, or ACL. Every firm got the
compression. The firms that encoded their methodology on top owned client relationships for a
decade. The firms that treated the platform as the strategy got swapped out when the next platform
arrived. And the Big Four built Halo, Helix, and the others by eating methodology from below on the
firms that did not own their own layer. The technology was never the miss. The ownership layer was.
The 2013 dashboard went green on tool adoption while the category rewrote underneath.

You can tell which camp a firm is in from a single question. Is the technology
budget you defended at the last partner committee a platform-utility budget,
a methodology-moat budget, or one budget pretending to be one when it is
two? Most mid-market firms cannot answer. The ones that can have already
made the shift.

You have eighteen to twenty-four months. The CTOs who claim the authorship of this decision in Q1
own the technology strategy for the next three years. The ones who wait until the CAIO hire arrives
inherit a seat that has narrowed to platform uptime and tool adoption, and a scorecard that stopped
mattering the quarter the first CSRD mandate went to a competitor on specialist depth.
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What most firms are doing. What the
winners are doing instead.

Every audit-tech CTO has had the Al conversation. Most are making the same four decisions.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE WINNERS' PATH

Deploy Fieldguide, track adoption Deploy the substrate, own the

Compression percentage up. Quality-governance traceability layer
traceability not instrumented. FRC thematic

- ) Quality-governance documentation as first-
review writes the gap next cycle.

class infrastructure. Methodology decision
records mandatory. FRC-visible by design.

Run AI budget through IT, sign the Route tech capital through the
requisition partner committee

CIO owns the roadmap within eighteen months. Two budgets, two hurdle rates. Platform utility
CAIO arrives in Q3. CTO seat narrows to platform delivers compression. Methodology moat
uptime and seat counts. delivers the 2028 specialist premium.

Price CSRD and sector audits on Price on encoded specialist depth,
legacy rate card not partner heads

Premium erodes as Big Four mid-market tiers Methodology library as proprietary

consolidate. Fieldguide-backed competitor wins infrastructure. Joint Pricing Architecture

next tender on methodology certification. Document with MP and CFO signed this quarter.
Cut the junior intake for the Pair juniors with seniors on
headcount win judgment work

Cheaper function this year. Empty succession Juniors in 2026 start on audit judgment and
bench by 2031. External CSRD partner hires at a client dynamics. Eighteen-month

premium the firm cannot absorb. apprenticeship, not five years on tick-and-tie.

Same firm. Same twelve months. Opposite outcomes. The difference is
whether the audit-tech CTO authors the methodology or signs the platform
requisition.
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Build Velocity. R&D Capital Allocation.
Product Defensibility.

Three questions every mid-market audit-tech CTO is tracking. The third is
the crux. The first two are how you earn the right to answer it.

Is our platform
compression
shipping FRC-
defensible
documentation,
or output that
falls over on
review?

Fieldguide adoption at
thirty-eight percent. Junior
hours down thirty-one
percent. Compression is the
dashboard the platform
ships. Quality-governance
traceability is not, and that
is the one the FRC reads.
Buy what the platform can
carry. Own the
documentation layer the
regulator signs off on. The
platform vendor cannot sell
you this because it is your
risk, not theirs.

GRAIL

02 - R&D CAPITAL
ALLOCATION

Is our
technology
budget one
instrument or

two?

Platform-utility capital runs
the existing engagement
model at lower unit cost.
Methodology-moat capital
builds the 2028 specialist
premium. On one hurdle
rate the first wins every
quarter. On one scorecard
the second does not exist.
The CTO who walks into the
partner committee with one
budget runs the same
programme every peer is
running.

INDUSTRY BRIEFING

What does our
firm own that a
Big Four
platform or a
Fieldguide
methodology
library cannot
replicate?

