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What do we mean
by Al agent?

Over the past decade organisations have adopted a wide range of technologies

to automate work and improve productivity. Workflow automation, robotic process
automation (RPA), conversational Al and, more recently, generative Al have all contributed
to the digitisation of enterprise operations. As these technologies have evolved, a new
term has emerged across the technology industry: Al agent.

Today the term is applied to systems with very
different capabilities, from generative Al assistants
embedded in productivity tools to automation

bots executing operational processes, and
emerging systems that can reason about tasks
and coordinate actions across enterprise systems.
For organisations exploring these technologies, this
broad use of the term can create confusion.

Many enterprises already operate multiple
automation platforms, including workflow
systems, RPA bots, conversational Al solutions
and generative Al assistants. Understanding how
these technologies relate to one another, and how
the concept of agents is being applied across
them, is therefore essential. This guide explains
the emerging Al agent landscape and how
organisations can begin to navigate it.
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The Evolution: From
Automation to Reasoning

The concept of the Al agent has emerged from several enterprise technology categories
that have evolved over the past two decades. These technologies have addressed
different aspects of automation across enterprise operations. Today, vendors across
many of these categories increasingly describe their systems as agents, contributing

to growing market confusion.

This evolution can be understood as three waves UnderStandlng these waves helps Clarlfy

of enterprise automation. Each wave expanded the role that Al agents are beginning to
the scope of automation while building on the play in enterprise environments.
capabilities of earlier technologies. Understanding

these waves helps clarify the role that Al agents
are beginning to play in enterprise environments.

Wave 1:
Process

Wave 2: Wave 3:

Interaction Cognitive

Automation Automation Automation

'''''

Workflow Automation and Rule-Based Chatbots Generative Al Assistants

Business Process Management ]
Conversational Al

Robotic Process Automation

and Digital Workers
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Process Automation

The first wave of enterprise automation focused on digitising and coordinating structured
operational processes across business systems.

Technologies such as workflow automation,
business process management (BPM) and robotic
process automation (RPA) enabled organisations
to automate structured activities that previously
required manual coordination.

Workflow Automation and Business

Process Management

Workflow and business process management
(BPM) platforms coordinate structured business
processes across enterprise systems.

These platforms allow organisations to design,
automate and monitor processes that span
multiple teams and applications. They are
commonly used to manage activities such as
approvals, case management and service delivery.

Traditional workflow platforms rely on predefined
rules and decision logic. This makes them highly
effective for orchestrating structured processes at
scale, but they operate within fixed process flows.

Many workflow vendors are now integrating
Al capabilities into these platforms. These
enhancements allow workflows to interpret
information, analyse documents and trigger
automated actions. In some cases, these
capabilities are described as workflow
agents or process agents.
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Robotic Process Automation

and Digital Workers

Robotic process automation focuses on
automating repetitive tasks by mimicking
human interactions with digital interfaces.

RPA bots are widely used to perform activities
such as data entry, document processing
and system updates across finance, HR and
operations. These digital workers follow
predefined rules and workflows, which makes
them highly effective for structured tasks.

However, traditional RPA bots can be brittle.
When applications or interfaces change,
automations often break and require
reconfiguration.

Many RPA platforms are now integrating
machine learning and generative Al capabilities
that allow bots to interpret documents, extract
information and support more complex
processes. As a result, some vendors now
describe these systems as automation agents
or digital agents, although the underlying
automation often remains largely rule based.

(0137
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Interaction

Automation

The second wave of enterprise automation focused on automating digital interactions

between organisations and their users.

This wave introduced conversational interfaces
that allow customers and employees to interact
with systems through natural language rather
than traditional application interfaces.

Rule-Based Chatbots

Chatbots originally emerged as a way to
automate digital interactions across websites,
messaging platforms and mobile applications.
Early chatbot systems relied on scripted
conversations and decision trees. They
recognised keywords in user queries and
responded with predetermined answers.

