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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

You have seen this on your operations
desk

Every Chief Operating Officer at a mid-market industrial B2B manufacturer in Europe has had the
same Monday morning. Three things on the desk. The UK VP Sales closed a deal requiring fourteen
custom sensor variants with a three-week delivery commitment. The MRP says seven weeks. The
planning team is spending today rebuilding the production schedule. A lost tender post-mortem sits
underneath it: won on technical specification, lost because the competitor committed to three weeks
and you committed to six. On top of the stack, the resignation from the senior application engineer
who has held the semiconductor customer segment for eleven years. He retires in ninety days.
Everything he knows about how your products perform in cleanroom environments above 80°C exists
only in his head.

You have run this operation for fifteen years. The pattern was manageable. Build the product. Train
the commercial team. Hold the quality gate. Protect the on-time-in-full number.

Something changed. The commercial layer is arming up with Al faster than the operations network is
redesigning. Your sellers are winning technically complex deals at a pace the delivery chain was not
built for. Your best application engineers carry field-performance knowledge that has never been
extracted into your production quality systems. And your order-to-delivery cycle on custom
configurations is the number your competitors are using to take your deals in the final round.

These are not separate problems. They are the same problem at three points in the network. The
manufacturers pulling ahead are not building faster production lines. They are building the
infrastructure that turns field knowledge into quality certainty and sales velocity into delivery
commitments the network can keep.

This briefing covers what is happening in your sector, what it means
across your delivery network, and the three questions your operations
team should answer before the next board cycle.



LENS ONE . YOUR INDUSTRY

Your commercial layer just changed.
Your delivery network has not.

For thirty years, the technical manufacturer's competitive advantage sat in two places: the product
itself, and the application knowledge of the people selling it. Product differentiation narrowed as
manufacturing quality converged. The knowledge gap between top technical sellers and average ones
never closed through training, CRM investment, or process standardisation. The best sellers won on
application understanding: knowing which sensor fails in flour dust above 40°C, which mounting angle
holds in high-vibration, which sealing grade survives pharmaceutical washdown.

Al is closing that gap for the first time. Not through more training. Through infrastructure that extracts
accumulated knowledge from the best sellers' work artefacts and makes it available to every seller at
the moment they need it. The five-year learning curve for a new technical seller is compressing
toward months. Your commercial layer is already in that shift, whether or not your operations network
is ready for what it demands next.

Industrial buyers are also arming up. Procurement teams use Al-
powered benchmarking platforms to evaluate supplier pricing and
delivery promises before the first meeting. The seller who cannot defend
their delivery commitment with precision does not get a second chance.

When the commercial layer wins deals faster and wins technically complex custom deals that used to
require months of relationship-building, the binding constraint shifts immediately to the delivery
chain. Manufacturers who built competitive position on application knowledge depth are discovering
the operations network they built for a certain commercial cadence is running behind the commercial
cadence they just enabled. The firms that see this sequence and redesign accordingly offer delivery
windows competitors cannot match. In a market where product specifications are broadly
comparable, lead time certainty is often the last differentiator standing.



LENS TwWO : YOUR FUNCTION

Your supply chain, your quality, and
your order fulfilment are each feeling
it

Your supply chain. Component procurement runs on forecasts averaging standard and custom
orders. Custom configurations spike demand for specialty components in windows the MRP never
anticipated. When sales closes a complex deal on a tight lead time, the planning team finds out days
later. Supplier lead times do not compress because the sales team did. The gap between commercial
velocity and supply chain responsiveness is widening, and the customers who feel it most are your
highest-value accounts.

Your production and configuration. Standard products flow on a cadence that works. Custom
configurations require manual intervention from specialists whose time is already constrained. The
order-to-configuration handoff from sales to production carries information that was summarised in
the call, abstracted in the CRM, and re-interpreted by the production planner. Three handoffs where
specification detail erodes. Most of the rework on custom orders traces to the handoff, not to the
production floor.

Your quality and field performance. Your senior application engineers carry twenty-five to thirty
years of product behavior knowledge that lives in their heads. Which variants fail in specific
environments. Which installation conditions trigger warranty claims. That knowledge is not in your
quality system, not in your production parameters. When one retires, you run five to ten installations
before the failure pattern they would have caught in the quote shows up as a warranty event.

Your workforce. Your planning coordinators spend fifteen to twenty-five percent of their week on
reactive reschedule events from handoff gaps. The routine coordination work that trained junior
planners into experienced ones is absorbed by exception management. The experience junior
planners are building is exception management, not planning craft.

Your order fulfilment. On-time-in-full on standard lines holds at high nineties. On custom and
technically complex orders, it sits fifteen to twenty points lower. Those orders are your highest-margin
work and your most strategically important customers. The margin earned on the specification is
being given back on the delivery.



ORDER MARGIN. DELIVERY. SPEED.

