


E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

What changes for the B2B industrial
company as AI enters its industry

Industrial B2B companies built their competitive advantage on one thing: application knowledge. The

ability to look at a customer's process, understand the real problem behind the stated requirement,

and recommend the right solution from a catalogue of thousands. That capability lives in a handful of

senior technical sellers and application engineers. It took them fifteen years to accumulate. It exists

only in their heads.

This is the structural vulnerability. The performance gap between top and average sellers in industrial

B2B is not a training problem. Training programs have been running for decades and the gap has not

closed. It is a knowledge distribution problem. The top performers carry application knowledge,

competitive intelligence, and customer history that no CRM, no training module, and no process

manual has ever captured. When those people retire or leave, the knowledge walks out with them. The

revenue follows twelve to eighteen months later.

AI changes the equation for the first time. The knowledge that took fifteen years to accumulate in

individual experts can now be extracted from work artifacts that already exist: call transcripts, project

reports, application records, meeting notes. It can be encoded and served to any seller or engineer at

the point of need. The expert does not need to do anything different. The company that builds this

infrastructure first closes the performance gap between its best and average people. That is not an

incremental improvement. That is competing like an organization twice its size.

The paradox is that most industrial companies are investing heavily in AI for products, predictive

maintenance, and IoT platforms. Only four percent of Nordic B2B manufacturers report strong AI

returns. The commercial and delivery layer where revenue is actually generated gets nothing. The gap

between where the investment goes and where the revenue comes from is the opportunity.

This briefing is about what happens when the knowledge that built your
margins finally becomes institutional, and how a management team makes
that move before the best experts leave.
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T H E  S H I F T

Expert knowledge was scarce. That
scarcity is ending.

The competitive advantage in industrial B2B has always rested on scarce individuals who understand

both the product and the customer's application deeply enough to add value beyond a catalogue.

That scarcity created the margin structure. Customers paid premium prices because the seller

understood their process, their constraints, and their real requirements in ways a product spec sheet

never could. The margin was the knowledge premium.

The scarcity was self-reinforcing. Application knowledge accumulated through years of field

experience, hundreds of site visits, thousands of conversations. It could not be taught in a classroom.

It could not be written down in a manual. The experts themselves often could not articulate what they

knew. They just knew. And the companies that employed them charged accordingly.

The performance gap between your best and average sellers is not a
training problem. Training has never closed it. The gap is structural. AI
closes it for the first time.

AI breaks the scarcity in a specific way. It does not replace the expert's judgment. It extracts the

patterns from their work: the questions they ask on first site visits, the product combinations they

recommend for specific applications, the competitive responses they use, the follow-up sequences

that close complex deals. That extraction happens from artifacts that already exist. No documentation

project required. The result is that a seller with three years of experience, augmented by AI trained on

the best performers' patterns, delivers preparation quality that previously required fifteen years of

accumulated knowledge. The expert stays essential for the hardest problems. The organization stops

being dependent on three people for forty percent of its revenue.
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T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S

Revenue. Profit. Valuation.

Under the old model these three questions had three different answers. AI
ties them together. Close the knowledge gap and you move all three at the
same time.

0 1    ·    R E V E N U E

What happens
to revenue
when your top
three sellers
retire?
Three to five sellers

generate forty percent of

revenue. They are over fifty.

Every retirement costs

twelve to eighteen months

of revenue impact because

the replacement cannot

carry the application

knowledge fast enough.

The revenue question is not

how to grow. It is how to

prevent the knowledge that

drives growth from walking

out the door.

0 2    ·    P R O F I T

Where is AI
investment
actually
touching
revenue
generation?
Industrial companies invest

in product AI, predictive

maintenance, and IoT. Only

four percent report strong

returns. The commercial

and delivery layer where
margins are generated

receives almost nothing.

Buyers are arming

themselves with AI-

powered procurement

benchmarking. Sellers who

cannot defend value

propositions against AI-

equipped procurement

teams are exposed. Margin

erodes from the customer

side.

0 3    ·    VA L U AT I O N

Is your
expertise an
asset or a
liability on the
balance sheet?
Expert knowledge in

individual heads is a

concentration risk.

Institutional knowledge

encoded into infrastructure

is a compounding asset.