©Bell Integration 2026

These systems were widely deployed in customer
service environments to handle common
enquiries such as account questions, password
resets and order tracking. While they reduced

the volume of simple support requests, their
capabilities were limited. Rule-based chatbots
could only respond to scenarios that had been
explicitly programmed and often struggled with
unexpected questions.

Despite these limitations, they demonstrated the
potential for automated digital interaction and
laid the foundation for the next generation of
conversational technologies.

Many organisations still use rule-based
chatbots, often described as FAQ agents,

to handle simple, high volume enquiries such
as frequently asked questions, order tracking
and appointment scheduling.
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Conversational Al

Advances in natural language processing and
machine learning during the 2010s allowed
conversational systems to move beyond simple
keyword recognition.

Conversational Al platforms introduced natural
language understanding capabilities that enable
systems to detect user intent and extract key
information from natural language queries.

This allowed organisations to deploy virtual
assistants that support customer service,
employee support and digital self-service
channels.
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These capabilities significantly improved the user
experience by allowing people to interact with
digital systems through natural language. While
early conversational Al was often used to answer
questions or guide users through predefined
processes, enterprise deployments quickly
expanded to support operational tasks.

Leading vendors began extending conversational
systems with automation and orchestration
capabilities, allowing them to trigger workflows
and perform actions across enterprise systems.
In enterprise environments, these capabilities are
often implemented as virtual or digital agents
that interact with users through conversational
interfaces while integrating with enterprise
systems and automation platforms.
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Cognitive

Automation

The third wave of enterprise automation focuses on augmenting and automating
cognitive tasks that previously required human judgement, interpretation or analysis.

This wave has been driven by advances in
large language models (LLMs) and generative
Al technologies.

Generative Al Assistants

The introduction of large language models
marked a major breakthrough in the capabilities
of conversational systems. Systems such as
ChatGPT, Claude and Gemini demonstrated the
ability to generate coherent, contextually relevant
responses across a wide range of topics.

Generative Al systems can summarise
documents, analyse data, generate content and
provide contextual recommendations. As a result,
they have become powerful tools for augmenting
knowledge workers and improving productivity
across many roles and industries.

©Bell Integration 2026

Despite these capabilities, generative Al
assistants are primarily designed to augment
human users rather than autonomously execute
operational tasks. They respond to prompts and
generate outputs but typically rely on users to
interpret the results and carry out the next steps.

For organisations seeking to automate complex
operational processes, this limitation highlights
the need for systems that can move beyond
conversation and actively execute tasks.
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The Emergence of

Al Agents

Alongside these developments, a new class of system is emerging that is often described

as agentic Al.

Al agents combine the reasoning capabilities of
large language models with the ability to interact
with digital tools, retrieve information and execute
tasks across enterprise systems. Rather than
following predefined workflows, these systems can
interpret objectives, generate plans and coordinate
actions across multiple applications.

While many existing technologies are now
adopting the language of agents, agentic Al
introduces a different operational model.

These systems can analyse requests, determine
the steps required to complete a task and
orchestrate work across enterprise environments.

Many traditional automation technologies remain
largely deterministic, executing predefined rules
and workflows. Agentic Al systems introduce
probabilistic reasoning capabilities that

allow them to plan tasks and adapt their behaviour
dynamically.

Understanding the differences between traditional
automation technologies and emerging agentic
Al systems is therefore essential for organisations
seeking to deploy Al agents effectively.
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What is an Agentic Al Agent?

As agentic Al systems begin to appear across enterprise technology platforms, it is
important to understand what distinguishes them from traditional automation technologies.

An Al agent is a software system that can interpret
objectives, reason about tasks and execute actions

using digital tools or enterprise systems.

Unlike traditional automation technologies that
follow predefined workflows, Al agents can
determine how a task should be completed and
coordinate the steps required to achieve it.

To support these capabilities, Al agents typically
combine large language models with automation
platforms, enterprise integrations and orchestration
mechanisms. This allows them to analyse requests,
retrieve information, interact with applications and
execute actions across multiple systems.