The manufacturers pulling ahead are
building one thing

Your commercial layer is gaining capability faster than your delivery network is redesigning. Sellers are
closing more complex deals, at higher technical specificity, with shorter lead time commitments, than
the operations infrastructure was built to support. That gap is not a sales problem or an operations
problem. It is an architecture problem at three points in the network simultaneously.

You do not have three problems. You have one. The application knowledge that makes your products
work in specific field environments, that wins the complex specification, that keeps the automotive
customer renewing the framework contract. That knowledge has never been separated from the
people who carry it. Every order margin problem, every on-time-in-full gap on custom orders, every
delivery commitment the commercial team made that the network could not keep traces to that single
unsolved thing.

The manufacturers building ahead are not installing faster production lines. They are building the
operations infrastructure that extracts field knowledge into quality systems, connects sales
commitments to production capacity in real time, and turns planning from reactive exception
management into proactive demand shaping. Every deal makes the infrastructure smarter. The senior
who retires adds to it on the way out. The new application engineer learns from it on the way in.

The delivery commitment your commercial team can make is set by the operations
capability you have built today. Build ahead of commercial ambition and you give
your CEO a competitive argument that is hard to copy, because it sits in your
operations network, not in a product or a price.

You have eighteen to twenty-four months. The firms in your segment that are redesigning now will
have established the delivery certainty advantage before the rest of the market catches up. After that,
the gap is structural and it takes years to close.



TWO PATHS

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

Every operations leader at a technical manufacturer has had the Al conversation. Most are making the
same four decisions. A smaller group is making different ones. The difference is architecture, not
tooling.

THE DEFAULT PATH

Accept the planning-to-sales gap as Build the real-time sales-to-operations loop
structural Commitments reflect actual production windows
Sales commits; operations adjusts. Rework before deals close. Configuration accuracy

is a cost of business. Lead time gaps are improves. Lead times compress without adding
the price of customisation. capacity.

Treat senior retirements as an HR event Extract field knowledge as a side-effect of daily
Hire replacements, run handovers, accept work

the quality gap while the new engineer Capture from field reports, service tickets,
rebuilds knowledge from scratch. application notes. Quality systems get smarter

before the retirement happens.

Deploy planning tools on the existing Redesign order-to-delivery flow around real-
handoff architecture time data

Better dashboards. More S&OP meetings. Configuration goes from sales conversation to

The architecture is still the architecture. production-ready work order directly. Planners
Lead times do not compress. handle exceptions, not data transfers.

Protect junior planning roles as they are Rebuild the junior pathway around judgment

Routine coordination stays human. The from day one

bench builds through exception Routine coordination runs on agent-supported

management. Succession problem arrives infrastructure. New planners start on exception
in 2030. handling. Judgment compounds faster.

Same delivery network. Same twelve months. Opposite outcomes on complex order
performance. The difference is the architecture underneath, not the effort on top of
it.




Order Margin. On-Time-In-Full.
Order-to-Delivery Cycle.

Three questions every manufacturing COO is tracking. They used to be
separate numbers. In 2026 they are the same question.

What is the full

cost-to-serve
on our complex
custom orders?

The standard product
margin is fine. The complex
custom order margin
includes configuration time,
planning rework,
specification errors, and
after-sales costs from field
performance gaps. Add
those up for the last twelve
months of technically
complex orders and
compare to the invoice
value. That number tells
you whether the pricing
that won the specification is
being given back in the
delivery.

02 - ON-TIME-IN-FULL

What happens
to our quality
floor when our
senior

application
engineers
retire?

Three to six of your most
senior application engineers
carry field-performance
knowledge that has never
been extracted into your
quality systems. The quality
floor holds because they
review the specifications.
When they retire, you run
ten to twenty installations
before the pattern they
would have caught shows
up as a warranty event. You
can already name which
retirement conversations
are coming.

Why is our
custom order
lead time still
the same as it
was five years
ago?

Complex custom
configurations take six to
ten weeks from order to
delivery. Roughly a third of
that elapsed time is
configuration handoff
friction, planning
coordination, and
specification clarification
between sales and
operations. Manufacturers
who have rebuilt that
handoff around real-time
intelligence are delivering
the same custom orders in
three to four weeks. Same
production capacity. Same
workforce. Different
architecture from order
intake to production floor.



FOUR MOVES

What the manufacturers winning this
play are actually doing

Four concrete moves any manufacturing COO can start this quarter. Each touches one part of the
delivery network. Together, they become the architecture the operations function runs on.

1 Supply chain: compress the gap between sales commitment and production
window

Map the custom order flow from sales conversation to production-ready work order. Identify
where specification detail erodes: the sales call, the CRM note, the planning translation, the
production brief. Each erosion point is a rework risk and a lead time add. The manufacturers
compressing lead time on complex orders are eliminating handoff friction, not running faster
production lines.

