


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

You have seen this on your delivery
floor

Every Chief Operating Officer or Head of Delivery at a mid-sized technology firm has had the same

Monday morning. Sprint review for the €2M system integration: the technical lead who has been on

the account for three years handed in notice on Friday for an AI-native startup offering equity. Pipeline

review: lost pitch last week to a firm with twelve people the COO has never heard of; client feedback

was that the competitor demoed AI-augmented delivery in the room. And the productivity report from

the AI tools pilot the firm launched six months ago: individual output up materially, delivery cycles

unchanged.

The problem is not the tools. The delivery engine those tools are running on was designed for 2019

constraints and has not been redesigned.

At the same time, something is happening to the sector. AI-native competitors are launching with cost

structures 40 to 60% leaner than yours. Clients are running 30-day AI-assisted proofs of concept that

deliver what used to take six months. And your firm is expected to lead on AI by every client in your

portfolio. Being visibly behind in a technology firm is not just an operational problem. It is a credibility

problem the client notices before you do.

Your project margin, your delivery reliability, and your delivery speed are not three separate problems.

They share one root. The senior judgment that makes your firm unchallengeable has never been

separated from the engineers who carry it. Every margin problem, every retention risk, every stuck

cycle time is a symptom of a delivery engine not yet redesigned around the constraint that changed.

This briefing covers what is happening in your sector, what it means inside
your delivery engine, and the three questions your operations 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

Technology services just lost the
pricing logic that ran them for a decade

Every wave of tooling your sector absorbed in the last twenty years gave clients a reason to pay for

more specialist hours. More complex integrations. More sophisticated custom builds. Larger digital

programmes. Each new layer gave the rate card a reason to keep working. The business has run on

billable hours for a generation and it never once broke.

AI does not behave the same way. The client still needs the same architecture decisions, the same

complex integration, the same delivery accountability. The scope of the work is unchanged. But the

boilerplate code, the unit test generation, the documentation, the standard integrations, the progress

reporting that used to fill most of the mid-level developer's week can now be done in a fraction of the

time. Under hourly billing, faster delivery at the same rate card means less revenue for the same

engagement. The sector is living this in realisation numbers right now.

Client procurement is showing up to renewals with AI-efficiency
benchmarks. By the time your delivery lead is in the room, the question
of what the engagement should cost has already been framed.

The competitors in your segment are not waiting. Firms that launched in the last three years with AI-

native delivery models are showing up to pitches with demonstrations the established players cannot

match. Client CIOs are approving 30-day proofs of concept at fees that would not have covered the

scoping phase two years ago. And here is what makes this pressure specific to technology firms: the

client is not just asking why your competitor is cheaper. They are asking why you, a technology firm,

have not made the same shift. The credibility gap is as damaging as the margin gap, and it shows up

in the pitch meeting before the invoice.
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L E N S  T W O    ·    Y O U R  F U N C T I O N

Your delivery engine and your senior
bench are feeling it every sprint

Your delivery engine. Delivery leads are managing harder to close projects at the same quality bar.

The sprint cadence, the scoping process, the handoff between proposal and delivery. All were

designed around the constraint that senior judgment was expensive and junior execution was the way

to cover ground. That constraint has changed. The engine has not.

Your technical quality. The quality floor still holds because the right senior engineers are on the right

accounts. The quality ceiling has not risen in three years. Both are now at risk. The senior architects

who catch the integration flaw a mid-level developer would miss, who know why the legacy system

was built the way it was, who can read a client's CTO before the formal review. They carry that context

as personal knowledge. It has never been captured. When one of them leaves, the firm spends two

engagements with a visible gap before the client notices.

Your specialist bench. Mid-level developers bill at rates that assumed they were spending significant

time on architecture and complex problem-solving. AI coding tools compress the routine coding and

testing that used to fill their week. The rate card reads the same number. Realisation on the book of

work where clients can run the comparison is drifting. Most of your mid-level bench has not had the

conversation yet about what their role looks like in twelve months.

Your senior engineers. Your most senior specialists cost the firm significantly more per hour than

anyone on the bench. On a standard client week they deliver a fraction of that time on the complex

architecture and client advisory only they can provide. The rest goes into code review, documentation,

progress reporting, and internal coordination that AI could carry. The scarcest resource in the firm is

spending the majority of its week on the work least suited to its cost.

Your client continuity. Your top client accounts each rest on one or two senior engineers who have

been on them for years. They built those relationships on accumulated technical context that has

never been written down. When one of them leaves — and AI-native startups are recruiting actively —

the account is at risk within twelve months. You know which accounts, and you know which engineers.
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D E L I V E R Y.  K N O W L E D G E .  S P E E D .

