
A Function Paper from GRAIL

What does an
AI‑augmented data and
analytics team look like?

Data and analytics team

Where Data and Analytics is heading in the
next two to three years, and what GRAIL
believes it takes to get there first.

“The answer arrives with its meaning
attached.”

01 How many decisions still wait for
someone to interpret your
dashboard?

02 Who decides what “active
customer” means inside your
company?

03 Which recurring question
exposes the gaps between your
systems?

More insights like this at grail.works G R A I L



A  B L U E P R I N T  F O R
A N A LY T I CA L  L E A D E R S H I P

WHAT DOES AN AI-AUGMENTED DATA AND
ANALYTICS TEAM LOOK LIKE?
Where Data and Analytics is heading in the next two to three years, and
what GRAIL believes it takes to get there first.

Most data teams still deliver reports and answer requests. The change that matters is that a
trusted answer becomes a company service, available inside the decision and carrying its
definition, sources and uncertainty with it. Analysts still interpret ambiguity. The governed
answer does the retrieval, calculation and tracing around them.

T H E  2 0 2 8  A N A LY T I CA L  R H Y T H M

01
ASK

A manager
asks a
bounded
question
through the
company's
briefing layer. ›

02
CALCULATE

Queries certified
models and
returns the
calculation.

›

03
TRACE

Returns the
calculation,
definition,
sources and
incomplete
coverage.

›

04
INTERPRET

An analyst
reviews low-
confidence
answers,
questions that
cross domains.

›

05
DECIDE

The meeting
moves from
reconciling
numbers to
choosing
action.

The answer arrives with its meaning attached.

GRAIL's view, from building AI-augmented work inside organisations. A position, not a survey.

GRAIL www.grail.works



T H E  F U N C T I O N  T O D AY

The company has data, but
still waits for answers

At most mid-market companies, Data and Analytics remains a capability spread across IT, finance or
marketing. Analysts administer BI tools, maintain dashboards and respond to requests. Where a
central function exists, it combines data engineering, analytics engineering, BI analysis, insight
partnership and part-time support for definitions and control.

The function sits across the value chain. It informs pricing, segmentation, personalisation, pipeline
choices, product decisions, planning, working capital and process performance. Its distinctive
contribution is the speed and reliability with which evidence becomes a decision.

Six processes

01 BI reporting and dashboard
maintenance

04 Data-quality monitoring and incident
resolution

02 Ad hoc data requests and
analysis

05 Source integration, transformation and
platform operation

03 Metric definitions, analytical
models and governance

06 GDPR data handling, access controls,
lineage and data-subject support.

Where the information lives is the problem. Evidence is dispersed across ERP, CRM, HRIS, commerce
or product systems, marketing platforms, workplace tools, BI datasets and spreadsheets. Join logic
sits inside report files or analyst notebooks. Definitions sit in finance workbooks, slide decks and
people's heads. Two reports can each look coherent and still disagree about revenue or customers.

The reporting queue is not only a capacity problem.
It is the visible symptom of definitions, permissions
and source logic that the company has never made
reusable.

Current scorecards count report delivery, backlog, refresh failures and platform availability. The measures that matter are
different: time from question to trusted answer, reuse of certified data, incident recovery and whether an important
answer can be traced to its sources.
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W H AT  C H A N G E S  S T R U C T U R A L LY

The unit of output becomes
the answer

The function changes structurally in two ways.

The unit of output moves from reports to governed answers. Routine query generation, charting
and first interpretation become inexpensive. Managers answer bounded questions through certified
models under their existing permissions. Each answer carries its definition, source lineage and
incomplete coverage. Analysts spend less time translating requests into queries and more time
testing reliability, choosing the valid definition and interpreting what remains ambiguous.

The data layer becomes an operating product for the whole company. Integration, quality rules,
lineage and definitions stop arriving as isolated projects. They run as a continuous service. The
central team owns the platform, standards, data contracts and answer quality. Finance, commercial,
operations and HR stewards own meaning and acceptable use in their domains. IT retains
infrastructure, identity and security.