The same revenue base,

valued very differently

depending on whether the

expertise survives a wave of

retirements. Acquirers and

boards increasingly ask this

question directly. The

answer determines the

multiple.
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W H E R E  V A L U E  M O V E S

Two columns. The whole commercial
layer sorts itself between them.

The pattern is consistent across every industrial sub-sector. Preparation work, competitive

intelligence gathering, standard application matching, and follow-up documentation are all

compressing toward commodity. They consume forty to sixty percent of expert time today. The work

that appreciates is the work that depends on relationship judgment, site-specific adaptation, and

creative problem-solving that no AI can replicate. The winners separate these two layers. The losers

keep them bundled and lose the experts anyway.

D E P R E C I A T I N G

Meeting preparation and pre-visit research

Standard application matching from catalogue

Competitive intelligence gathering

Follow-up documentation and CRM updates

Product availability and pricing lookups

A P P R E C I A T I N G

Application judgment on complex customer
processes

Relationship trust built over years of site visits

Creative problem-solving for non-standard
requirements

Cross-selling insight from deep customer
understanding

Institutional knowledge that survives individual
departures

Whichever column the management team trains the organization into over the next three years is the

company it becomes. If the experts spend sixty percent of their time on the left column, AI frees that

time. If that freed time goes into more of the right column, the organization compounds. If it gets

absorbed by more administration, nothing changes.
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T H E  C H O I C E

Two paths. Same technology. Opposite
outcomes.

Every industrial B2B company will adopt AI tools over the next two years. The financial outcomes will

be radically different depending on one decision: whether AI is used to automate tasks or to distribute

expertise.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE REPOSITIONING PATH

Automate tasks
CRM automation. Report generation. Pricing
lookups. Visible ROI in quarter one. Gains

plateau by month six. Easily copied.

Distribute expertise
Extract top-performer knowledge. Serve it at point
of need. Close the performance gap. Gains

compound over years. Hard to replicate.

Invest in product AI
Predictive maintenance, IoT, digital twins.
Impressive on stage. Does not touch the layer

that generates revenue.

Invest in commercial AI
Augment sellers, engineers, delivery specialists.
Touch the revenue layer directly. Returns visible in

win rates and retention.

Accept the performance gap
Top performers carry the business. Average

performers learn slowly. Training budget
grows. Gap stays the same.

Close the performance gap
AI-augmented average performers reach eighty

percent of top-performer quality on preparation,
intelligence, and follow-up. The gap closes
structurally.

Expertise stays personal
Knowledge in heads. Retirements are crises.
Acquisitions are risky. Growth requires hiring

people who take years to become productive.

Expertise becomes institutional
Knowledge in systems. Retirements are managed.
The organization scales without proportional

headcount. Growth compounds.

Same technology. Opposite outcomes. The difference is whether you
automate tasks or distribute the expertise that actually generates your
margins.
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F O U R  L E V E R S

The growth levers that compound
when used together

Closing the performance gap is not a single project. It is four levers, each available to the

management team right now, that compound when pulled together. Used in isolation, any one

produces a modest gain. Used together, they let a mid-market industrial company compete like an

organization twice its size.

1 Extract expert knowledge from work artifacts
Not a documentation project. Not asking experts to write down what they know. Extract from

what already exists: call transcripts, meeting notes, project reports, application records, email

threads. The patterns are in the artifacts. AI identifies the questions top performers ask, the

solutions they recommend, the objections they handle. The expert does not need to change

anything about how they work.

2 Augment the meeting and delivery cycle end to end
Preparation, competitive intelligence, application matching, follow-up documentation,

coaching. Every stage of the commercial cycle has a forty to sixty percent component that AI

handles better and faster than the human. The immediate impact: sellers and engineers spend

their time on judgment and relationships instead of preparation and administration. The

business case: a fifteen-person team improved by five percent returns thirty-two times the

investment.

3 Build group-level AI infrastructure
Industrial groups operate as federations of business units, each with its own P&L. The default

is that every unit experiments independently. The result is fifty parallel pilots, no shared

learning, no compounding. Group-level AI infrastructure means innovations in one country or

business unit scale to all. The group captures the compound effect that isolated units cannot.