2 Quality: extract senior application knowledge before the retirement
conversations start

Your senior application engineers produce evidence of their field knowledge every week: field
reports, application notes, specification reviews. That knowledge extracts from those
artefacts as a side-effect of daily work. It feeds into production quality parameters and
configuration guidance. The senior's role shifts from carrying knowledge to escalating
exceptions. The firm stops being one retirement away from a quality gap.

Workforce: redesign planning roles around exception handling, not data
3 transfer

Routine coordination (order status updates, forecast aggregation, schedule reconciliation) can
run on agent-supported infrastructure now. Your planning team's value is the exception: the
delivery conflict requiring a supplier call, the configuration gap sales did not catch, the
demand signal that changes next quarter's mix. Junior planners entering that function in 2026
will build five years of judgment experience the 2022 cohort never accumulated.

Order fulfilment: build the intelligence loop that runs ahead of commercial
4 ambition

The delivery commitment your commercial team makes should reflect the actual production
window at deal close, not the average lead time from last quarter. Sales pipeline signals,
component availability, and production capacity combine to generate a real-time window the
planning team can stand behind. The competitor who cannot offer delivery certainty loses the
technically equivalent deal on the last criterion standing.



GRAIL . HOW WE THINK

The only firm that joins operations
advisory to working infrastructure

The manufacturing COO has four places to go for help with this. None can deliver what we deliver, and
each for a specific reason.

The big consulting firms' operations practices sell a diagnostic programme for €500K to €2M,
delivered by analysts billing hours. They produce the operating model recommendation. They cannot
put working infrastructure into your planning team and quality system in three months.

The hyperscaler consulting arms build the technical architecture on their own platform. The
infrastructure optimises for their stack. You own the product and the relationship. They own the
architecture your operations function runs on. Platform dependency is the business model.

The process-mining and RPA vendors map your existing flows and build automated steps on top of
them. The handoff architecture is still 2015. Lead times do not compress. The bots run faster on the
same route that produces the same rework.

ERP and MES integrators run eighteen-month programmes optimising the data model around the
existing process design. The planning system improves. The knowledge problem is untouched. The
senior application engineer retires with the same field knowledge they had when the programme
started.

The market offers four things you have already considered. GRAIL is
the fifth option.

WHAT YOU GET WHY IT MATTERS

Advisory that speaks manufacturing operations, not Business model first, technology second
diagnostic deck

Three weeks from first conversation to working
Working infrastructure your planning and quality infrastructure
teams use in week one

Your operations team keeps the infrastructure; you
Custom agents built on your order flow, your field own the IP
data, your domain

Every next step earned by what just shipped, never
No vendor dependency at any phase of the assumed
engagement



Three sessions with your operations
leadership. Working infrastructure
from week one.

Three workshops with your operations leadership. Each delivers working
infrastructure. Each earns the right to the next.

WORKSHOP 01 WORKSHOP 02 WORKSHOP 03

Your

How to think Ready to run

operations
infrastructure

Walk through what is Refined infrastructure from
happening in your sector real use. The rollout plan for
and inside your delivery e T your operations
network. Build the first f/l @ f_ ay .UI i/\;our VPl organisation. The
piece of infrastructure in an.u acturing, §upp y knowledge-extraction plan
. . Chain, Head of Quality, and . N
the room: a configuration Head of Aplicati for your senior application
intelligence agent for one of ea. © . Pplication . engineers. And the CFO
Engineering each leave with . .
your real custom order o conversation with numbers
. working infrastructure
flows. Your operations team ] ] they can check: order
. . tuned to their function. . . .
leaves with a shared view . . margin by configuration
. . . Order configuration . .
and the first working piece type, on-time-in-full on

. . intelligence. Field .
already in their hands. ! '9 ! ) complex orders, retention
knowledge extraction. .
exposure by senior

Planning coordination . application engineer.
agents. Sales-to-operations

commitment tools. In use
the same week.

Three weeks. No IT project. No board approval needed to start. The infrastructure
your delivery network is already running on when we finish.



For your next operations review

The questions your operations team cannot agree on are the ones worth an hour on the agenda. Ask
these honestly.

Of the complex custom orders you delivered in the last twelve months, how many
hit a specification error or rework event that traced back to the sales-to-
operations handoff? If you do not know, how would you find out?

What percentage of your senior application engineers' time is spent on
specification review, configuration guidance, and field escalation that could run
on infrastructure the firm has not yet built? What would happen to your quality
floor if that time were freed for the exceptions only they can judge?

If your top three senior application engineers retired next year, what would
happen to the customers they carry? What field-performance knowledge have
you actually extracted into your production systems in the last twelve months?

What is your on-time-in-full number specifically on custom and technically
complex orders, separated from standard product lines? If you do not track it
separately, that is the first number worth building.

Which of your planning coordinators is already working the way the rest of the
team will need to work by 2028? What would it take for the new entrants to your
planning function to build the same judgment in eighteen months instead of five
years?

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

JOHAN GRONSTEDT - GRAIL - JOHAN@GRAIL.WORKS - GRAIL.WORKS
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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.

» YOU ARE READING

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