The firms pulling ahead are building
one piece of infrastructure

Your sector is compressing from the outside because AI-native competitors have a leaner cost

structure. Your delivery engine is compressing from the inside because your senior engineers are

spending most of their week on work that no longer requires them. Same force, two entry points. But

there is a third thing most technology COOs have not named yet, and it is the one that matters most.

You do not have three problems. You have one. The senior judgment that makes your firm worth hiring

has never been separated from the engineers who carry it. Every margin problem, every retention risk,

every stuck delivery cycle is a symptom of that single unsolved thing. Pay a senior engineer to write

boilerplate, and margin drifts. Let a senior architect leave with the client's integration history in their

head, and the account is at risk. Keep the delivery engine designed around constraints that no longer

apply, and the cycle cannot shorten.

Look at the firms pulling ahead. Delivery, bench, and client continuity are not three separate

programmes in those firms. They are one piece of infrastructure. Every engagement makes it smarter.

The engineer who leaves adds to it on the way out. The new hire learns on it from day one. The client

relationship holds because the context lives in the infrastructure, not only in one person's memory.

There is a question that separates the firms building the next decade from the
ones defending the last one. Can you point to one thing in your delivery
operation that is measurably smarter this quarter than last? Most
technology firms cannot. The ones that can have already made the shift. They
are already winning the pitches you thought were yours.

You have eighteen months. The debate about whether to act is over. The question now is whether you

build the infrastructure your delivery operation runs on, or wait until the next lost pitch makes the

board decide for you.

GRAIL | Industry Briefing 5



T W O  P A T H S

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

Every technology delivery COO 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

Keep hourly billing, push utilisation
harder
AI tools increase individual output. Under hourly

billing, faster delivery means fewer billable hours.
Margin compresses as productivity rises.

Shift toward fixed-price,
outcome-based delivery
AI efficiency captures as margin, not as client

discount. Same senior judgment, lower cost
base, higher realisation on the same

engagement.

Treat senior departures as a
retention problem
Offer equity, raise salaries, watch the AI-native

startups outbid you anyway. The account risk
walks out with each departure.

Extract client context as a side-
effect of delivery
Architecture decisions, integration histories,

incident records. The context lives in the
infrastructure when the engineer leaves.

Deploy AI tools on top of the
existing delivery engine
Every developer gets a coding assistant. Individual
output rises. Delivery cycles stay the same

because the engine was not redesigned.

Rebuild delivery around the tasks
that still require senior judgment
Junior plus AI infrastructure delivers what mid-
level did. Senior time goes to architecture and

client advisory. Cycle shortens.

Protect the mid-level role by
avoiding the conversation
Pretend the mid-level developer role is

unchanged. Lose the best ones to firms that
moved first. Bench thins at the worst moment.

Redesign the junior pathway
around judgment from day one
New hires pair with AI and the firm's delivery

infrastructure. Three-year learning curve
compresses to twelve months.

Same talent pool. Same client base. Same twelve months. Opposite outcomes.
The difference is the architecture, not the tools.
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T H R E E  Q U E S T I O N S

Project Margin. Delivery Reliability.
Delivery Speed.

Three questions every technology delivery COO tracks. None of them used
to be the same question. They are now.

0 1    ·    P R O J E C T  M A R G I N

Why is our
margin drifting
on
engagements
where the rate
card should
hold?
AI compresses the hours

that justified mid-level

billing. Under hourly rates,

that efficiency goes to the

client as faster delivery, not

to the firm as higher

margin. The rate card is not
the problem. The pricing

model is. The firms

capturing AI efficiency as

margin have moved toward

fixed-price, outcome-based

delivery. The firms still

billing hourly are watching

productivity rise and margin

compress in the same

quarter.

0 2    ·    D E L I V E R Y
R E L I A B I L I T Y

What happens
to our quality
and our
accounts when
senior
engineers
leave?
Your senior engineers each

carry years of client-

specific context:

architecture history,

integration decisions, the

unwritten rules of the

client's technical

environment. None of it has

been captured. When they

leave for an AI-native

startup, the account is at

risk within twelve months.

The quality floor drops

before the client names it.

You know which accounts

this applies to right now.

0 3    ·    D E L I V E R Y  S P E E D

Why has our
delivery cycle
not moved
despite three
years of AI
tooling?
AI tools increased individual

developer output. Delivery

cycles did not shorten

because the bottleneck was

never individual output. It

was the senior engineer's

time applied to tasks that

no longer require senior

judgment. Free that time,

and the cycle shortens. The

firms who rebuilt delivery

around this are closing in

half the time. Same team.

Different architecture.
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F O U R  M O V E S

What the firms winning this play are
actually doing

Four concrete moves any technology delivery COO can start this quarter. Each touches one part of

the delivery engine.

1 Delivery: separate the judgment from the routine work in every engagement,
then price around the judgment

List the task bundles inside each engagement type the firm delivers. Mark each: AI-handled

with senior review, senior-only, junior-plus-AI, retired. What remains is a different engagement

at a different cost base. Most COOs are redesigning engagement types. The right unit is the

task. The pricing model follows that map, not the rate card.

