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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

You already know which three names
this is about

Every commercial director at a mid-market process engineering firm in Europe has had the same
Friday. Lars, your senior process safety specialist of thirty-four years, the person every hazardous
materials client asks for by name, mentioned retirement after the Q3 review. Seven days later,
Scandinavian Chemicals, a framework client you have served for fifteen years, sent an RFP citing
"periodic benchmarking." You have a proposal due in six weeks and a budget conversation with the
CEO on Tuesday.

You have done this job for fifteen years. The pattern used to be understandable. Your senior
specialists carried the relationships they had built over twenty-five years. Mid-tier engineers handled
the analysis at premium day rates. Juniors learned on the job. When someone retired, their best junior
moved up and the client stayed. That model worked for forty years.

Something changed. Process simulation tools and Al-assisted analysis are putting direct pressure on
the day rates your mid-tier engineers bill for. The senior specialists whose scarcity is the real product
are preparing to exit. Your junior pipeline is thin. And your CEO is asking whether the firm's advisory
margin can hold through the next five years of retirements.

This is not a you problem. It is an industry problem and a function problem, compressed into the same
three-year window. Most commercial directors are treating them as two separate issues. The ones
who see them as one slow-moving crisis are the ones who will still own the client relationships after
the retirement wave.

This briefing covers what is happening in your industry, what it means for
your senior specialists and your advisory margin, and the three questions
your leadership team should answer before the next board cycle.
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LENS ONE . YOUR INDUSTRY

Process engineering just hit the pincer
it has been avoiding for a decade

Your firm has run on a simple architecture for forty years. Senior specialists carry the application
intuition that justifies the premium engagement. Mid-tier engineers carry the analysis work at €1,200
to €1,800 day rates. Junior engineers learn on the job and move up. The knowledge passes down
through apprenticeship. Clients buy the person, the firm benefits from the relationship, and framework
retainers run for a decade or more without going to tender. That model worked because the
knowledge transferred at the same speed as the retirements.

Two forces broke the architecture in the last eighteen months. From above, the senior specialists
whose scarcity is your real product are aging out faster than juniors can ramp. More than twenty-five
percent of the European industrial engineering workforce is already over fifty-five. The specialists with
twenty-five to thirty-five years of client-specific knowledge are preparing to exit, and the knowledge
has never been transferable by any mechanism your firm has tried. From below, process simulation
tools and Al-assisted analysis are doing the diagnostic and regulatory compliance work that used to
justify mid-tier billing rates. The floor is sliding on the middle of your firm.

Your longest-running client did not decide to tender last quarter. They
decided when your senior specialist stopped returning calls as quickly,
twelve months before the RFP arrived in your inbox.

The client side of the shift is the quietest and the most consequential. In process engineering, clients
buy the person, not the firm. When the trusted specialist winds down visibly, client procurement starts
benchmarking within the year. The RFP your firm just received from a fifteen-year framework client is
rarely an isolated procurement event. It is the market's response to what your client has been
watching. Every commercial director at a mid-market process engineering firm has seen this pattern
at least once. The question in 2026 is how many times it will happen in the next five years, and what
you have built to transfer the relationships before the specialists leave.
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LENS TwWO : YOUR FUNCTION

Your specialists, your KAMs, and your
margin are feeling it every day

Your senior specialists. The three people who carry the largest framework retainers are within five
years of retirement. You can name them. Their knowledge was never in the CRM. It is in their heads,
built on fifteen years of installation histories, hazardous materials decisions, regulatory interactions,
and client political reads. Every attempt your firm has made to document it failed because the
knowledge did not live in documents. It lived in the specialist's judgment about which document
mattered for which client.

Your senior KAMs. The Commercial Director's own team sees the signal first. The framework client
whose order frequency is slowing. The technical memo from a competitor the specialist usually would
have written themselves. The procurement policy update on a fifteen-year account. The KAM spots
the pattern in three or four accounts before the firm does, because they sit in the meetings. Right now
they have nowhere to take the signal. Six months later the RFP arrives and everyone is surprised.

Your mid-tier engineers. The €1,200 to €1,800 day rates that fund half the firm's revenue base are
under direct pressure. Clients are receiving quotes from competitors offering Al-assisted diagnostic
and regulatory work at a fraction of the cost. Your mid-tier engineers are not less capable. Their work
is what Al compresses most directly. Defending those rates on analysis work is a losing position.
Moving the mid-tier engineer upmarket into complex advisory is the only move that preserves the
firm's margin architecture.

