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Article 2 of a 5-part series 

In article no. 1, I sketched the long evolution of process automation - from workflow and BPM to RPA, low-
code, and hyperautomation. The new question is sharper: if agentic AI can now reason, plan, and act, has 
process automation finally reached its end state? 

The answer is no. Agentic AI changes the automation stack dramatically, but it does not complete it. It adds 
reasoning, adaptability, and tool use to process execution. Yet enterprises still need process models, 
policies, controls, deterministic orchestration, reliable data, evidence trails, and accountable operating 
designs. In other words: the next chapter of process automation is not pure autonomy. It is the uneasy - and 
strategically decisive - convergence of agents, workflows, rules, process intelligence, governance, and 
runtime control. 

 

1. The AI phase of automation has already split into several waves 

The current AI wave is often described as if there were one decisive breakthrough: large language models 
arrived, agents appeared, and process automation suddenly became autonomous. That story is too neat. 
What is actually happening is another layering of capabilities, similar to earlier transitions from workflow to 
BPM, from BPM to RPA, and from task automation to hyperautomation. 

The new layer began with language. LLMs made it possible to interact with software in natural language, 
summarize cases, classify exceptions, draft communications, and extract meaning from unstructured 
content. That alone was important, but it was still largely assistive. A model could answer, suggest, and 
generate. It could not reliably own the outcome. 
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The next step was the emergence of AI bots and copilots embedded into work. These systems helped users 
complete steps faster: draft an email, classify a ticket, recommend the next action, retrieve an answer from 
policy documents, or prefill a case. Copilots improved productivity, but in most settings they remained 
subordinate to the human operator and disconnected from the full process. 

Then came agentic AI. In this model, the system is no longer limited to generating an answer. It can interpret 
intent, decompose goals into sub-goals, choose tools, act across systems, monitor progress, adapt to 
changing context, and learn from feedback loops. Some industry analysts describe this capability set in 
terms such as intent recognition, goal setting, memory, autonomous decision-making, dynamic planning, 
action execution, self-monitoring, and learning from feedback. The important point is this: we have moved 
from assistive AI to execution-capable AI. 

A further step is now visible: multi-agent systems. Instead of one general-purpose agent doing everything, 
multiple specialized agents collaborate. One may retrieve and validate data, another may reason about 
policy, another may handle communications, another may coordinate execution in enterprise applications, 
and yet another may monitor the result. This is not just a larger bot. It is a different operating pattern in which 
orchestration itself becomes more distributed. 

 

At a glance 

Stage Primary role Typical enterprise value Main limitation 

AI bots Automate narrow actions or 
prompts 

Faster handling of repetitive 
digital work 

Brittle when context changes 

Copilots Assist human workers in 
context 

Higher productivity and better 
decision support 

Human remains the process 
integrator 

Agentic AI Pursue goals across tools 
and steps 

Better exception handling and 
adaptive execution 

Reliability, control, and 
accountability remain hard 

Multi-agent systems Distribute work across 
specialized agents 

Scalable coordination for 
complex cases 

Needs strong orchestration, 
memory, and governance 

Next wave Blend autonomy with 
enterprise control 

Outcome-driven automation at 
scale 

Requires new architecture, 
not just better prompts 

 

2. Why Agentic AI is a major step forward 

Agentic AI matters because it attacks the chronic weakness of earlier automation approaches: they work 
best when the world stays predictable. Traditional workflow engines needed defined paths. Rules engines 
needed explicit logic. RPA needed stable screens and repetitive behavior. Even hyperautomation, for all its 
breadth, often depended on brittle handoffs between tools, scripts, and exception queues. 

Agentic systems improve that situation in four ways: 

• First, they handle ambiguity better. They can work with emails, documents, chats, partial context, and 
incomplete instructions. 

• Second, they can reason across multiple steps rather than executing a single fixed action. 
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• Third, they can adapt when the expected path breaks. A process no longer collapses just because a 
document format changed, a customer request is phrased differently, or a new branch condition 
appears. 

• Fourth, they narrow the gap between insight and execution. Earlier generations often detected issues in 
one layer and required humans or separate tools to act in another. Agentic systems can increasingly 
move from interpretation to action within the same flow. 

That is why agentic automation is best understood not as a replacement for intelligent automation but as a 
new layer on top of it. It extends orchestration from robots and workflows toward goal-driven execution. This 
is real progress. But it is still not the end state. In fact, the stronger the agent becomes, the more visible the 
missing layers become. 

 

3. Why it is not the end 

The strongest reason is architectural: business processes are not just sequences of actions. They are 
commitments, controls, roles, data contracts, policies, exceptions, escalations, audit requirements, and 
service levels. Agents can improve execution, but they do not eliminate the need for these underlying 
structures. 