A manager should be able to ask a cross-functional
question and receive a current answer with its
meaning, sources, access basis and uncertainty
attached.

WHERE IT IS  WEAKEST the combination is weakest where evidence is sparse,
causality matters or the business definition is contested. Fluent language
cannot settle a disagreement about what the company means. It can only
spread the wrong definition faster.
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T H E  2 0 2 8  O P E R AT I N G  P I C T U R E

A day, a week,
a month

A company that invests now still has a central Data and Analytics team in 2028. The team
concentrates on analytical models, connectors, reliability, insight partnership and portfolio choices.
Domain stewards remain inside the functions. Capacity released from report production moves into
decision support, repeated experiments and data reliability.

The day

MORNING

Reliability agents test freshness,
schema changes, volume shifts,
broken joins and unusual metric
movements. They open incidents
with a likely upstream cause and
show which reports, answers and
workflows are affected. Engineers
decide whether the diagnosis is
right and approve material fixes.

DURING THE WORK

A manager asks a bounded
question through the company's
briefing layer. The service runs
under that manager's identity,
queries certified models and
returns the calculation, definition,
sources and incomplete coverage.
An analyst reviews low-confidence
answers, questions that cross
domains and requests that imply
cause.

INSIDE THE DECISION

An insight partner enters an
operating meeting with a pre-read
built from current data, recent
decisions and material exceptions.
Follow-up questions are answered
while the discussion is live when
the evidence supports them. The
meeting moves from reconciling
numbers to choosing action.

THE WEEK Domain stewards review changes to definitions, access and data contracts. The central
team studies failed questions as a product backlog: misunderstood terms, missing joins, stale
sources and requests that should remain human-led. Repeated questions become tested answers
instead of repeated tickets.

THE MONTH A metric council approves consequential definition changes. The function head reviews
answer reliability, unresolved data debt, sensitive-data use and decisions enabled. Connector and
model changes pass through test data, shadow use and approval before production. Access reviews
and deletion obligations use the same catalog and lineage records.

Continuous monitoring, routine analysis without a dashboard request, traceable answers
inside the meeting and a searchable history of changed definitions. Capabilities once too
demanding to maintain become the normal analytical service.
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P R O C E S S  B Y  P R O C E S S

What runs, and what
stays with the person

PROCESS WHAT THE AGENT DOES WHAT STAYS WITH THE PERSON

BI reporting and dashboards Drafts queries, visuals,
commentary, scheduled briefs and
threshold alerts against certified
measures

Approval of new measures and
consequential narratives; the
action leaders choose

Ad hoc requests and analysis Clarifies the question, selects
approved sources, writes and
tests the query, records
assumptions and produces a first
interpretation

Causal claims, ambiguous
questions and executive
recommendations

Metric definitions and
governance

Finds duplicate measures, drafts
definitions from code and
documents, identifies conflicts,
proposes tests and shows
downstream effects

Domain stewards approve
meaning; the central team
approves implementation

Data quality and incidents Watches tests and anomalies,
traces likely causes, identifies
affected assets and drafts
remediation

Engineers approve schema
changes, backfills and source
corrections

Integration and platform
operation

Drafts mappings, transformation
code, tests, documentation and
impact analysis

Engineers retain architecture,
security and release authority

GDPR, access and data-subject
support

Maps fields to purposes,
assembles evidence, checks
retention rules and routes
exceptions

The DPO or legal owner decides
lawful basis and disputed actions

Read the right-hand column with particular care. It contains interpretation, ownership and authority. The left-hand column
exists to put better evidence in front of those judgments while the decision can still change.
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D ATA  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Four stages on
The Access Ladder
The practical destination begins with a governed warehouse and a small number of valuable source
connections. The first domain should answer one repeated cross-system question. A broad lake
programme before that question creates infrastructure without proving a decision benefit.

The stages map directly onto the rungs of GRAIL's Access Ladder. The order matters.

