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We are witnessing the moment where AI finally gets a "body" capable of navigating the messy, unpredictable physical 
world. In 2026, the distinction between a "robot" (programmed to repeat) and "Physical AI" (trained to adapt) is the core 
driver of Manufacturing Transformation. For Fortis & Peak, this is where labor-shortage risks are mitigated and 
exponential operational throughput is achieved.



What Is "Physical AI"?

The Core Distinction

Earlier generations of industrial robots required thousands of 
lines of code for a single, narrowly defined task. Physical AI 
systems are trained—not programmed—to adapt to novel 
situations, generalize across tasks, and operate in 
environments they have never encountered before.

This shift from rigid repetition to flexible intelligence is the 
defining technological leap of 2026, and it is reshaping every 
assumption manufacturers have held about automation, labor, 
and capital investment.

Why It Matters Now

Two converging forces have made 2026 the 
inflection point: the maturation of Vision-
Language-Action (VLA) models that give robots a 
"brain," and the arrival of humanoid form factors 
that give them a "body" compatible with existing 
human workspaces.

Together, these developments unlock automation 
for the vast majority of manufacturers who could 
never justify or afford traditional industrial 
robotics—opening a new era of accessible, 
adaptive physical intelligence.



Multimodal "General Purpose" Intelligence

BREAKTHROUGH #1

The defining breakthrough of 2026 is the integration of Vision-Language-Action (VLA) Models—neural networks that translate high-
level natural language commands directly into precise motor outputs. Next-generation humanoids like Tesla's Optimus Gen 2 and 
Figure 02 no longer require pre-programmed routines for every object and scenario they encounter.

The Evolution

Earlier robots required thousands of 
lines of code for a single task. VLA-
powered humanoids use neural 
networks to bridge language and 
physical action, dramatically 
compressing deployment timelines 
from months to hours.

The "Zero-Shot" Capability

You can now show a robot a new 
part and say, "Pick this up and place 
it in the red bin," and the robot 
generalizes the task without being 
pre-programmed for that specific 
object's weight or friction 
coefficient.

Investment Insight

Value is shifting from Hardware 
OEMs to Foundational Model 
Providers who own the "Robotic 
Brain"—platforms like NVIDIA's 
GR00T and Google DeepMind's RT-2 
are becoming the critical layer of 
the Physical AI stack.



Humanoids: The "Brownfield" Solution

BREAKTHROUGH #2

Traditional automation has always demanded that manufacturers build a factory around the robot—custom fixtures, controlled 
environments, and purpose-built infrastructure. The 2026 generation of humanoids inverts this entirely: they are designed to fit into 
human spaces, not the other way around.

Brownfield Integration

Humanoids like Agility Robotics' Digit and Boston Dynamics' 
Electric Atlas are being deployed in existing warehouses 
because they can climb stairs, navigate narrow aisles, and use 
the same tools humans use—zero infrastructure modification 
required.

Human-Scale Dexterity

With 28+ degrees of freedom in their hands and tactile "skin" 
sensors, these robots can now handle delicate tasks—like 
plugging in cables or sorting soft fabrics—that were once 
impossible for rigid industrial arms.



Robots-as-a-Service & The Autonomous Night Shift

BREAKTHROUGH #3

The financial model of 2026 has fundamentally lowered the barrier to entry through Robots-as-a-Service (RaaS). Instead of 
a $2M upfront capital investment, mid-sized manufacturers are now "hiring" robot fleets on a monthly subscription basis—
ensuring they always have the latest software updates and hardware maintenance included.

OpEx Over CapEx

RaaS converts what was once a prohibitive capital 
expenditure into a predictable operating expense. This 
model democratizes access to cutting-edge Physical AI 
for manufacturers who previously had no viable path to 
automation, leveling the competitive playing field across 
company sizes.

The Autonomous Night Shift

A trending Fortis strategy involves human teams running 
the day shift to set up complex tasks, while a fleet of 
Physical AI agents runs the "Lights-Out" night shift 
autonomously—self-correcting for minor errors without 
human supervision, effectively doubling productive 
capacity with zero additional headcount.



Physical AI Competitive Landscape (2026)

The Physical AI market in 2026 is defined by a small number of highly differentiated platforms, each targeting distinct use cases 
and deployment environments. Understanding where each player is positioned—and what capability they lead with—is essential 
for making informed partnership and investment decisions.

Player Key Platform Primary Use Case 2026 Status

Tesla Optimus Gen 2 Automotive Assembly In-house deployment at 
scale.

Figure AI Figure 02/03 Logistics & BMW Pilots Leading in "VLA" reasoning 
speed.

Boston Dynamics Electric Atlas Heavy Industrial / Logistics High-performance 
enterprise fleets.

1X NEO Service & Light Industrial Focus on safe, soft-body 
interaction.

The competitive axis is shifting from hardware performance to model intelligence. Platforms that control the foundational 
"Robotic Brain"—the VLA model layer—will command disproportionate value as hardware becomes increasingly commoditized 
over the next 18–24 months.



Strategic Implications for Fortis & Peak

Fortis: Mitigating Labor Risk

Physical AI directly addresses 
structural labor shortages by 
deploying adaptive robot fleets in 
roles that were previously 
unfillable. RaaS models make this 
accessible without balance-sheet 
strain.

Peak: Exponential 
Throughput

The Lights-Out night shift model 
enables Peak-oriented operations 
to achieve throughput multiples 
without proportional headcount 
growth—redefining the 
economics of scale in 
manufacturing.

Investment Positioning

Track the shift in value from 
Hardware OEMs to Foundational 
Model Providers. NVIDIA's GR00T 
and Google DeepMind's RT-2 
represent the emerging "picks 
and shovels" of the Physical AI 
era.



The Physical AI Adoption Journey

Assess

Audit workflows for 
RaaS entry points

Pilot

Deploy humanoids 
on targeted 

brownfield tasks

Scale

Expand Lights-Out 
night shift 
operations

Lead

Invest in 
foundational model 

providers

The path to Physical AI adoption follows a clear progression—from workflow assessment and targeted pilots through to 
full autonomous night-shift operations and strategic investment in the foundational model layer. Organizations that 
begin the assessment phase now will hold a decisive 12–18 month advantage over competitors who wait for the 
technology to "fully mature."



About Fortis & Peak Perspectives

Fortis & Peak Perspectives represent our forward-looking point of 
view on the forces shaping industries, business models, and 
competitive advantage. Drawing on deep strategic insight and cross-
sector experience, these perspectives go beyond observation to 
frame what matters most—and what comes next.

They are designed to help executives interpret disruption, anticipate 
shifts, and make informed decisions with clarity and confidence in an 
increasingly complex business environment.

 www.fortisandpeak.com  info@fortisandpeak.com

Applied Foresight

Our Applied Foresight methodology 
combines rigorous market intelligence with 
executive-level strategic framing—
translating emerging signals into 
actionable decisions before they become 
consensus.

Physical AI is one of several 
transformation vectors we are actively 
tracking for 2026 and beyond.

https://www.fortisandpeak.com
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