Your firm does not beat the
Big Four on platform
efficiency. What you can
own is the layer on top:
twenty years of CSRD,
sector, and client-specific
judgment encoded as
proprietary infrastructure,
not biographical knowledge
in three specialist partners.
The platform vendors
cannot sell this. The Big
Four cannot match it at
your cost. The window is
eighteen to twenty-four
months.
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FOUR MOVES

What the firms winning this play are
actually doing

Four concrete moves any mid-market audit-tech leader can start this quarter. Each addresses one

sub-function. Together they become one architecture.

1

GRAIL

Build engine: deploy the substrate, instrument quality-governance as first-class

Compression percentage is the vendor's metric. Quality-governance traceability is yours.
Document every material judgment call the platform produces: what the platform flagged,
what your senior reviewed, what was approved, what was overruled. Methodology decision
records mandatory on every FRC-visible engagement. The platform vendor cannot ship this
because it is your regulatory risk, not theirs. Review-bar protocols published for agent-
generated audit evidence. Your infrastructure rides on top of Fieldguide or CCH, not
underneath it.

Platform and data: build the methodology moat on top of the substrate

Three programmes that stack over eighteen months. A CSRD materiality library encoded
across your engagement history, vendor-portable across platform swaps. A sector-specific
pattern graph for your top three client sectors, maintained as structured metadata your audit
teams can walk into a specialist mandate with. A regulatory-interpretation repository fed by
your partners' FRC responses and thematic-review inputs. The substrate commoditises. This
layer compounds because no vendor has your client base.

Product thesis: price on methodology depth, not on platform parity

Do not migrate the whole book. Seat-time pricing holds for compressible routine work where
the platform does the heavy lift. Specialist-value pricing runs on CSRD assurance, sector-
complex mandates, regulated-industry audits, where the methodology layer is the asset. Write
the cannibalisation trigger in Q1: if platform-utility revenue on an account exceeds specialist-
value revenue, trigger the repositioning conversation. The joint Pricing Architecture Document
with your managing partner and CFO is signed before the first Al-pricing line ships externally.

R&D bench: rebuild the junior pathway around senior and agent pairing

Forty-one percent graduate attrition within three years is structural. Your 2025 decision to cut
the intake saves Q1. It empties the 2031 senior bench and the 2033 partner pipeline. Reverse
it. Juniors in 2026 do not start on sampling and tick-and-tie. The platform absorbed that
work. They start on audit judgment, materiality calls, and client-dynamic work paired with a
named senior for their first eighteen months. Your three CSRD specialist partners get
retention upgrades this quarter, and their methodology gets encoded as institutional
infrastructure before they take the next recruiter call.
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GRAIL . HOW WE THINK

The only firm that joins methodology
ownership to working tools

The mid-market audit-tech CTO has four places to go. None can do what we do.

The big tech-transformation practices ship a standardised Al-governance framework scaled across
a sector book. Their cost structure requires reusability. Your seat is idiosyncratic and their audit arms
are your structural competitor.

The audit-tech platform vendors have a quote on your desk. Fieldguide, CCH Axcess, Mindbridge,
Auditboard. Their product is platform adoption measured on seats and compression. Telling you to
own the methodology layer on top reduces their TAM.

The regulatory-tooling vendors sell Workiva, Thomson Reuters, Wolters Kluwer compliance utilities.
Their product logic requires methodology portability across firms. They cannot help you build firm-
specific IP.

An in-house or fractional CAIO splits the seat three ways. Technology, regulatory, methodology. One
person cannot hold all three. Two-thirds of newly-appointed CAIOs spend year one compiling
inventories.

The four options you have already looked at. None can run the
methodology-ownership conversation the seat requires. GRAIL is the

fifth.

WHAT YOU GET WHY IT MATTERS

Senior advisory that speaks platform-floor, not Founded by operators who have carried C-suite
transformation-deck roles and shipped real products

Working tools your team uses the same week Business first, technology second

Custom agents built on your methodology, your Three weeks from first meeting to working tools

clients, your sector library

Your team keeps the infrastructure, you own the IP
The start of a methodology moat your firm owns, not

the vendor Every next step earned by what just shipped, never

assumed
No vendor lock-in at any phase of the engagement
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Three sessions with your tech
leadership. Working tools from week
one.

