


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

You have seen this on your tender floor

Every commercial director at a mid-market European industrial automation firm has had the same

Monday morning. The head of bid walks in first. You lost the Torslanda retrofit. The winning

competitor quoted eight weeks. You bid fourteen. They matched your price. Your lead integrator says

the install is harder than the winner has ever handled and they will run over. The plant team chose

them anyway because the clock in the quote won the conversation before your engineer's argument

got heard.

Two hours later your best senior integrator asks to reduce his days to four. His wife wants him home

before sixty. You have known this conversation was coming for a year. What you do not have is a plan

for the three framework accounts he carries.

You have done this job for fifteen years. Your industry used to reward the firm with the best engineers

and the longest client history. The work was complex, every site was different, and the tender went to

the firm the plant manager trusted. Siemens and Schneider now ship AI programming copilots that

take thirty to fifty percent of the hours out of standard PLC work. Clients are forming timeline

expectations around those numbers. Your competitors quoting shorter delivery are not cutting

corners. They are using the new clock.

Two things are happening at the same time. The clock on your standard work is compressing because

AI is industrializing PLC programming, HMI screens, and commissioning procedures. The people who

carry your custom work, the ones clients ask for by name, are five years from retirement or are being

approached by those clients directly. Most commercial directors are treating these as two problems.

The ones who see them as one are going to own the next decade of framework contracts.

This briefing covers what is happening in your industry, what it means for
your tender floor and your senior engineers, and the three questions your
leadership team should answer before the next board cycle.
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L E N S  O N E    ·    Y O U R  I N D U S T R Y

Industrial automation just lost the
clock that ran it for thirty years

Every technology wave your industry absorbed in the last three decades gave clients a reason to pay

integrators for more engineering hours. Fieldbuses added configuration complexity. Motion control

added new code. Safety PLCs added validation work. Industrial Ethernet added network

commissioning. Digital twins extended commissioning into the operating phase. Every new technology

layered billable hours on top of the last. Your delivery model ran on that stack of hours for thirty years

and it never once broke.

AI does not add hours to your tender. It takes them out. Siemens Engineering Copilot TIA is now

generating structured text, HMI screens, and commissioning documentation. Clients read the same

press releases you do. They arrive at the pre-bid meeting with a timeline in their head that your old

bid template cannot hit. The retrofit your team used to deliver in fourteen weeks is now being quoted

in eight by competitors who have rebuilt their bid process around the new tools.

Your competitors are not cutting corners on the complex work. They are
shipping the standard work in half the hours, quoting the compressed
clock, and winning the tender before your senior engineer's depth
becomes visible.

The client-side shift is the other half of the story. Plant managers, process engineers, and industrial

procurement teams now run their initial research through industry forums, vendor AI assistants, and

answer engines before they scope a retrofit. By the time your account sales lead books the site visit,

the plant team has a shortlist of three integrators and a target delivery timeline. If your firm is not in

that shortlist conversation before the tender is scoped, you are not winning the tender. And the

conversation is happening six to eight weeks earlier than it was three years ago. Your commercial

function is running on a clock that is not the clock the buyer is using.
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L E N S  T W O    ·    Y O U R  F U N C T I O N

Your bid team, your senior engineers,
and your service sales are feeling it
every day

Your tenders. Your bid team puts four to six days into a response that arrives with your standard

delivery clock. The competitor bid arrives with a shorter clock and comparable pricing. The plant

manager reads the clock first. Your senior engineer's site-specific argument about the legacy PLC

generation, the backwards valve, and the safety zoning never gets heard. Your win rate on retrofit

tenders is sliding because the preparation race is decided before your rep walks in.

Your senior engineers. Three to five integrators carry thirty to fifty percent of your framework

revenue between them. They built it on fifteen to twenty years of site-specific knowledge that nobody

has ever written down. The plant manager at your biggest account asks for Klaus by name. One of

those senior engineers mentioned retirement this year. Another has been approached by a client who

would rather hire him direct. When either of them leaves, the site knowledge leaves. The client sends

fewer retrofit enquiries twelve to eighteen months later, once the quality degrades on the next project.

Your pre-sales and service sales. Most of your bid prep, spec drafting, and service-expansion

scoping runs on the same senior engineers. They are the bottleneck on every custom retrofit and the

single point of failure on every framework account. The team underneath has been trying to learn the

sites for years. Ramp takes eighteen months and the client notices every missed detail. The work that

was supposed to be delegated to the middle bench keeps finding its way back to the seniors because

only the seniors can close it. Your bench looks deeper on the org chart than it actually is.

Your service and retrofit pipeline. The installed-base expansion work that used to land naturally on

you is being contested. Competing integrators are showing up with AI-prepared proposals that match

your installed-base familiarity on paper. Plant managers are asking for benchmark quotes where they

used to renew. The retrofit tenders you were going to win on familiarity are now being won on timeline

and preparation depth. Service revenue is still sticky. Retrofit expansion is where the next twelve

months of margin is being decided.

