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PRACTICAL AUTOMATION GUIDE

Agents versus
workflows
A practical guide to choosing between a fixed rules-based path and a more
flexible agent approach without paying for complexity the task does not need.

Fit the operating model to the task.
Use a workflow when the path is stable. Consider an agent only when the work genuinely requires
different choices from case to case.

01

Test variation.

Ask whether inputs
meaningfully change the next
step.

02

Prefer the simpler
path.
Predictability is an advantage
when the task is repeatable.

03

Plan maintenance.
Flexibility adds monitoring,
evaluation and exception
work.

The more advanced option is not automatically the better fit.

Use this guide →
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MISSION & SCOPE

Choose by variation, not by trend.

A fixed workflow follows known rules. An agent can choose among actions when
context changes. The useful option is the least complex model that handles the real
task well.

THIS GUIDE IS USEFUL IF

• A fixed process creates constant exceptions.
• An agent proposal feels unnecessarily
unpredictable.
• The team is choosing by product label.

THIS GUIDE WILL NOT

• Claim one model is always superior.
• Recommend a vendor or current feature.
• Remove testing, monitoring or ownership.

How the choice works

01

Observe
Map how often inputs, paths
and decisions genuinely
differ.

02

Choose
Use the simplest model that
handles meaningful variation.

03

Review
Revisit the choice as the task,
rules and exceptions change.

A vending machine is more reliable for the same request.
A shop assistant earns flexibility when requests genuinely differ.
Fixed is not primitive and flexible is not automatically intelligent. Each creates a different operating and
maintenance burden.
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TASK-FIT TESTS

Six tests for workflow or agent fit.

Variation must change the decision or next action, not merely the wording or input
values.

Look for meaningful choice.
If the same rules produce the right path every time, flexibility may add cost without adding value.

01

Variation
Do cases require genuinely different next steps?

02

Rules
Can the path be expressed clearly in advance?

03

Context
Does judgement change how the task should proceed?

04

Consequence
What happens when the flexible choice is wrong?

05

Exceptions
How often does the fixed path need manual
rescue?

06

Maintenance
Who will test and refine the model over time?
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DECISION TREE

Start with the task, then choose the
operating model.
A simple decision boundary before vendor or platform selection.

FIXED WORKFLOW FLEXIBLE AGENT

01  Stable rules and path

Use when inputs change but the correct
sequence remains predictable.

01  Meaningful case variation
Use when context changes which action
should happen next.

02  Exceptions stay rare
A person handles the small number of
unusual cases outside the flow.

02  Exceptions are the work
Flexible selection is valuable because cases
genuinely differ.

DEFAULT
Prefer the least complex design that fits the
task.

ESCALATION
Add flexibility only when its value exceeds
control and maintenance cost.

Chosen the model? Audit the task before building →
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COMMERCIAL EFFECT

Complexity earns its place only
when it handles real variation.
The wrong choice creates cost at both extremes: rigid processes generate manual
exceptions, while unnecessary flexibility adds unpredictability and upkeep.

Stable task, fixed
path

Predictable delivery
Clear rules produce consistent steps and
straightforward testing.

Stable task,
flexible agent

Needless variability
The system chooses where no meaningful choice
is required.

Variable task,
flexible path

Useful adaptation
Context changes which authorised action should
occur next.

Variable task, rigid
flow

Exception queue
People repeatedly rescue cases the workflow
cannot express.

Choice reviewed

Maintained fit
The operating model changes as rules, volume
and exceptions change.

Choice becomes
permanent

Design drift
The task evolves while the original architecture
remains unquestioned.

Ask what variation the extra complexity is meant to handle.
Flexible systems require testing and supervision across more possible paths. Count that ongoing work in the
decision.
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FIVE SIGNS THE TASK HAS THE WRONG OPERATING MODEL

Problems to catch before
complexity becomes permanent.
Fit fails when the architecture reflects fashion rather than the work.

Critical

Sign 1

A flexible agent runs an identical
task every time
The same known rules and sequence could produce the
required result.

