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Agentic AI vs
Workflow Automation
When a deterministic workflow is the right tool, when an agent
earns its place, and how to combine the two in one process.
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O V E R V I E W

What this comparison covers
Workflow automation runs steps someone designed in advance; an agent decides its own
next step at run time. Both have a place, and the expensive mistakes come from using one
where the other belongs: agents for processes that should be a predictable flowchart, or
rigid workflows for work full of unstructured inputs and exceptions. This comparison sets

the two side by side, gives a practical way to choose, and shows the hybrid pattern most
production systems end up with.

K E Y  TA K E A W AY S

Workflows are predictable, cheap and auditable;
agents are flexible and handle the unexpected.

If you can draw the process as a flowchart with
known branches, start with a workflow.

Use agents where inputs are unstructured, paths
vary per case, or judgment is needed between steps.

Most good systems are hybrids: a deterministic
workflow with agentic steps inside clear boundaries.

Whichever you choose, the controls — permissions,
approvals, logging and evals — decide whether it is
safe.

W H O  I T ’ S  F O R

Operations and automation leaders

CTOs choosing an automation
approach

Engineers building process
automation

Product owners scoping AI projects

H O W  T O  U S E  I T

Use the comparison table in section
01 to align stakeholders on terms,
then walk a candidate process
through the decision steps in
section 03 and the checklist in
section 05.

C O N T E N T S

01 The two approaches compared

02 It is a spectrum, not a switch

03 When to choose which

04 The hybrid pattern

05 Decision checklist
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0 1  /  S I D E  B Y  S I D E

The two approaches compared
A workflow encodes the path; an agent is given a goal and tools and chooses the path.

The differences follow from that one distinction.

D I M E N S I O N WO R K F LOW  A U TO M AT I O N AG E N T I C  A I

Control flow Designed in advance as steps and
branches

Chosen by the model at run time

Inputs Structured fields and known formats Unstructured text, documents,
conversations

Predictability Same input, same path Path can vary between runs

Handling
exceptions

Only the branches someone built Can reason about unforeseen cases

Cost per run Low and steady Higher and variable with model calls and
steps

Latency Usually fast Slower, especially with many steps

Testing Unit and integration tests on each path Scenario evals and trace review

Auditability Path is the design Requires full tracing of reasoning and tool

calls

Change effort Edit the flow for each new case Adjust tools, instructions and evals

W O R K F L O W  A U T O M AT I O N

Deterministic, repeatable steps

Easy to explain to auditors

Breaks on inputs it was not built for

Branch count grows with every exception

A G E N T I C  A I

Plans and adapts per case

Reads unstructured inputs natively

Needs guardrails, evals and tracing

Can take wrong actions confidently
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0 2  /  S P E C T R U M

It is a spectrum, not a switch
Between a fixed flowchart and a free-roaming agent sit several useful levels. Pick the
lowest level that handles your real cases.

01 Rules-based workflow

Fixed steps and branches, no model involved.

02 Workflow with LLM steps

Fixed flow, with a model used inside a step to classify, extract or draft.

03 LLM router
A model chooses which of several predefined workflows to run.

04 Bounded agent
A model chooses tools and steps within one task, with limits on tools, steps and spend.

05 Open-ended agent
A model plans multi-step work across many tools with little predefined structure.

R U L E  O F  T H U M B

Move up the spectrum only when the level below fails

Each level adds flexibility and adds cost, latency and unpredictability. Prove that the simpler level
cannot handle real cases before adding autonomy.
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0 3  /  D E C I S I O N

When to choose which
Walk a real process through these questions. The answers usually point clearly in one
direction.

C H O O S E  W O R K F L O W

The path is known

You can draw the process with a manageable
number of branches that rarely change.

C H O O S E  W O R K F L O W

Inputs are structured

Data arrives in forms, APIs or fixed formats that
rules can read reliably.

C H O O S E  W O R K F L O W

Errors are costly and must be explained

Regulated steps where every decision must
follow a documented rule.

C H O O S E  A G E N T

Inputs are unstructured

Emails, documents and conversations that vary
too much to template.

C H O O S E  A G E N T

Each case takes a different path

Investigation, research or triage where the next
step depends on what was just found.

C H O O S E  A G E N T

Exceptions are the norm

The flowchart would need so many branches
that nobody could maintain it.

Quick decision path

0 1

Can you draw
the flow?

0 2

Are inputs
structured?

0 3

Do exceptions
dominate?

0 4

Is the action
reversible?

0 5

Pick the lowest
level that works
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0 4  /  H Y B R I D

The hybrid pattern
Most production systems use a workflow as the backbone and put agentic steps only
where judgment is needed — with the workflow owning state, permissions and approvals.

L AY E R  0 1

Trigger
Event or schedule Inbound email or ticket API call

L AY E R  0 2

Workflow
backbone

State and retries Routing and SLAs Deterministic validations

L AY E R  0 3

Agentic steps
Read unstructured input Investigate and draft Bounded tool use

L AY E R  0 4

Control points
Schema validation Risk-tiered approvals Human escalation

L AY E R  0 5

Systems of
record

ERP / CRM writes Notifications Audit log

0 1

Workflow owns the
state

Durable state, retries and
timeouts live in the workflow
engine, not in the agent’s
context window.

0 2

Agents return
structured results

Each agentic step hands
back validated JSON the
workflow can branch on.

0 3

Writes go through the
workflow

High-impact writes are
executed by deterministic
steps after validation or
approval.
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0 5  /  C H E C K L I S T

Decision checklist
Answer these for each candidate process before choosing an approach.

P R O C E S S

The process is documented, including its exceptions

Inputs are classified as structured or unstructured

The share of cases that follow the main path is understood

R I S K

Each action is tiered by impact and reversibility

Approval points are agreed with the process owner

Regulatory explainability requirements are known

E C O N O M I C S

Volume and acceptable cost per case are estimated

Latency requirements are stated

The simpler option has been costed for comparison

O P E R AT I O N S

Tracing and audit logging are planned

An eval set exists for agentic steps

Someone owns the process after launch

Use a workflow where you know the path and an agent where you don’t —
and be honest about which one you are in.
S P L E N D E N S L A B S  E N G I N E E R I N G  P R I N C I P L E
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S P L E N D E N S L A B S S P L E N D E N S L A B S . C O M

G E T  I N  T O U C H

Let’s Talk
We help operations and engineering teams decide where agents
add value and where a plain workflow is better — then build the
hybrid.

Process walk-through and approach
recommendation

Hybrid workflow and agent architecture

Risk tiers, approvals and audit design A pilot on one real process

B O O K  A N  A I  S T R AT E G Y  S E S S I O N

E M A I L

hello@splendenslabs.com

W E B

splendenslabs.com

O F F I C E

Sona Incubation
Foundation, Salem