The process automation field learned this lesson long ago. Workflow was never only about task completion. 
It was always also about coordination, visibility, interfaces, administration, and monitoring. Agentic AI does 
not make those concerns disappear. It intensifies them. The more autonomy the execution layer has, the 
more important it becomes to specify what an agent is allowed to do, what evidence it must retain, when it 
must ask for approval, how it should prioritize trade-offs, and how its actions can be reviewed afterwards. 

There are at least eight hard limits that keep agentic AI from being the final chapter: 

• Reliability. An agent may produce useful work most of the time and still be unacceptable in regulated or 
high-volume operations if its error modes are hard to predict. 

• Governance. Autonomous decision-making without policy boundaries, approval thresholds, and audit 
trails is not enterprise automation. It is uncontrolled delegation. 

• Determinism. Many process steps still require exact, repeatable behavior: posting an accounting entry, 
releasing a payment, changing master data, issuing a compliance response, or applying a contract 
clause. 

• Memory and context. Long-running business processes require durable state, business context, prior 
interactions, entitlement logic, and versioned knowledge. Most agent systems still treat memory as an 
engineering add-on rather than a first-class process asset. 

• Observability. Enterprises do not just need outputs. They need traceability across the full chain: what 
the agent saw, which tools it used, which rules it invoked, which intermediate decisions it made, and 
why it escalated or did not escalate. 

• Security. Once agents can act across systems, weak identity, weak permissions, and weak tool 
boundaries become operational risk multipliers. 

• Economic discipline. A reasoning-heavy agent that can deliberate everywhere looks impressive in 
demos, but may be too expensive, too slow, or too fragile for every step of an operational backbone. 

• Organizational accountability. Enterprises need to know who owns the process, who owns the policy, 
who owns the model, and who is accountable when autonomous execution creates losses or risk. 

Regulated environments make this especially clear. In banking, insurance, healthcare, pharma, utilities, 
telecom, and the public sector, it is not enough that a task was completed. It must often be explainable, 
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reviewable, attributable, and reproducible. A payment decision, customer communication, pricing 
recommendation, clinical step, or compliance action may need a rationale trail, approval checkpoint, policy 
reference, retained evidence, and a clear record of whether a human or a machine made the final call. In 
such environments, 'the agent figured it out' is not an operating model. It is a legal and audit problem waiting 
to happen. 

There is a second limit that is often glossed over in the hype: creativity. Agentic AI can recombine known 
patterns, generate alternatives, propose options, and explore solution paths surprisingly well. That already 
makes it powerful for service operations, case handling, document-heavy processes, exception resolution, 
and knowledge work with bounded objectives. But this is not the same as open-ended business creativity. 
Agents are still weak where tasks require deep tacit knowledge, political judgment, genuine novelty under 
ambiguous constraints, value trade-offs without a stable objective function, or accountable invention in 
unfamiliar contexts. They can support campaign design, product ideation, negotiation preparation, or policy 
drafting. They are far less reliable at setting corporate strategy, redesigning incentive systems, making 
sensitive leadership choices, inventing new business models from sparse signals, or handling one-off 
situations where the cost of a plausible but wrong move is very high. 

This matters because it defines what remains out of scope. Many enterprise tasks are not merely complex; 
they are under-specified, contested, and institutionally constrained. They involve hidden dependencies, 
unwritten norms, power structures, and asymmetrical risk. Those are precisely the areas where process 
architecture, human governance, and explicit control mechanisms still matter most. 

Another reason agentic AI is not the endpoint is that it still depends on the older automation stack more than 
enthusiasts sometimes admit. Most enterprise agents do not replace workflow, rules, APIs, integration 
platforms, data infrastructure, or core systems. They sit on top of them and coordinate them. That is why 
contemporary automation portfolios still combine RPA, IDP, process intelligence, orchestration, generative 
AI, and agentic AI rather than replacing one with another. 

 

4. The likely shape of the next evolution 

If agentic AI is not the end, what comes next?  

Probably not one single new product category. More likely, the next phase will be the emergence of a 
governed execution fabric: a deeper convergence of process design, execution, intelligence, observability, 
and control. Not 'process plus AI' as two adjacent layers, but a runtime architecture in which goals, policies, 
state, tools, agents, humans, and controls are continuously coordinated. 

Several developments already point in that direction. 

Policy-aware agent fabrics. Agents will not just have tools. They will operate inside explicit policy envelopes 
that define permitted actions, financial thresholds, segregation-of-duties constraints, mandatory approval 
points, and escalation rules. 

Hybrid orchestration. Deterministic workflow and probabilistic reasoning will be combined much more 
deliberately. Stable steps will remain modeled and controlled; variable and ambiguous steps will be 
delegated to agents. The orchestration challenge will shift from 'either workflow or AI' to 'how do both 
cooperate safely at runtime?' 

Persistent process memory. Instead of short-lived chat memory, enterprises will build durable memory 
layers containing case context, prior decisions, customer history, policy versions, entitlements, and 
rationale trails. 
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Process knowledge graphs and semantic control layers. Agents will act against a structured 
representation of process steps, systems, roles, data objects, rules, dependencies, and constraints, 
enabling better planning and fewer hallucinated actions. 

