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

Executive Summary

Enterprises are spending more on AI than ever and getting less back than they expected. The real problem is not the model. It is the business the 
model does not know: the definitions, rules, relationships, and history a competent employee absorbs over months.

Budgets get approved, copilots get deployed, and agentic pilots launch with executive 
attention behind them. Then most stall somewhere between the impressive demo and 
a change to the P&L. The instinct is to blame the model, the integration work, or user 
adoption. The real problem sits underneath all of that.



That missing foundation has a name. The Context Layer is the governed tier that sits 
between an organization's data estate and its AI estate, and supplies models and 
agents with the structured, current, permissioned knowledge they need to do real 
work inside real workflows.



The argument is straightforward. Without a Context Layer, enterprise AI stays a 
productivity gadget: helpful in the margins, unreliable at the core. With one, AI can 
operate inside the business rather than beside it: governed, auditable, measurable, 
and wired into how work actually gets done.

WHO THIS IS FOR

Leaders moving AI from experimentation into real operational 
workflows, where outputs need to be accurate, governed, 
measurable, and connected to how work gets done:



Operations leaders trying to move AI past pilots; revenue, 
compliance, construction, education, and service leaders 
working across fragmented systems; executives funding AI 
initiatives without seeing measurable workflow impact; and 
technology leaders responsible for making AI safe, 
connected, and useful.

"The model is capable enough to support parts of your business. 
What it lacks is the business."
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01
The model is rarely the 
problem. The pilot worked, 
the rollout didn't, and the 
model was never the thing 
that broke. AI breaks down 
when the systems, business 
meaning, and operational 
logic around it are 
disconnected.

S E C T I O N  1

Why Enterprise AI Stalls
Generic AI answers questions. 
Enterprise AI has to understand a 
specific business. A model trained on 
the public internet knows a great deal 
about the world in general and 
almost nothing about how your 
company defines a qualified 
opportunity, when a change order 
needs a second approval, or which 
contract clause was in force the day 
a disputed invoice went out.

The knowledge it needs is 
scattered, and some was never 
written down. It lives across CRMs, 
ERPs, ticketing systems, 
spreadsheets, call transcripts, shared 
drives, and knowledge bases, and 
the rules connecting it live in the 
heads of experienced staff.

None of this is a model problem. 
Stronger models keep arriving and 
the gap does not close, because it 
was never in the model. Agentic 
systems fail quietly, taking action on 
context that is incomplete, stale, or 
subtly wrong.

The result is a predictable stall. The large majority of enterprise generative-AI pilots never produce 
measurable P&L impact, traced not to weak models but to brittle workflows, thin context, and misalignment 
with operations.

"The AI model is not the 
operating system. The 
business context is."

83%
of 250 IT & data leaders say agentic AI 
cannot reach production value without 
a dedicated context platform.

— DataHub, State of Context 
Management 2026

WHAT MOST TEAMS TRY

Better prompts More tools

Bigger models More training

WHAT ACTUALLY CHANGES OUTCOMES

Connected systems Structured context

Reliable execution Evaluation loops
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02
A governed tier, not a pile of 
data. It connects business 
systems, operational data, 
institutional knowledge, 
workflow logic, and 
governance into a single 
source of meaning that AI can 
draw on.

S E C T I O N  2  ·  P A R T  1

What the Context Layer Is
Three properties make it more than connected data. It is persistent, maintained as an 
asset rather than rebuilt on every query. It is governed, so every piece of context has 
an owner, a source, and an audit trail. And it is a defined architectural tier, with a place 
in the stack between the systems where data lives and the models that reason over it.

FROM ASSISTING INDIVIDUALS TO RUNNING OPERATIONS

› Understands the specific history of a customer, account, or project — 
better recommendations, fewer manual lookups.

› Retrieves from the system that is authoritative for a given fact — fewer 
conflicting answers.

› Applies your own policies, thresholds, and definitions — safer 
automation.

› Produces output that matches how work is actually done — adoption 
instead of resistance.

› Supports review, citation, and audit — lower risk.

› Measures outcomes and feeds them back — continuous improvement.

CONTEXT LAYER VS. 
CONTEXT ENGINEERING

The Context Layer is the enterprise 
asset: the structured, governed body 
of meaning AI draws on.



Context Engineering is the work of 
designing, structuring, connecting, and 
governing that asset so AI can use it 
reliably in production workflows.



One is the thing; the other is the 
discipline of building and maintaining it.

"It improves when AI can 
access trusted context, 
operate inside real 
systems, and get better 
over time."
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02
Precision matters. Several 
familiar tools each solve one 
slice of the problem and are 
sometimes mistaken for the 
whole. Buyers often confuse 
context with retrieval, 
integration, or knowledge 
management.