Where the systems stand in September 2026

Business Central A hosted MCP server provides read-only access across exposed API pages, with selected actions
enabled by administrators. Calls use the authenticated user and produce telemetry.

SAP Business One The supported Service Layer route and any MCP implementation require direct verification before
selection.

Visma.net,
Fortnox, IFS and
Monitor ERP

Existing APIs, webhooks and OData routes support warehouse ingestion. Write-back needs
product-specific permissions and a governed connector.

HubSpot and
Salesforce

Hosted MCP servers support governed CRM reads and selected writes under existing permissions.
Account restrictions and editions still shape access.

Lime, Upsales and
SuperOffice

Application APIs support ingestion. Direct action needs a controlled wrapper, service identity and
product-specific audit design.

Snowflake,
Databricks, Power
BI and Looker

The warehouse and semantic layer are becoming the practical company-wide endpoint. Product
status and supported actions differ by platform.

Microsoft 365 and
Google Workspace

Documents can supply definitions and decision context. Their place is beside governed structured
data, not instead of it.

A warehouse becomes necessary when the answer needs history, cross-system joins, stable
identifiers, replayable calculations or company-wide access controls. Point connections
cannot maintain one versioned definition across tools.

Headless operation changes the interface, not the accountability. ERP, CRM and warehouse
platforms remain systems of record. Every action retains the user, instruction version, sources,
generated query, metric version, result, approval and outcome.

01 THE ACCESS LADDER: DOCUMENTS ONLY
Begin with the report inventory, metric glossary, transformation code, dashboard exports, privacy
policies and examples of recurring requests. The agent identifies duplicate definitions, documents
hidden logic, generates test questions and helps design the operating model. The analyst supplies
current context by hand.

02 THE ACCESS LADDER: READ ACCESS
Connect the systems behind one valuable question, usually ERP, CRM and the existing BI model.
Establish identity, lineage and approved metrics with the connection. Current records can be joined,
answers inherit user permissions, quality is monitored continuously and every result can show where it
came from.

03 THE ACCESS LADDER: READ AND ACT WITH APPROVAL
Add the operational or product source that explains movement in financial and commercial measures.
The agent proposes reference-data corrections, tickets and workflow updates. A named person sees the
evidence and approves the write through a separate permission path.

04 THE ACCESS LADDER: BOUNDED AUTONOMOUS ACTION
Reversible operations can run inside a defined threshold with an owner and rollback path. Financial
posting, employee decisions, consequential definition changes and disputed privacy actions retain
named human authority. Autonomy arrives only after read-only answers have achieved agreed accuracy.
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G R A I L' S  T H E S I S

Six things we believe,
from building this

Data and Analytics is not becoming a faster reporting department. It is becoming the company
service that determines whether an answer is fit to enter a decision. Six beliefs follow from that shift.

These six beliefs concern the operating model, not the tools. Together they define who owns
meaning, how an answer earns trust and where human judgment enters before evidence
becomes action.

01 The report is no longer the product. The governed answer is.
A dashboard fixes the questions and leaves interpretation to whoever opens it. A governed
answer begins with the live question and returns the calculation, definition, sources and limits
together. The function should organise around that moment of use.

02 The semantic layer is management infrastructure.
Natural-language access over raw tables creates confidence before it creates meaning.
Definitions, stable identifiers, certified models and test questions are what turn fluent output into
a company answer. The model is the visible part; the analytical contract carries the load.

03 Meaning belongs in the business. Assurance belongs in the centre.
A central team cannot decide what an active customer, net revenue or productive capacity
means for every function. Domain stewards own those meanings. The data team owns their
implementation, lineage, testing and consistent use.

04 Failed questions are the roadmap.
Every misunderstood term, missing join and stale source shows where the analytical service is
incomplete. Treating those failures as a product backlog improves the whole company. Hiding
them behind a polished answer makes the service less trustworthy each time it is used.

