An Industry Briefing from GRAIL
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“The client does not pay
for the firm. The client
pays for the engineer.
When the engineer
leaves, the client
evaluates whether to

follow.”
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

What changes for the industrial
automation firm as Al enters its
industry

The mid-market industrial automation firm runs on a small number of load-bearing individuals. Every
complex client relationship is held by a specific engineer who knows the legacy equipment, the
undocumented workarounds, and the production environment at a level no one else in the firm can
replicate. Every difficult project gets the same three people parachuted in. Those people are either
retirement risks or acquisition targets for clients who would rather hire them than keep paying project
fees.

Al is compressing this model from two directions simultaneously. Standard automation work is getting
faster. PLC code generation, structured text, documentation, HMI screens, and commissioning
procedures are all accelerating by 30 to 50 percent. Clients are forming new expectations about what
delivery timelines look like. The firm still delivering manually on standard work is being priced out. The
defensible work moves upmarket to complex integration requiring deep client-specific knowledge.

That client-specific knowledge is the firm's actual moat. The mental map of a production
environment, the history of why a valve was installed backwards and why it must not be fixed, the
relationship dynamics with the plant manager who trusts your engineer personally. This knowledge
can now be extracted and structured into systems any project team can access. The firm that does
this first can staff projects flexibly, maintain client continuity through engineer transitions, and
compete for complex work without depending on five irreplaceable individuals.

For the CEOQ, this is not a technology question. It is a revenue question, a profit question, and a
valuation question. Revenue, because every engineer departure puts a client relationship at risk.
Profit, because standard work margins erode when competitors deliver 40 percent faster. Valuation,
because a firm dependent on five people earns a discount while a firm with institutional delivery
capability earns a premium.

This briefing is about what that repositioning looks like, and how a
management team gets it done before the next key engineer gives notice.
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THE SHIFT

The knowledge that runs the firm lives
in five people's heads.

Industrial automation built its delivery model on an assumption about expertise: that the value lives in
specific engineers who accumulate client-specific and system-specific knowledge over years. The
PLC programmer who has worked with a client's legacy equipment for eight years carries a mental
model of that production environment that no documentation captures. The systems integrator who
knows why a particular control loop was configured against best practice, and why it must stay that
way. The project manager who senses a commissioning timeline slipping before the data confirms it.

This assumption was correct. The knowledge is genuinely irreplaceable. But the delivery model built
on it has a structural weakness: those engineers are a finite, depleting resource. Over 25 percent of
the manufacturing workforce in major economies is over 55. By 2030, Europe needs approximately 10
million replacement workers due to retirements. 85 percent of European companies report insufficient
technical talent. The people who carry the knowledge are aging out, and the pipeline is not filling fast
enough.

The client does not pay for the firm. The client pays for the engineer.
When the engineer leaves, the client evaluates whether to follow.

At the same time, Al is compressing the standard automation work that used to be a reliable revenue
stream. PLC code generation tools are reducing development time by 30 to 50 percent. By 2027, Al
will be integrated into standard development environments. Clients are already asking why a project
that took twelve weeks last year should take twelve weeks again. The standard work margin is
eroding. The only defensible revenue moves upmarket to complex integration. And that complex
integration depends on the same five people who are either approaching retirement or fielding calls
from your clients offering them a direct hire.
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Revenue. Profit. Valuation.

Under the old model these three questions had three different answers. AI

ties them together. Encode the knowledge and you move all three at the

same time.

What happens
to the client
when the
engineer
leaves?

Every key engineer
departure is a client
retention event. The client
valued the individual, not
the firm. When that
engineer accepts an offer
elsewhere, the client
evaluates whether to follow
them, bring the work in-
house, or go to tender for
the first time in a decade.
The revenue at risk is not
the engineer's salary. It is
12 to 18 months of
relationship rebuilding, if
the client stays at all.
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02 - PROFIT

What is your
margin on
work Al can
deliver faster?

Standard PLC
programming,
documentation, and
commissioning procedures
are compressing by 30 to
50 percent. Clients forming
expectations around
shorter timelines will not
pay legacy rates for manual
delivery. The firm still
quoting twelve-week
projects that Al-augmented
competitors deliver in seven
is losing bids or
compressing margin. The
profit question is where the
defensible margin lives.

Industry Briefing

What is the
firm worth
without its top
five engineers?

A buyer or investor prices
the firm on delivery
capability that persists
through personnel changes.
Five irreplaceable engineers
is a key-person discount.
Institutional knowledge
encoded into systems any
team can access is a
delivery capability premium.
Same revenue, same client
list, very different multiples
depending on whether the
knowledge is personal or
institutional.



WHERE VALUE MOVES

Two columns. Every function sorts
itself between them.

The pattern is consistent across every function in an automation firm. Standard PLC work,
documentation, scheduling, and reporting are all compressing toward commodity. The work that
appreciates is the work that depends on knowing the client, the legacy environment, and the
production history at a depth no tool can replicate. The further a function sits from that client-specific
knowledge, the more pressure it is under.

DEPRECIATING APPRECIATING

Standard PLC code and structured text Legacy equipment adaptation and system design
Documentation, HMI screens, test scripts Client-specific process history and workarounds
Progress reporting and schedule generation Safety-critical judgment in unusual environments
Standard commissioning procedures Sensing when a project is about to fail

Account research and proposal boilerplate Client trust built over years of delivery

Whichever column the management team trains the organization into over the next three years is the
firm it becomes. The decision is not whether Al affects automation delivery. It is which side of the line
the leadership deliberately moves the organization toward.
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Two paths. Same technology. Opposite

outcomes.