Runtime observability and intervention. Monitoring will move from passive dashboards to active control. 
Enterprises will need tracing, replay, failure analysis, confidence thresholds, policy checks, and interruption 
mechanisms built into execution itself. 

Simulation and digital twins for automation design. Before deploying autonomous behavior broadly, firms 
will test it in process twins and control towers that simulate volume, exceptions, resource constraints, 
latency, and risk. 

Responsible runtime governance. Explainability, accountability, and trust will have to move from periodic 
review into live execution. That means real-time logging of actions, policy validation during runtime, and 
dynamic decisions about when a human must step in. 

Emerging protocols and registries. As multi-agent environments mature, interoperability, discoverability, 
identity, and trust mechanisms will become more important. Otherwise enterprises will simply replace 
application sprawl with agent sprawl. 

Autonomous applications. In some domains, the application itself will become a goal-seeking execution 
environment rather than a form-based front end. Traditional SaaS may increasingly expose data, policies, 
and transaction services to agent layers instead of forcing every interaction through a user interface. 

This future is not science fiction. But neither is it a prompt-driven free-for-all. It requires disciplined 
architecture. The central design question will no longer be 'where can we add an agent?' but 'which parts of 
the operating model must stay deterministic, which can be probabilistic, which require human 
accountability, and which can be delegated safely to agent collectives under policy and evidence 
constraints?' 

That is a more radical shift than the phrase 'deeper convergence' initially suggests. It points toward 
something closer to an operating system for governed autonomous work. 

 

5. From process models to operating systems for work 

A useful way to think about the future is this: process automation is shifting from flow execution to work 
operating systems. Earlier systems answered a narrow question: what step comes next? The emerging stack 
answers a broader one: given a business goal, current context, available tools, policies, roles, constraints, 
and evidence requirements, what is the best admissible way to achieve the outcome now? 

That does not eliminate process models. It elevates them. Process definitions become less like static 
flowcharts and more like control structures for intelligent execution. Rules become less like hard-coded 
decision trees and more like policy constraints. Monitoring becomes less like after-the-fact reporting and 
more like real-time steering. Process intelligence becomes less a diagnostic sidecar and more a live 
ingredient of execution quality. 

In that sense, the future after agentic AI may look surprisingly familiar. It will still involve workflow, rules, 
orchestration, monitoring, and case management. The difference is that these layers will become more 
dynamic, more context-aware, more policy-rich, and more tightly coupled with reasoning systems. The old 
architecture does not disappear. It becomes more alive, more adaptive, and more demanding. 
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6. What enterprises should do now 

The practical implication is clear. Companies should neither dismiss agentic AI nor romanticize it. The right 
move is to treat it as a new execution capability within a broader process architecture. 

Start where variability is high and business value is visible: exception handling, case coordination, 
document-heavy processes, service operations, procurement, finance operations, and knowledge-intensive 
back-office work. 

Keep deterministic cores stable: financial postings, approvals with legal consequences, master-data 
updates, safety-critical steps, and regulated decisions should remain tightly controlled. 

Design governance before scale: model access rights, escalation rules, approval boundaries, runtime 
monitoring, evidence capture, and interruption logic from the beginning. 

Build on process understanding: use mining, process intelligence, and operational metrics to identify where 
agentic execution creates real value instead of automation theater. 

Fix the data layer: bad processes become faster bad processes with AI. Weak master data, fragmented APIs, 
poor metadata, and inconsistent policies will cripple agents long before model quality does. 

Engineer for coexistence: agents, bots, workflows, APIs, humans, and core applications will coexist for 
years. Optimize the ensemble, not one component in isolation. 

Prepare the workforce, not just the stack: HR, IT, operations, risk, and business leaders will need new roles, 
new skills, and new escalation models. Human-plus-agent operating models do not emerge automatically. 

 

7. Conclusion 

Agentic AI is the most important new force in process automation since the rise of RPA and 
hyperautomation. It moves automation from scripted execution toward adaptive, goal-driven work. It makes 
processes more resilient in the face of ambiguity, and it opens the door to multi-agent operating models that 
earlier automation stacks could not handle well. 

But it is not the end of the story. It is the beginning of a harder design problem: how to combine autonomy 
with control, reasoning with determinism, speed with accountability, and adaptation with evidence. The 
winners in this next phase will not be the organizations that deploy the most agents. They will be the ones 
that build the best architecture for trustworthy autonomous work. 

Process automation began with workflow engines moving work between people and systems. Its next 
frontier is not simply more intelligence. It is intelligent execution embedded in a governed operating model. 
That is why agentic AI matters so much - and why it cannot be the final chapter. 

The real destination is not a world without process automation platforms. It is a world in which process 
platforms evolve into intelligent operating systems for work. 

 