WHAT IT COSTS

Cost, variability and monitoring
grow without improving the
outcome.

Major

Sign 2

A rigid workflow handles a
genuinely variable task
Context frequently changes the right next step, but the
flow cannot adapt.

WHAT IT COSTS

Manual exceptions become the
hidden second process.

Major

Sign 3

The choice is never revisited
Rules, inputs and exceptions evolve without an
architecture review.

WHAT IT COSTS

The original design drifts away
from the current work and risk.

Moderate

Sign 4

The trendier option wins the
decision
Product language replaces a comparison of variation,
rules and control.

WHAT IT COSTS

The business pays for
sophistication that has no defined
task value.

Moderate

Sign 5

Agent maintenance is treated like
a one-off build
No one owns ongoing tests, evaluation, exceptions or
refinement.

WHAT IT COSTS

Quality and reliability decline as
cases, tools and conditions
change.

Fit to task beats sophistication.
Prefer the simpler model until meaningful variation proves it insufficient.
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CORRECTION AND SELF-ASSESSMENT

Five questions before choosing the
more flexible option.
Common myth: advanced means better. Better framing: sophistication is useful only
when it solves variation the simpler model cannot.

01 Does the task vary in a way that changes the next step?
Different wording or values alone may not require flexible action.

02 Can the correct path be expressed as stable rules?
Clear rules favour a workflow and make testing easier.

03 How many manual exceptions does the fixed path create?
Frequent rescue work may reveal genuine variation.

04 What is the consequence of a wrong choice?
Increase control as flexible action becomes harder to reverse.

05 Who owns ongoing evaluation and maintenance?
A flexible model needs an operating owner, not only a builder.
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WORKING MODEL-CHOICE STANDARD

A reusable comparison before
architecture is selected.
Describe the task, variation, rules, exceptions, consequence and operating burden.
Choose the least complex model that handles them.

01  Map the task
List the real steps, decisions, inputs and
outputs.

02  Classify variation
Separate cosmetic differences from path-
changing context.

03  Test the rules
Check whether the correct path can be defined in advance.

04  Count exceptions
Measure how often the fixed path needs rescue.

05  Rate consequence
Describe what a wrong flexible choice would cost.

06  Assign upkeep
Name testing, monitoring and refinement
ownership.

Reusable model-choice record

TASK:

MEANINGFUL VARIATION:

STABLE RULES:

EXCEPTION RATE:

CONSEQUENCE:

WORKFLOW FIT:

AGENT FIT:

OPERATING OWNER:

INSTEAD OF
“Agents are more advanced.”

No task-fit or maintenance comparison.

MODEL →
Choose the least complex useful

design.Compare variation, exceptions, risk and upkeep.

AI AGENTS & AUTOMATION 08 / 10

https://jaydenwebb.com.au/contact/?source=guide-ag05


AI AGENTS & AUTOMATION  •  PRACTICAL
GUIDE

DUE DILIGENCE

Choose the model that fits the
work.
Three rules and two next steps for a defensible architecture choice.

01

Prove variation
Show where context
genuinely changes the next
action.

02

Prefer stable rules
Use a workflow when the
correct path can be
expressed in advance.

03

Price the upkeep
Include monitoring,
evaluation, exceptions and
maintenance.

Complexity is a cost that needs a task-specific return.
If a provider cannot explain why flexibility is necessary for this task, keep digging.

CONTINUE LEARNING

The Automation Audit
Compare repeated tasks before choosing what to build.

Read next →

AI Agents & Automation
Continue through the rest of this collection.

Explore collection →
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Use the simplest model that fits the
task.
Choose a workflow for stable rules and a flexible agent only when meaningful
variation justifies the extra control and maintenance.

PRIMARY NEXT STEP

The Automation Audit
Compare the task, value, risk and baseline before building.

Continue →

AI Agents & Automation
See every guide in this collection.

Explore collection →

All guides
Browse every topic and problem.

View library →

Choose the operating model.
Bring one task and its exceptions. Compare workflow fit, agent fit, consequence and ongoing ownership.

Discuss the model →
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