Every mid-market automation firm faces the same technology. The outcome depends entirely on what

the management team chooses to defend.

THE DEFAULT PATH

THE REPOSITIONING PATH

Buy Al tools for engineers

Roll out copilot licenses. Speed up standard
PLC work. Efficiency gain visible in Q1.
Competitors do the same. Margin advantage
disappears within 12 months.

Accept key-person risk

Hope the senior engineers stay. No succession
plan beyond hoping to hire someone
comparable. Every departure is a crisis.

Compete on standard timelines

Quote faster. Cut price. Race to match Al-
augmented delivery speeds on commodity
work. Margin compresses with every cycle.

Let knowledge walk out

Project history, environment maps, workaround
reasoning stay in engineers' heads. Every
retirement is a permanent capability loss.

Encode client knowledge into firm
infrastructure

Extract what load-bearing engineers carry. Make
it queryable by any project team. The firm's
delivery capability stops depending on five
individuals.

Build systematic handoff capability

Treat engineer transitions as programs, not
emergencies. Knowledge transfers before
departures force them. Client continuity is
protected by design.

Move upmarket to complex
integration

Use Al to handle standard work at speed. Free
senior engineers for the complex, high-margin
projects only deep client knowledge can deliver.

Capture and compound

Every project adds to the institutional knowledge
base. The firm gets smarter with each
engagement. New engineers onboard in weeks,
not years.

Same technology. Opposite outcomes. The difference is the knowledge
encoding decision, not the Al tool decision.

GRAIL
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FOUR

LEVERS

The growth levers that compound
when used together

Repositioning is not a single decision. It is four levers, each available to the firm right now, that

compound when pulled together. Used in isolation, any one produces a modest gain. Used together,
they convert a person-dependent delivery model into institutional capability that survives any single

departure.

1
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Encode client-specific knowledge before departures force it

Start with the highest-risk client account. Map what the lead engineer carries: environment
layout, legacy equipment history, undocumented workarounds, decision rationale, relationship
dynamics. Build it into a system any project team member can query. This is the lever that
converts personal knowledge into firm-level infrastructure. The insurance value alone justifies
the investment.

Use Al to compress standard delivery to market expectations

Clients are forming new timeline expectations. PLC code generation, documentation, and
standard commissioning are all compressible by 30 to 50 percent. Capture the efficiency as
margin on fixed-price delivery rather than passing it to clients as fewer hours. The firm that
prices outcome-based delivery while competitors still bill hours captures a structural margin
advantage.

Build systematic client relationship handoff protocols

Treat every engineer transition as a program, not an event. When a senior engineer gives
notice, the knowledge transfer should already be 80 percent complete because it was
encoded during active delivery. The remaining 20 percent is relationship introduction, not
knowledge extraction under deadline pressure. Client continuity becomes a firm capability,
not a prayer.

Shift the revenue mix toward complex integration

Standard automation work will be commodity within three years. The margin lives in the work
that requires deep client-specific knowledge: unusual environments, legacy adaptation,
safety-critical systems where judgment matters more than speed. Free senior engineers from
standard work by automating it. Let them focus entirely on the high-margin, hard-to-replicate
projects that define the firm's competitive position.
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GRAIL - HOW WE THINK

Business first. Technology second.

GRAIL is an Al-native management consultancy. We help European mid-market leadership teams
figure out the one or two things that fundamentally change about their business as Al enters their
industry, and then build the capability to act on it before competitors do. For industrial automation
specifically, we focus on the knowledge encoding challenge: converting what load-bearing engineers
carry in their heads into firm-level infrastructure that any project team can access. We have worked
this same pattern across project-based and commercial delivery organizations where the core value
lives in a small number of irreplaceable people.

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

WHAT YOU GET WHY IT MATTERS

Senior advisory direct to the CEO and GMT Founded by operators, not technologists

Working Al capability you own from day one Business-first strategy, technology second

Custom agents built around your business logic Context architecture, change management, workflow
design

Qutcomes in weeks, not quarters
Results before you commit to scale

No lock-in at any phase of the engagement
Each next step earned, never assumed
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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.

WORKSHOP 01

How to think

The strategic foundation.
Where Al creates real value
in industrial automation and
where it is noise. The
knowledge encoding thesis.
The delivery model
transformation. 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.

WORKSHOP 02

Your Al 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. Client
knowledge capture. Project
risk sensing. Resource
allocation. Working tools
from week one, not slides
about tools.

WORKSHOP 03

Competitive
edge

Refinement from real usage.
Agents upgraded based on
how the team actually used
them. The knowledge
encoding roadmap. The
delivery model transition
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.

GRAIL
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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 lead systems integrator on your largest client account left tomorrow,
how long before the replacement team could deliver at the same quality? Not the
technical skill. The "I know why that valve was installed backwards and why we
must not fix it" judgment.

How many of your top ten client relationships would survive a change in the
lead engineer, without the client going to tender for the first time in years?

When a competitor quotes 30 percent shorter delivery timelines on standard
automation work, is your response to match the timeline, cut the price, or sell
something the competitor cannot deliver?

What percentage of the knowledge your senior engineers carry about client
environments, legacy workarounds, and process history is captured in systems
anyone on the team can access?

If you had to onboard a new project lead for your most complex client account,
how many months before they could operate independently, and what would the
client experience in the interim?

If any of these questions land somewhere uncomfortable, that is the

conversation worth having.

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.

» YOU ARE READING

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.

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