Your marketing. The firm's marketing has always targeted a narrow buying audience through thin
technical channels. The good ones. Trade press, industry conferences, specialist publications. That
work continues to matter, but the specialist-authority layer on top of it is what moves now. Original
technical research your senior specialists lend their name to. Papers cited in regulatory filings.
Presence in the forums where plant operations heads compare advisors privately. Marketing's job in
2026 is turning your specialists' authority into a visible asset before the retirement reduces it.

Your proposal team. Complex RFPs used to take four weeks. The proposal team pulled the senior
specialist for three days of input that could not be written down, and the proposal won or lost on that
input. Now the senior specialist is rationing time before retirement, and the proposal team is writing
without them. Your win rate on complex tenders is already showing it.
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SPECIALISTS. MARGIN. CLIENTS.

The winners are treating it as one
problem, not three

Your industry is compressing because Al commoditises the middle tier of your billing. Your function is
compressing because your senior specialists are preparing to leave and the knowledge has nowhere
to go. Same force, two altitudes. But there is a third thing happening that most commercial directors
have not named yet, and it is the one that matters most.

The firms pulling ahead have stopped treating succession, margin defense, and client continuity as
three separate problems. They are one problem with three faces. The senior specialist's knowledge is
what holds the client retainer. It is also what justifies the firm's premium day rates. It is also what
makes the mid-tier engineer able to sell advisory work above the compressed analysis rate. Lose the
knowledge, lose all three. Capture the knowledge, hold all three.

Most commercial directors are still running three separate plans. A succession plan in HR. A margin
plan with the CFO. A client-retention plan inside the KAM team. Twelve months later nothing
compounds, because the knowledge that ties all three together is still walking out the door every time
a senior specialist retires.

The firm that captures specialist knowledge in 2026 holds the retainer in
2028 and the margin in 2030. The firm that does not spends the next five
years explaining to the board why advisory margin is down and the longest-
running accounts went to tender.

You have eighteen to twenty-four months before the demographic wave hits its steep part. The Al
adoption debate is already over in your industry. Your question now is whether you capture the
knowledge yourself, or the CFO hires someone who will.
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What most firms are doing. What the
winners are doing instead.

Every commercial director has had the Al conversation. Most are making the same four decisions. A
smaller group is making different ones.

THE DEFAULT PATH THE WINNERS' PATH

Treat succession as HR's problem Treat succession as the

A mentoring programme. A documentation effort. commercial leader's problem

Hope the knowledge transfers. Capture specialist knowledge as firm

infrastructure. Start before the retirement
conversation.

Defend mid-tier billing rates as Al Move mid-tier engineers
commoditises the work upmarket into advisory

Argue with clients receiving cheaper quotes. Lose Al on analysis. Institutional knowledge on
the rate anyway. application. Margin shifts up, not down.
Wait for the RFP, then respond Anticipate the tender twelve

By the time procurement issues the tender, the months earlier

specialist has wound down and the relationship has Client-intelligence signals flagged to KAMs
cooled. before the RFP drops.

Push marketing for more leads Build specialist authority where
More campaigns. More MQLs. The leads miss the the buyer is lOOking

narrow audience that actually buys. Your specialists cited in the regulatory and

technical publications that matter.

Same five years. Same demographic wave. Opposite outcomes. The
difference is the operator, not the Al.
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Continuity. Margin. Succession.

Three questions every process engineering commercial director is tracking.
None used to be the same question. They are now.

What happens
to our longest-
running clients
when the
specialist
leaves?

Your top three specialists
carry framework retainers
worth twenty to forty
percent of your revenue.
When one retires, the order
frequency on their accounts
drops twelve to eighteen
months later. The tender
arrives before the metric
catches the damage. In
2026 this is the first year
you can build the
infrastructure that holds the
relationship through the
transition.

GRAIL

02 - MARGIN

How do we
hold advisory
margin as Al

compresses
mid-tier work?

Your mid-tier engineers bill
at €1,200 to €1,800 day
rates for analysis work that
Al tools are doing at a
fraction of the cost.
Defending those rates is a
losing position. Moving the
mid-tier engineer upmarket,
augmented by Al on
analysis and institutional
knowledge on application,
is the only path that holds
the firm's margin
architecture intact.

INDUSTRY BRIEFING

What have we
actually
transferred
from our
specialists in
the last twelve
months?

Your three most valuable
specialists carry thirty years
of installation context,
client political reads, and
application intuition in their
heads. Your mentoring
programme has never
captured it. 2026 is the first
year the knowledge can be
extracted from project
reports, technical memos,
and active specialist input
into infrastructure every
engineer operates inside.
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FOUR MOVES

What the firms winning this play are
actually doing

Four concrete moves any process engineering commercial director can start this quarter. Each

touches one part of the firm. Pulled together, they hold the relationships through the retirement wave.