We start with your technology leadership team because the change cannot
outrun the team's personal understanding of what is possible. Three
workshops. Each delivers standalone value. Each earns the right to the
next.

WORKSHOP 01

How to think

Walk through what is
happening in your sector
and inside your audit-tech
function. Build the first
piece of infrastructure in
the room: a capital-
allocation agent that takes
your real technology
budget, splits it between
platform utility and
methodology moat, and
runs the alternatives
analysis against your
named platform and Big
Four threats.

WORKSHOP 02

Your

methodology
tools

A half-day build. Your
senior audit-tech engineers,
your CSRD specialist
partners, your quality-
governance lead, and your
head of audit practice each
leave with five to ten
working tools. CSRD
materiality library
scaffolding. Sector pattern
graph prototype. Quality-
governance traceability
template. Regulatory-
interpretation repository
shell. Tools your team is
using the same week.

WORKSHOP 03

Ready to run

Refined tools based on real
use. The partner-committee
document that splits the
technology budget into two
instruments with two hurdle
rates. The boundary
agreement with the
managing partner and chief
risk officer on who authors
the methodology thesis.
The joint Pricing
Architecture Document with
your managing partner and
CFO. The eighteen-month
methodology moat build
plan.

Three weeks. No IT project. No partner-committee approval needed to start.

The tools your audit-tech function is already running on when we finish.

GRAIL

INDUSTRY BRIEFING

GRAIL.WORKS -

10



For your next partner committee

The questions where your audit-tech leadership cannot agree on an answer are the ones worth an
hour on the agenda.

Is your technology budget today one instrument or two? If one, what does the

partner committee see that splits platform utility from methodology moat, and
what is the kill criterion on each?

Name the three things your firm encodes on top of Fieldguide, CCH, Mindbridge,
or Auditboard that belong to you, not the vendor. If you cannot name three, that
is the first thing the briefing changes.

If two of your three CSRD specialist partners left for a Big Four firm or an audit-
tech vendor tomorrow, how many months would it take to reconstruct the
methodology reasoning behind your last ten CSRD engagements?

The FRC 2026 thematic review flagged major firms embedding AI without
formal quality KPIs. Is your quality-governance traceability layer FRC-visible
by design, or documented only in individual engagement files?

Heidrick's February 2026 data: thirty percent CIO, twenty-three percent CDAO,
twenty-one percent CAIO on the Al-strategy-ownership list, zero percent CTO. Is
your Q1 authorship agreement with the managing partner and chief risk officer
written, or waiting until after the CAIO shortlist lands?

If any of these produces a disagreement in your technology leadership, that

is the conversation worth having before the partner committee asks.

JOHAN GRONSTEDT - GRAIL - JOHAN@GRAIL.WORKS - GRAIL.WORKS
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IN THIS SERIES

There’s a version of this briefing for
every seat at the table.

GRAIL has produced industry briefings calibrated to the specific reality of each C-suite role.

CEO

Revenue. Margin.
Valuation.

Three numbers your board
reads. Al is rewriting all three
in your industry.

CHRO

Capacity. Capability.
Promise.

The biggest talent transition of
a career. Compete on
capacity, not headcount.

CFO

Capital. Forecast.
Story.

What you allocate this year is
the story your board reads
next year.

» YOU ARE READING

Hall

Moat. Speed.
Allocation.

The platform moat that
survives 2028 is being chosen
this year.

00

Cheaper. Better. Faster.

The triple threat that used to
be a tradeoff is now table
stakes.

HHI

Margin. Pace. Position.

The whole GTM playbook is
being rewritten in real time,
across every commercial team
at once.

Visit grail.works for the full series.

GRAIL

An Al-native management consultancy helping European mid-market leadership teams figure out what
fundamentally changes about their business as Al enters their industry.

www.grail.works