2 Quality: capture client context as a side-effect of delivery, not as a
documentation project
Architecture decision records, integration histories, incident postmortems, code review notes.

Extract from the artefacts the team already produces. The senior engineer is not asked to

explain themselves. Their role shifts to escalation and advisory. The next engineer on the

account inherits years of context from day one. Senior departure stops being catastrophic.

3 Bench: redesign the junior developer role around judgment from day one, not
boilerplate
The routine coding that trained juniors into mid-level developers is running on AI. No redesign

means no senior bench in 2030. New hires pair with AI infrastructure and senior engineers

from the start. Review, exception-handling, architecture input. The three-year learning curve

compresses to twelve months. The junior in 2026 builds judgment experience the 2022 junior

did not have by 2025.

4 Continuity: treat every major client account as an active intelligence asset, not
a personal relationship
Ten years of engagement history. Architecture context. The client's technical preferences,

their regulatory constraints, their unwritten rules. When the senior engineer who carried it

leaves, the next one inherits the asset. The account holds on the firm's infrastructure, not on

one person's memory. The client notices the continuity. They do not notice the departure.
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G R A I L    ·    H O W  W E  T H I N K

The only firm that joins delivery
advisory to working infrastructure

Four places to go. None can do what we do, and each for a specific reason.

The large consulting firms' operations practices sell a diagnostic delivered by analysts billing

hours. They produce decks. Their revenue model is the one your firm is trying to leave. They write the

architecture. They cannot build working delivery infrastructure in three months.

Accenture, Deloitte, and the large implementation arms are your competitive set. They cannot

advise on delivery-model change without a conflict every senior person in the room can feel.

The hyperscaler professional services teams build delivery infrastructure for their own platform.

The knowledge infrastructure they build belongs to their stack. The 18-month moat from captured

client context becomes a platform asset, not a firm asset.

The AI coding platforms and agent vendors sell tools and call it change. Your team already has five

AI coding tools. The problem was never the tools. It was the delivery engine they ran on.

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 grounded in having redesigned our
own delivery model

Working delivery infrastructure your team uses the
same week

Custom tools built on your clients, your architecture,
your delivery context

A knowledge infrastructure your best engineers feed
as a side-effect of daily work

No vendor lock-in at any phase

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

Founded by practitioners who have run technology
delivery themselves

Business model first, technology second

Three weeks from first meeting to working
infrastructure

Your team owns the infrastructure; 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 delivery
leadership. Working infrastructure
from week one.

We start with your delivery leadership because the change cannot outrun
the team's personal understanding of what is possible. Three workshops.
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 sector

and inside your delivery

engine. Build the first piece

of working infrastructure in

the room: a client-specific

knowledge tool from one of

your real accounts. Your

operations team leaves with

a shared view of what to do

next and the first piece of

working infrastructure in
their hands.

W O R K S H O P  0 2

Your delivery
infrastructure

A half-day build. Your Head

of Delivery, Head of

Practice, and senior

account leads leave with

five to ten pieces of

working infrastructure.

Client context capture.

Architecture decision

tooling. Sprint review

agents. Knowledge-transfer

workflows. Tools your

teams use the same week,

not slides about tools.

W O R K S H O P  0 3

Ready to run

Refined infrastructure from

real use. The rollout plan for

your wider delivery

organisation. The

knowledge-capture plan for

your senior engineers. The

junior pathway plan. And

the CEO and CFO

conversation with numbers

they can verify: margin by

pricing model, account risk

by senior, delivery cycle by
engagement type.

Three weeks. No IT project. No board approval needed to start. The
infrastructure your delivery operation is already running on when we finish.
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F I V E  Q U E S T I O N S

For your next operations review

Ask these honestly. Where your operations team cannot agree on an answer is the conversation worth

an hour on the agenda.

Of the engagements where realisation came in under plan in the last two
quarters, how many lost ground because AI-efficiency benchmarks arrived in
the client's renewal conversation before your delivery lead was ready for them?

What percentage of your senior engineers' billable week goes to code review,
documentation, progress reporting, and coordination that AI infrastructure
could carry? And what would your delivery cycle look like if that time went to
architecture and client advisory instead?

If your three most senior engineers left next month, what would happen to the
accounts they carry? What has actually been transferred to the rest of the bench
in the last twelve months?

Can you point to one thing in your delivery operation that is measurably
smarter this quarter than last quarter? If not, what are the next four quarters
going to add up to?

Which of your mid-level developers is already working the way the rest of the
bench will need to work in 2027? What would it take for that to be the default
across your delivery organisation?

If any of these produces a disagreement in your operations 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.

▸  YOU ARE READING

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.

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