Your bid team's week. RFP response assembly, compliance text, timeline estimation, risk registers,

pricing setup, CRM entry. Four days of work per tender that used to be the cost of being a

professional bid team. That work can now be done in half a day when your team is set up for it. Your

best engineers are using the freed time to deepen the site-specific parts of the bid. Your middle

bench is using it to do the same things they did before, which is no longer enough to win.
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T E N D E R  C L O C K .  S T A N D A R D  M A R G I N .  S E N I O R  K N O W L E D G E .

The winners are not speeding up the
standard work. They are protecting the
work AI cannot touch.

Your industry clock is compressing because AI is industrializing the standard parts of PLC, HMI, and

commissioning work. Your senior bench is thinning because the people who carry the custom work

are five years from retirement or being approached by clients. Same force, two altitudes. There is a

third thing happening that most integrator commercial directors have not named yet, and it is the one

that matters most.

Look at the integrators pulling ahead. They are not trying to beat Siemens and Schneider at standard

PLC code generation. They have already accepted that commodity retrofit work will squeeze margins

and are stepping back from it deliberately. What they are doing instead is building the firm clients go

to for the complex, site-specific, safety-critical work that AI alone cannot touch. The legacy

adaptation. The undocumented workarounds. The client-side political reads. The 2am commissioning

judgment calls. That work does not compress. It appreciates in value as the commodity work

disappears. But you only become the trusted firm for it if your senior engineers' knowledge survives

their retirement or departure.

Most integrator commercial directors are still running three plans. A PLC copilot licence for the

engineers. A timeline review for the bid team. A succession conversation with one of the senior

integrators. Twelve months later nothing compounds, because the three plans never met.

The integrator that encodes its senior engineers' site-specific knowledge now,
before the AI clock fully lands and before the retirements happen, wins the
next decade of framework contracts. The one that treats it as three separate
problems loses the accounts when the seniors leave.

You have eighteen to twenty-four months. The AI tooling debate is over. Your question now is whether

you lead the capture of what your senior engineers know, or whether the framework client hires them

direct and makes the decision for you.
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T W O  P A T H S

What most integrators are doing. What
the winners are doing instead.

Every commercial director at an integrator has had the AI conversation. Most are making the same

four decisions. A smaller group is making different ones.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE WINNERS' PATH

Buy the Siemens or Schneider
copilot and declare AI done
Every competitor gets the same tool in six months.

Standard-work margins compress together.

Use the copilot for standard,
build custom agents for sites
Each framework account gets its own client-

plant agent. Your moat is the site knowledge,
not the PLC tool.

Keep bidding your old delivery clock
Lose retrofit tenders to competitors quoting
shorter timelines, even when your technical depth
is better.

Rebuild bid prep around the new
clock
AI-augmented pre-sales arrives fast and site-
specific. Win on timeline without losing the

engineering depth.

Wait for senior engineers to retire,
hope the juniors learn
Eighteen-month ramp. Accounts decay twelve

months after the senior leaves.

Capture what they know now,
while they are still on site
Structured interviews feed a client-plant agent

every junior can query. Ramp compresses to
months.

Sell retrofit and service in parallel
silos
Bid team misses service-ticket signals. Service
sales misses retrofit expansion signals. Both leave

money on the plant floor.

Run one commercial motion
across the account lifecycle
Service signals feed retrofit bids. Retrofit wins
seed service contracts. One system, one view

of the client.

Same tools. Same twelve months. Opposite outcomes. The difference is the
operator, not the AI.
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T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S

Tender clock. Standard margin. Senior
knowledge.

Three questions every commercial director at an integrator is tracking.
None of them used to be the same question. They are now.

0 1    ·    T E N D E R  C L O C K

Why are we
losing tenders
on timeline?
The retrofit went to a

competitor quoting eight

weeks when your team bid

fourteen. They matched

your price. Your senior

engineer says the winner

will run over. The plant team

chose the shorter clock

anyway because the bid

arrived with the answer

they were already

expecting. Your bid prep

cycle is calibrated to a

clock the client is no longer

using.

0 2    ·    S TA N D A R D
M A R G I N

Why are our
standard-work
margins
sliding?
Siemens and Schneider are

taking thirty to fifty percent

of the hours out of standard

PLC and commissioning

work. Competitors running

those tools are quoting

tighter and winning the

volume retrofit business.

Your margin on standard

work dropped a hundred

fifty basis points year-on-

year. The volume business

that kept the bid team busy

between framework

renewals is sliding under

you.

0 3    ·    S E N I O R
K N O W L E D G E

What happens
when our lead
integrators
leave?
Your top three senior

engineers carry thirty to

fifty percent of the

framework revenue

between them. Two are

over fifty-five. One has

already been approached

by a client. The plant

knowledge in their heads

has never been

transferable. The ramp on a

replacement is eighteen

months, and the client

notices every missed detail.

There is now a way to

capture what they know.

Start before the

conversation lands.
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F O U R  M O V E S

What the integrators winning this play
are actually doing

Four concrete moves any commercial director can start this quarter. Each touches one function.

Pulled together, they fuse your commercial operation into one system.