S E C T I O N  2  ·  P A R T  2

What the Context Layer Is Not
C O M M O N  M I S C O N C E P T I O N W H AT  I T  S O LV E S WHERE IT SITS IN THE STACK

Data lake Stores raw information at scale

Vector database

Prompt library / KB

Middleware / integration Moves data between systems

Retrieves passages that resemble a query

↑ context at runtime       OUTCOMES FED BACK 
↓

Helps a model sound informed on a topic
↑ context at runtime       OUTCOMES FED BACK 
↓

AI Estate
Copilots, agents, workflows

Context Layer
Meaning · rules · relationships · governance

Data & Systems
CRM, ERP, docs, transcripts, tickets

WHAT  EACH  ONE  M ISSES

Data lake

The meaning, rules, and 
relationships around the 
data

Vector database

Relationships, definitions, 
and governance

Prompt library / KB

The ability to operate 
inside a live workflow

Middleware

What the data means once 
it arrives

The layer that lets AI act 
as if it had been 
onboarded.

The Context Layer is the operational tier that makes AI business-aware (it knows your 
entities and history), workflow-aware (it knows how work moves and who decides), 
and governable (its outputs can be permissioned, cited, reviewed, and audited).
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SECTION 3

The Six Components

of the Context Layer

An organized set of context 
types that work together, each 
answering a question any 
competent employee can 
answer and any un-onboarded 
model cannot.

Business Data 01

"What happened?"
CRM, ERP, transactions, project and 

support history, financials, 
operational metrics.

Semantic Context 04

"What do our terms mean?"
Company definitions, entity 
relationships, and mappings.

Institutional Knowledge 02

"What do we know?"
Policies, SOPs, playbooks, product 

docs, and past decisions.
The


Context

Layer

Governance Context 05

"What is allowed?"
Permissions, citations, review gates, 
audit trails, human-in-the-loop.

The first four describe 
what AI can understand. 
Governance keeps it safe; 
Performance keeps it 
improving.

Workflow Context 03

"What happens next?"
Approval paths, handoffs, 

exceptions, escalation rules.

Performance Context 06

"Is it working?"
Outcome and usage data, quality 
signals, business-impact 
measurement.
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04
The abstraction becomes 
concrete the moment you attach 
it to a real workflow. Revenue 
operations and compliance are 
where the pattern is most proven.

S E C T I O N  4  ·  PA R T  1

The Context Layer in Action
Revenue Operations Compliance & Regulated Work

Most of what a seller needs before a call already exists, 
scattered across the CRM, call recordings, email threads, 
past proposals, and pricing rules.

AI generates answers with citations back to source, flags 
risks, routes exceptions to the right reviewer, and 
maintains a complete audit trail.

BEFORE BEFORE

Reps search five or more tools, spend 30+ 
minutes prepping each account.

Answers assembled by hand from 
scattered policy, heavy manual review.

WITH WITH

A governed prep packet with account 
history and next steps in seconds.

Cited, policy-consistent responses, 
exceptions routed automatically.

IMPACT IMPACT

Faster execution, consistent output, earlier 
visibility into at-risk accounts.

Lower risk, faster review cycles, and 
defensible decisions.

In a regulated setting the 
audit trail is not a feature. 
It is the price of 
admission.

A N O N Y MI Z E D  E X AMP L E  ·  B 2 B  SA L E S ,  4 0 +  REP S

Call transcripts, CRM data, email, and documents were scattered across five tools. A 
context layer built across those sources reached a working system in about five 
weeks.

<30s
discovery 
summaries

85%+
classification 
accuracy

~3×
consistent 
follow-up

~5 wk
to working 
system
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04
The same foundation travels. 
Construction and education show 
how far one Context Layer 
reaches beyond where it was first 
proven.

S E C T I O N  4  ·  PA R T  2

Additional Applications

Construction Operations
On a live project, AI supports RFIs, submittals, change 
orders, and compliance documentation by drawing on 
the project record and document history.

GROUNDED IN

This project's specifications and document 
history, not construction in the abstract.

RESULT

Accurate answers on RFIs and change orders, 
with disputes resolved against the actual record.

Education Operations
AI assists with student support, admissions workflows, 
compliance documentation, and internal service 
requests, grounded in institutional policy.

GROUNDED IN

Institutional policy and a specific program's 
rules, not generic guidance.

RESULT

Genuinely unusual cases escalate to a 
person with the full context attached.

The context is what keeps 
it accurate: it knows this 
project, not construction 
in the abstract.

THE COMMON THREAD

Across every application, the Context Layer supplies the same thing: a governed, current, permissioned understanding of the specific business, 
so AI acts on what is true here rather than what is generally plausible.
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05
Skip the Context Layer and 
the failure modes are 
predictable and repetitive. 
The pilots that stall are the 
ones that treated context as 
something to sort out later.