05 Augment, never automate the judgment.
The agent can retrieve, calculate, compare, trace and draft an interpretation. The person decides
whether the definition fits, whether correlation is being mistaken for cause and what action the
evidence supports. Junior analysts still need contact with raw data and reconciliation, because
that is where they learn why a plausible answer can be wrong.

06 Start with a decision, then earn the architecture.
The first connection should answer a repeated question that matters across systems. Once the
question works, the company can add sources, history and controlled actions in an order tied to
use. Starting with a broad platform programme delays the moment anyone learns whether the
answer changes a decision.
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W H AT  I T  A S K S  O F  P E O P L E

Roles, rhythm, and
where it fails

The function head moves from managing a reporting queue to owning the company's analytical
contract: which sources count, which measures are certified, who may use them and how answers
are tested.

The BI analyst becomes an insight partner and evaluator. The analytics engineer becomes the load-
bearing role because reusable transformations, definitions and tests turn source data into business
meaning. The data engineer concentrates on connectors, identity, reliability and controlled write
paths. Domain stewards remain in their functions. Managers learn to challenge definitions and
distinguish correlation from cause.

The rhythm

6–12 WEEKS

Inventory reports,
definitions, code and
repeated questions for
one bounded domain

3–6 MONTHS

Establish governed read
access to one warehouse
domain

9–18 MONTHS

Put trusted answers and
exception briefs into a
changed cross-functional
operating rhythm

THEN

Add sources and
approved actions after
read-only use is stable,
and redesign roles
around the new service

Existing models shorten the path. Disputed ownership and undocumented spreadsheet logic lengthen it. The hard work is not
query generation. It is agreeing what the company means and making that meaning reusable.

WHERE IT FAILS A lake programme before a valuable question. Raw tables
before definitions. Query volume treated as success. Central analysts claiming
meanings the functions must own. Fluent answers without verified questions,
citations or review. Write access before read-only use is stable. Review added
on top of the old reporting queue. Junior roles stripped of the work that
teaches error recognition.

The team does not become smaller by default. Its capacity moves from dashboard
maintenance and repeated reconciliation toward data reliability, analytical judgment and
decisions that deserve better evidence.
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H AV E  Y O U  T H O U G H T  A B O U T  T H I S ?

Twelve questions for the
function's leader

1 A shared definition service could make
revenue, margin and customer counts mean
the same thing in every report. Which five
numbers would you standardise first?

2 Managers could ask routine questions directly
and receive the answer, source and
calculation while the question is still current.
Which requests wait longest in your analyst
queue?

3 A daily exception brief could tell each function
head what changed materially instead of
asking them to inspect dashboards. Which
changes deserve attention before the weekly
meeting?

4 Quality monitoring could warn the company
that a source is stale before anyone uses the
wrong number. Which broken report would
lead to the most damaging decision?

5 Lineage could show every report, answer and
workflow affected before a source field or
definition changes. How often do changes
create failures that nobody anticipated?

6 A customer view could join orders, pipeline,
service history and product use without
another reconciliation exercise. Which
commercial decision is weakest because
those records do not meet?

7 An operating meeting could answer follow-up
questions while the discussion is still
happening, with the source visible. Which
decisions are postponed because the room
cannot agree on the number?

8 Repeated leadership questions could become
tested company answers rather than new
analyst assignments. Which ten questions
does leadership ask every month?

9 The company could record why a measure
changed, not only its current formula. Which
past definition decision is hardest to
reconstruct today?

10 Privacy requests could trace a person's
records and downstream copies across
connected systems. How confident are you
that today's search finds every relevant copy?

11 Low-risk corrections could be proposed and
approved from the same briefing where the
problem appears. Which updates are simple
enough to permit, and which must stay with a
specialist?

12 Analysts released from dashboard
maintenance could work on pricing, customer
behaviour and operating experiments, while
every answer carries an owner and freshness
status. Which currently unaffordable analysis
would create the most value, and what
evidence would finance require before using
it?

These are the questions the programme is built to answer with the people who own the data, define the measures and
make the decisions, using their own evidence rather than an abstract model of the function.
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