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INTERVIEW

Kiara
Nirghin 
Founder & CEO

by Thomas Willatt, Projects Director, Communities, CRU.

Kiara Nirghin is Founder and Chief Executive 
Officer of Emanate, the Silicon Valley-based 
startup building the first AI revenue engine for 
industrial materials companies. 

As a Stanford AI Lab senior researcher and 
alum, former Stanford CS instructor, and Stan-
ford Institute for Human-Centered AI advisor, 
Kiara has pioneered the use of generative AI in 
the physical economy through award-winning 
real-world deployments. Kiara is a Google Sci-
ence Grand Prize winner for seminal research in 
AI algorithms, a TIME Magazine Most Influential 
honoree, and named one of the top 100 entre-
preneurs in AI. 

Emanate is backed by Andreessen Horowitz, 
M13, and the Carlyle Group, and has been fea-
tured in Fortune, Fast Company, and Forbes. 
The company is on a mission to help the most 
important industrial materials companies in 
America experience exponential growth.

SMU: How would you explain in a sentence 
or two what Emanate does for a steel or 
industrial materials company today?

Kiara: Emanate builds AI agents that run the 

entire commercial side of industrial materials 
and steel companies. We handle everything 
coming into a sales inbox, help manage and 
grow existing accounts, and run outbound to win 
net-new accounts, all connected to a compa-
ny’s existing systems of record, with or without 
human supervision. Essentially, the companies 
we work with are able to grow revenue autono-
mously without needing a human involved in 
every step.

SMU: Steel is at the center of the re-industri-
alization of the US and reshoring efforts. A 
lot of that focus is on new plants and facili-
ties, but Emanate is focused on the commer-
cial side. Can you say a little about how you 
see the unsolved problem being how these 
products actually get sold?

Kiara: What’s interesting is that every new fac-
tory, every chip fab, and every data center starts 
as a quote on a desk at a steel company. Before 
anything gets built, materials have to be speci-
fied, priced, quoted, sold, and moved. The com-
mercial layer is really the bloodstream of the 
entire buildout, and it still runs on spreadsheets, 
emails, phone calls, and CRMs that are not as 
up to date as they should be.



3

Steel Market Update Yearbook 2026

The commercial 
layer is really the 
bloodstream of 
the entire buildout, 
and it still runs on 
spreadsheets, 
emails, phone calls, 
and CRMs that are 
not as up to date as 
they should be.” 

Image: CRU 

We’ve dedicated an incredible amount of intel-
ligence and complexity to improving that com-
mercial layer. Almost nobody has really touched 
the selling side. The making only matters when 
what gets sold is sold well. That’s the unsolved 
half, and that’s the half we build for.

SMU: In that sales process, where do you 
see the biggest friction in the quote-to-order 
process, where Emanate is trying to make 
the biggest impact first?

Kiara: It’s really everything from when the quote 
comes in to how you sustain net-new quotes. A 
single request means matching specs, grades, 
checking inventory, and doing multiple checks 
before a quote actually goes out. Once it does 
go out, that’s revenue coming in the door.

But then, to maintain wallet share and make 
sure the customer keeps purchasing, you need 
to continue managing that account at a speed 
and precision that goes beyond one human. 
And in the case of larger OEM relationships, 
this is equally as important. So the biggest fric-
tion we see is not just handling inbound quickly 
and effectively, but maintaining that momentum 
so you have continued revenue throughout the 

sales process after that initial inbound.

SMU: For a steel company you’re working 
with, what does implementation look like in 
terms of incorporating this technology into 
their processes and workflows?

Kiara: We are platform-centric, but also forward-
deployed, as the best AI companies are right 
now when they’re driving real value. AI is dif-
ferent from SaaS (software as a service). With 
SaaS, you’re buying a product. With AI, you’re 
purchasing outcomes. That’s a lot of responsibil-
ity, and it’s one we take seriously.

That’s incredibly unique, but also incredibly 
exciting to a company, because you can anchor 
on what the agent can actually do: how many 
quotes it is processing, how many outbounds it 
is doing, and what net-new revenue sources it is 
unlocking and how much time it is giving back 
to your existing commercial team members. 
So when we deploy, we focus on integrating, 
customizing, and tracking ROI for every deploy-
ment, with as little friction as possible.

And the results are tangible. On the inbound 
quote side, anything that used to take two or 
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three weeks, or even multiple days, can now 
be done in two to three minutes. You’re able to 
cover every single piece of inbound coming in. 
You’re able to reactivate dormant accounts at 
scale through automated nurturing.