S E C T I O N  5

Why Agents Fail Without Context

77%Disconnected data

The AI gets fragments from five or more tools instead of 
connected context.

are not using formal control and data governance 
processes
(Redgate, 2026)

58%
accept higher data security risk for efficiency gains
(Redgate, 2026)

21%
of companies planning agentic AI have a mature 
agent-governance model
(Deloitte, 2026)

43% → 27%
decline in trust in fully autonomous agents in one year
(Capgemini)

"Without the Context 
Layer, AI stays a 
productivity tool. With it, 
AI becomes part of the 
operating model."

Underneath all of these is the same pattern: an AI system 
forced to reconstruct your organization's meaning on the fly, 
every time, from fragments it only partially understands.

Generic outputs
With no business meaning behind the prompt, answers come 
back plausible but non-specific.

Inconsistent results
The same question returns a different answer every time.

No feedback loop
No evals and no quality tracking means no way to tell if 
the system is improving or degrading.

Outputs that stop at a draft
Nothing connects back to the CRM, email, or workflow.

No production path
The prototype works in a demo, then breaks when it 
meets real permissions and exceptions.
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06 S E C T I O N  6  ·  PA R T  1

How to Build the First Context Layer

Less a technology project 
than an operations project. 
You do not boil the ocean. 
Start with one workflow that 
matters, make it work end to 
end, then let the foundation 
extend to the next.

1
Choose one workflow
Measurable value, feasible 
context, clear pain, and an 
owner who wants it. Revenue 
operations, compliance review, 
and customer onboarding are 
common starters.

2
Map the logic
Decisions, systems, handoffs, 
and rules, including the 
unwritten ones. The map 
becomes the specification for 
what the Context Layer must 
deliver.

3
Inventory the sources
Which data, documents, and 
knowledge are authoritative? 
Where do they live? Who owns 
accuracy? Surface 
disagreements early.

4
Define governance
Permissions, review points, 
sign-offs, and how every piece 
of context gets versioned, 
audited, and retired.

5
Structure into components
Organize along the six 
components so work compounds 
across workflows rather than 
fragmenting into point solutions.

6
Connect to actions
Wire outputs into the drafts, 
routes, approvals, and decisions 
the workflow already produces. 
Context without action is a library 
nobody visits.

7
Measure over time
Feed outcomes back so the layer 
sharpens and value compounds 
quarter over quarter.

Scope narrow, prove 
value, expand from what 
works.

Foundation — steps 1 to 4 Activation — steps 5 to 7

Each step is one week or less of focused work. The common mistake is trying to build a 
platform before proving one path works. Start narrow, prove value, expand from traction.
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06 S E C T I O N  6  ·  PA R T  2

From Context Layer to Operational AI
Operational AI is not a standalone tool bolted onto the side of the business but one that works inside it, with the context 
to be trusted, the wiring to take action, and the controls to stay accountable.

The foundation, not the 
finish line. Once it exists, it 
becomes what everything 
more ambitious is built on: the 
shift from AI that assists to AI 
that operates.

Observe
how AI is used and 
where it falls short

→
Evaluate

accuracy and business 
alignment

→
Improve
prompts, data, 

retrieval, workflow 
logic

→
Expand

to new workflows and 
more users

Each turn makes the underlying context more accurate. Better context → better outputs → more operational data → 
sharper context again.

An organization's 
structured understanding 
of itself favors whoever 
starts first.

This is where the Context Layer stops being only a technical foundation and behaves like a business asset. The value 
compounds instead of resetting with each pilot; the layer is closer to a capital investment in shared infrastructure than a 
one-time cost; and because the company's own governed context is the valuable part, that value stays portable as 
models, tools, and vendors change.
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06
Models are becoming a 
commodity. The frontier of 
advantage moves to how well 
a company structures, 
governs, and operationalizes 
its own business context.

S E C T I O N  6  ·  P A R T  3

Where to Start

Models get cheaper, faster, and more capable on a 
schedule, and every competitor has access to the same 
ones you do. The advantage that remains is built from an 
organization's specific understanding of itself, and it 
cannot be copied.



The companies that build the Context Layer first will be 
the ones deploying AI that is trusted, measurable, and 
scalable while others are still explaining why their pilots 
did not stick.

None of it has to happen at once. The practical first step 
is not to build a context layer for the whole business. It is 
to identify the first workflow where better context would 
create measurable operational value: one place where 
fragmented context is slowing execution, raising risk, or 
hiding value.



Map that workflow, identify the context it requires, and 
build the foundation from there.

That advantage cannot 
be purchased and 
cannot be copied.

Start with Opportunity Mapping
The exercise Metacto uses to identify that first workflow, assess the context it 
requires, and define a practical path from AI ambition to operational impact.

Find your first AI 
Opportunity
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