4 Defend margins against AI-armed procurement
Buyers are arming themselves. AI-powered procurement benchmarking is already in

production at fifty-eight percent of large industrial buyers. Sellers who arrive unprepared to

defend value propositions against algorithmically generated alternatives lose on price. The

defense is not better slides. It is application knowledge, delivered consistently, that justifies

the premium every customer interaction. Make the value defense systematic, not personal.
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G R A I L  ·  H O W  W E  T H I N K

Business first. Technology second.

GRAIL is an AI-native management consultancy. We help European mid-market leadership teams

figure out the one or two things that fundamentally change about their business as AI enters their

industry, and then build the capability to act on it before competitors do. For B2B industrial companies

specifically, we focus on the commercial and delivery layer because that is where the revenue is

generated and where AI investment is conspicuously absent. We have seen the knowledge encoding

pattern work across manufacturing, distribution, automation, and process industries.

The market offers two things: vendor lock-in dressed as
transformation, and consulting reports dressed as strategy. GRAIL
delivers a third option: working AI capability that you own.

W H A T  Y O U  G E T

Senior advisory direct to the CEO and GMT

Working AI capability you own from day one

Custom agents built around your business logic

Outcomes in weeks, not quarters

No lock-in at any phase of the engagement

W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S

Founded by operators, not technologists

Business-first strategy, technology second

Context architecture, change management, workflow
design

Results before you commit to scale

Each next step earned, never assumed
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G R A I L  ·  H O W  W E  W O R K

Three sessions with your management
team. No IT involvement. Working
tools from week one.

GRAIL starts with the management team because organizational
transformation cannot outrun the leadership team's personal
understanding of what is possible. Three workshops. Each delivers
standalone value. Each earns the right to the next.

W O R K S H O P  0 1

How to think

The strategic foundation.

Where AI creates real value

in the B2B industrial

commercial layer and where

it is noise. The knowledge

encoding thesis. The

performance gap analysis.

Your leadership team leaves

with a shared frame for the

rest of the work, and with

the first working agent built
live in the room.

W O R K S H O P  0 2

Your AI team

A half-day activation. Each

member of the

management team receives

a personal suite of five to

ten custom agents trained

on their workflow, their

decisions, their competitive

landscape. Meeting

preparation. Competitive

intelligence. Application

matching. Tender analysis.
Working tools from week

one, not slides about tools.

W O R K S H O P  0 3

Competitive
edge

Refinement from real usage.

Agents upgraded based on

how the team actually used

them. The knowledge

encoding roadmap. The

cross-country AI

infrastructure plan. The

recommendation for what

comes next, earned by what

just shipped.

Three weeks. No IT involvement. No board approval needed to start. The
sharpest strategic conversation your leadership team will have this year,
backed by working tools they are already using.
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F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S

What to ask in your next leadership
meeting

The questions where the room cannot agree on an answer are the ones worth a longer conversation.

Ask these honestly. The point is not the polished response. The point is whether the answer would

survive contact with a major client three months from now.

If your three highest-performing sellers retired this year, how long before the
revenue impact shows up in quarterly results, and what is the plan to prevent it?

What percentage of the application knowledge that drives your premium pricing
exists in systems versus individual heads?

Your largest customer's procurement team is using AI-powered benchmarking
tools. What does your seller bring to that meeting that the algorithm cannot
replicate?

If a business unit in one country builds an AI workflow that doubles meeting
preparation quality, how long before every other country in the group has access
to it?

Of the AI investment the company has made in the last two years, what fraction
touched the people who actually generate revenue?

If any of these questions land somewhere uncomfortable, that is the
conversation worth having.

JOHAN GRÖNSTEDT  ·  GRAIL  ·  JOHAN@GRAIL.WORKS  ·  GRAIL.WORKS
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I N  T H I S  S E R I E S

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

Visit grail.works for the full series.

www.grail.works

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

CEO
Revenue. Margin.
Valuation.

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

▸  YOU ARE READING

CFO
Capital. Forecast.
Story.

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

COO
Cheaper. Better. Faster.

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

CHRO
Capacity. Capability.
Promise.

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

CPTO
Moat. Speed.
Allocation.

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

CCO
Margin. Pace. Position.

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

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