SMU: A lot of readers may be familiar with 
AI mainly through platforms like ChatGPT or 
Claude. How would you describe the differ-
ence between those horizontal tools and a 
vertically built platform?

Kiara: That’s a great question. ChatGPT and 
Claude are incredible one-size-fits-all tools. But 
selling in this industry is not a language problem. 
It’s a knowledge and computation problem.

These products are deeply complex. You have 
technical specs, grades, processing require-
ments, and real mathematical decisions around 
how they’re priced, processed, and delivered. 
A horizontal AI tool can give you a plausible 
paragraph. It can’t tell you what’s on your floor, 
what it costs to process, what to charge with the 
right margins, which customers are at risk, how 
to expand those customers, or who sits on the 
buying committee in a procurement team.

We’ve spent an incredible amount of time and 
effort to make sure our agents hold that deep 
domain knowledge, and they are only getting 

better at being the absolute best at this. We build 
that out for you based on the specifics in your 
ERP or CRM, and then we do the real compu-
tation at the same time. Every decision is con-
nected to your live systems. That combination 
is why horizontal AI can’t replicate what we do.

SMU: Given the speed of innovation within 
AI, people talk about a kind of great level-
ling, where other sectors can move as fast 
as software companies. How do you see that 
applying to steel service centers versus soft-
ware companies?

Kiara: It’s an incredible point. For decades, a 
tech company in San Francisco could adopt 
new technology as fast as it came out, and 
that became its moat or advantage over, say, 
a service center in another part of the country. 
That was the real gap. It wasn’t ambition. It was 
access and engineering capacity.

Frontier AI changes that. We’re living in a time 
where the model today is as bad as it’s ever 
going to get. That’s wild, but it’s true. The mod-
els we’re interacting with now are only going to 
improve over the next month, six weeks, and 
beyond.

That means if you step up and use this technol-
ogy now, you can get ahead in a way that has 
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When you adopt 
a new tool or 
technology, you have 
to focus on growth. 
Cost-cutting has a 
floor. Growth doesn’t.”

If you would like to learn 
more about Emanate,

follow this link:

never really been possible before, and experi-
ence this great leveling in a way that is incredibly 
powerful. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

SMU: When you’re talking to clients, how do 
you describe the need to focus on building 
for growth rather than cost-cutting?

Kiara: I think most leaders in steel companies 
understand this deeply. When you adopt a new 
tool or technology, you have to focus on growth. 
Cost-cutting has a floor. Growth doesn’t.

A lot of enterprise AI enters the market framed 
as doing the same thing more cheaply. That’s 
shrinking ambition. What Emanate does is dif-
ferent. These companies don’t have a cost prob-
lem; they have a coverage problem.

Re-industrialization is happening. They don’t 
need to cut costs to become more relevant. On 
the revenue side, they can now cover all inbound 
demand effectively, maintain existing accounts, 
and find net-new accounts as quickly as pos-
sible. Cost-cutting has a limit. Growth is the real 
opportunity.

SMU: What are you most looking forward to 
discussing, or what do you encourage peo-
ple to come to the summit to ask you about?

Kiara: What I’m most looking forward to discuss-
ing is this: if you are a C-suite leader at a steel 

company, how do you make your top-performing 
sales rep equivalent to your entire sales team?

If you want that, then you need to deploy Ema-
nate on your commercial side, because it allows 
you to replicate your highest performer across 
the team. It also safeguards your company if 
those top performers leave, because you’ve 
built an institutional commercial layer that keeps 
growing. That’s how we think about it: protecting 
the company, growing the company, and aug-
menting the existing team. Essentially, we’ve 
built for complex commercial operations, with 
intelligence complex enough to make them sim-
ple, and powerful enough to make them grow.

Image: Emanate

https://emanate.ai/


Steel Summit
Atlanta, GA // August 24 - 26, 2026

For more details: events.crugroup.com/smusteelsummit

America’s Premier Steel Conference

Register Now
Biggest steel conference in North America, a
must-attend event in the steel industry.

I look forward to the conference each year. It 
is a fantastic opportunity to meet up with mill 
representatives, fellow flat rolled service centers and
get to hear many perspectives from the speakers
and the panels. I have never been disappointed.

“
”

Luis Canales, Regional Sales Manager - South, CSN LLC

“

”

Attendees
1550+

Companies
670+

Rick Brintzenhofe, Vice President, Beaver Steel Services, Inc.

The place to be if you are in the steel business.“ ”
Marcio Machin Barbosa, Managing Director, Medtrade

https://www.events.crugroup.com/smusteelsummit/home
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