1 Bid team: rebuild tender prep around the new clock
The bid that arrives with site-specific depth at competitor speed wins. The one that arrives

with generic text and the old clock loses. AI-augmented pre-sales pulls the installed-base

history, prior retrofit records, and competitive timeline benchmarks in thirty minutes. Your bid

arrives fast without losing the engineering depth clients pay for. Your senior engineers review

rather than draft.

2 Pre-sales and service sales: equip the senior engineer, do not replace him
Your senior engineer runs the before, during, and after of every key client meeting in his head.

AI augments each stage. Before the visit: installed base, prior commissioning notes, plant

manager relationship history. During: structured capture of process observations and

commitments. After: drafts of the retrofit scope and expansion proposal. The senior engineer

spends thirty minutes directing and two hours on the judgment calls only he can make.

3 Rev ops and marketing: move from CRM hygiene to commercial architecture
Your rev ops function runs CRM entry, forecast dashboards, and pipeline reports. The function

that pulls ahead runs the tools every engineer uses, the data flowing between bid, service,

and retrofit sales, and the marketing authority in the industry forums and answer engines

where plant managers research. Your brand becomes the preferred pick before the tender is

scoped. This is the quietest move and the one that moves the most numbers.

4 Knowledge: capture what your senior engineers know, before they leave
Every senior integrator carries fifteen years of site-specific judgment. Why the valve was

installed backwards. Which process lines are single-point-of-failure. Which plant manager

hates change orders. AI now extracts that knowledge from call logs, site reports, and

structured interviews, into an agent every junior can query. Ramp compresses to months.

When the retirement lands, the knowledge stays. Longest lead time. Start now.
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G R A I L    ·    H O W  W E  T H I N K

The only firm that joins the plant-floor
conversation to the working tools

The commercial director at an integrator has four places to go for help. None can do what we do.

Siemens, Schneider, and Rockwell AI programming tools make your engineers faster on standard

code. They do not capture what your senior engineer knows about a specific client's plant floor. Their

business sells the same tool into every integrator. Your moat is not in their roadmap.

The big consulting firms will write you a one-million-euro transformation deck on the future of

systems integration. They cannot put a working client-plant agent in your senior engineer's hands in

three weeks because their cost structure requires them to bill analyst teams of ten. You can have their

deck or their tool. You cannot have both.

Big integrators selling a managed-platform play want an eighteen-month programme that hosts

your commercial intelligence on their stack. Their business needs you dependent on their platform.

That is not our business.

Niche industrial-AI point tools will sell another piece of software to your senior engineer. He has

seen this pitch. He will not open it.

The market offers four things you have already said no to. GRAIL is the
fifth option.

W H A T  Y O U  G E T

Senior advisory that speaks plant-floor, not strategy-
deck

Working tools your engineers use the same week

Custom agents built on your accounts, your sites

Client knowledge captured before the senior leaves

No vendor lock-in at any phase of the engagement

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

Founded by operators who have sold and led
commercial teams

Business first, technology second

Three weeks from first meeting to working tools

Your team keeps the tools, you own the IP

Every next step earned by what just shipped, never
assumed
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G R A I L    ·    H O W  W E  W O R K

Three sessions with your commercial
leadership team. Working tools from
week one.

We start with your commercial 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.

W O R K S H O P  0 1

How to think

Walk through what is

happening in your industry

and on your tender floor.

Build the first working tool

in the room: a client-plant

agent for one of your

framework accounts, on

one of your real retrofit

opportunities. Your

leadership team leaves with

a shared view of what to do
next and the first working

tool in their hands.

W O R K S H O P  0 2

Your team's
tools

A half-day activation. Each

member of your commercial

leadership team leaves with

five to ten working tools

tuned to their accounts,

their sites, their competitive

situations. Tender prep.

Site-visit capture. Follow-

up drafts. Retrofit scope

first drafts. Service-to-

retrofit signal tracking.

Tools your team is using the

same week.

W O R K S H O P  0 3

Ready to roll

Refined tools based on real

use. The rollout plan to your

wider bid team, service

sales, and pre-sales. The

knowledge-capture plan for

your senior engineers. The

pricing-defence playbook

for your standard retrofit

tier. And the CEO and CFO

conversation with numbers

they can check, not a deck
they cannot argue with.

Three weeks. No IT project. No board approval needed to start. The tools
your team is already using when we finish.
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F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S

For your next leadership team meeting

The questions where your leadership team cannot agree on an answer are the ones worth an hour on

the agenda. Ask these honestly.

Of the last ten retrofit tenders you lost, how many went to competitors quoting
shorter delivery on comparable price? If you do not know, how would you find
out this month?

What is your average margin on standard PLC and commissioning work, and
how does it compare to two years ago? Which projects held margin, and what
did the bid team do differently?

If your top three senior integrators retired or got hired by a client next year,
which framework accounts would lose order frequency, and what have you
actually transferred to the rest of the team in the last twelve months?

Where is your bid team spending its week today, and where would it need to
spend it to win one more retrofit tender per quarter on timeline rather than
price?

Which of your senior engineers is already doing what the rest of your team will
need to do by 2027 to keep winning? What would it take for that working style to
become the default across the bench?

If any of these produces a disagreement in your leadership team, that is the
conversation worth having before the board asks.

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.

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.

▸  YOU ARE READING

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