1

GRAIL

Specialists: start the knowledge capture before the retirement conversation

The senior specialists whose departure would cost the most are the ones to start with.
Extraction from closed-out project reports, technical memos, client correspondence, and
structured specialist input. The specialist conducts the work. The agent is their amplifier, not
their replacement. Six months in, every mid-tier engineer queries the infrastructure before a
client meeting. Longest lead time. Start now.

Mid-tier engineers: move upmarket into complex advisory

The mid-tier engineer augmented by Al on analysis and institutional knowledge on application
carries advisory work that used to need senior involvement. The day rate shifts from €1,400
average to €1,800 average at constant utilization. On a hundred-engineer delivery team that is
roughly €8M of incremental annual margin. The mid-tier engineer is not defended in place.
They are moved upmarket while the window is open.

KAMs: anticipate the tender twelve months earlier

A client-intelligence workflow feeds your senior KAMs weekly signals on the longest-running
retainer accounts. Budget approvals, leadership changes, regulatory moves, competitor
technical memos. Four hours of preparation compresses to fifteen minutes. The KAM walks in
knowing what changed. Tender invitations that used to surprise the firm are anticipated twelve
to eighteen months earlier, and you are in the conversation before procurement issues the
RFP.

Marketing: turn specialist authority into a firm asset before it retires

The narrow technical publications, regulatory forums, and industry conferences where plant
operations heads compare advisors are where your specialists' names have always carried
weight. Original technical research under your specialists' names. Papers cited in regulatory
filings. Conference presence at the sessions the buyers attend. The work turns the
specialists' personal authority into a visible firm asset while they are still there to carry it.
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GRAIL . HOW WE THINK

The only firm that joins specialist
knowledge to the working tools

The process engineering commercial director has four places to go for help. None can do what we do.

Process simulation and engineering software vendors sell tools that live inside the mid-tier
engineer's analysis work. They do not build the agent that captures what the senior specialist knows.
Their model is seat-based licensing on technical software.

The big consulting firms will write you a €2M strategic succession deck. They cannot put a working
specialist-knowledge-capture agent in a senior engineer's hands in three weeks because their cost
structure requires analyst hours. You can have their deck or their tool. Not both.

Knowledge-management vendors sell platform infrastructure. Your specialists will not use it. The
structure does not match how the knowledge actually lives. You have seen this before.

Your internal IT or Al team knows the technology but does not sit in tender strategy meetings or run
the longest-running client relationships. Their build gets the engineering right and misses the
commercial application.

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

WHAT YOU GET WHY IT MATTERS
Senior advisory that speaks to specialists, not to IT Founded by operators who have run commercial
teams

Working agents your engineers use the same week
Business first, technology second

Custom knowledge capture on your accounts
Three weeks from first meeting to working tools

The start of a firm asset your specialists feed
Your engineers keep the tools. You own the IP

No vendor lock-in at any phase of the engagement
Every next step earned by what just shipped
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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.

WORKSHOP 01

How to think

Walk through what is
happening in process

engineering and inside your
firm. Build the first working

tool in the room: a
knowledge-capture agent
for one of your senior

specialists, on one of your

real accounts. Your

leadership team leaves with

a shared view of the

succession problem and the

first working tool in their
hands.

WORKSHOP 02

Your team's
tools

A half-day activation. Each
member of your commercial
leadership team leaves with
five to ten working agents
tuned to their accounts,
their competitors, their
specialists. Specialist
knowledge capture. Client
intelligence. Tender
anticipation. Complex
proposal acceleration. Tools
your team is using the same
week.

WORKSHOP 03

Ready to roll

Refined tools from real use.

The rollout plan for the
wider firm. The succession
programme for your top
specialists. The margin-
shift plan for your mid-tier
engineers. And the CEO
conversation with numbers
the CFO can check, not a
deck they cannot argue
with.

Three weeks. No IT project. No board approval to start. The tools your team

is already using when we finish.

GRAIL
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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.

If your top three specialists retired in the next five years, which of your longest-
running client relationships would survive the transition, and which would go to
tender?

What have you actually transferred from your most senior specialists to the rest
of the team in the last twelve months? If mentoring is the answer, how much is
being absorbed, and by whom?

What is your blended day rate on mid-tier analysis work, and how does it
compare to two years ago? Which clients are already benchmarking it against
Al-assisted alternatives?

Of the RFPs you have received from long-running framework clients in the last
eighteen months, how many were preceded by a senior specialist winding down
in that account?

Where is your senior KAM team spending their Monday morning today, and
where would they need to spend it to anticipate a tender twelve months before
procurement issues it?

If any of these produces a disagreement in your leadership team, that is the

conversation worth having before the board 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.

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.

» YOU ARE READING

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