Balancing Predictability and Adaptability in Al

) <-/\,- Adaptable Outcomes >

-3
) <@ Pattern-Based Reasoning )

) C@ Complex Instructions >

(% Predictable Outcomes

Deterministic Systems
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Deterministic and Probabilistic Systems
Traditional automation technologies such as
workflow platforms, robotic process automation
and many digital agents operate primarily in

a deterministic way. They follow predefined

rules and logic to execute tasks and produce
predictable outcomes.

Agentic Al systems introduce a probabilistic
reasoning layer. Large language models generate
outputs based on probabilities derived from patterns
in training data rather than fixed rules. This allows
these systems to interpret complex instructions,
reason about tasks and adapt to new situations.

In practice, most enterprise Al solutions combine
probabilistic and deterministic approaches. Al
models interpret requests and determine actions,
while deterministic automation platforms execute
those actions through reliable, auditable workflows.
This hybrid model captures the flexibility of agentic
reasoning while maintaining the predictability of
traditional automation.

Probabilistic Systems
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Core Capabilities of Agentic Al Agents
Although implementations vary, agentic Al
agents typically share several core capabilities
that distinguish them from traditional automation
technologies.

Goal-oriented behaviour

Agentic systems operate with a defined objective.
They can interpret a request, break it down into

a sequence of tasks and determine how those
tasks should be completed in order to achieve the
desired outcome.

Reasoning and planning

Using Al models and contextual information, these
systems can analyse situations, evaluate possible
actions and generate plans to achieve specific
outcomes. This may involve interpreting complex
instructions, identifying dependencies between tasks
and determining the most appropriate sequence of
actions required to complete an objective.

Beyond Conversations

Interaction with tools and systems

Al agents interact with digital tools and enterprise
systems through APls, automation platforms and
software integrations. This allows them to retrieve
information, trigger workflows and update records
across business applications.

Task execution and orchestration

Unlike conversational assistants that primarily
generate responses, Al agents can execute actions
within operational processes. In more advanced
scenarios they can coordinate the multiple steps
required to complete a task, orchestrating activities
across several systems or workflows.

Context and memory

Many agentic systems maintain context
across interactions or tasks. This may include
conversational history as well as access to
organisational data and knowledge sources.
Maintaining context allows agents to adapt
their behaviour as situations evolve.

Al agents may interact with users through conversational interfaces, but conversation is not their defining

characteristic.

In some scenarios, an agent engages directly with users through chat or voice interfaces. In others, the

agent operates in the background, responding to events, analysing information or coordinating tasks across
enterprise systems without direct human interaction.

The defining characteristic of agentic systems is therefore not conversation, but their ability to reason about
objectives and take action within enterprise environments.

©Bell Integration 2026
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Agent Architectures
and Multi-Agent Systems

As agentic technologies evolve, enterprise deployments are increasingly moving beyond
single agent implementations toward multi-agent architectures.

A single agent may be capable of interpreting
requests and executing tasks, but many enterprise
processes involve multiple steps, systems and
areas of expertise. In practice, these processes are
often too complex for a single agent to manage
end to end. Organisations, therefore, deploy multiple
specialised agents that collaborate to complete
complex activities, each responsible for a specific
role such as planning, knowledge retrieval, task
execution or system orchestration.

In these environments, different agents perform
different functions. Some agents interact directly
with users through conversational interfaces, while
others analyse information, retrieve knowledge,
plan tasks or coordinate actions across enterprise
systems. Agents may pass tasks between one
another, contribute information to a shared context
or coordinate actions across multiple applications.

This architectural approach allows organisations
to combine reasoning, automation and enterprise
integrations within a coordinated environment

of specialised agents.
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Protocols such as the Model Context Protocol
(MCP) have emerged to support this model by
allowing Al systems to access tools, data sources
and enterprise services through standardised
interfaces. By enabling agents to retrieve and
share contextual information within a commmon
environment, these protocols make it easier

for multiple agents to collaborate, exchange
information and coordinate tasks.

As these capabilities mature, enterprise
environments are increasingly evolving toward
multi-agent ecosystems, where specialised
agents interact with one another while coordinating
activities across enterprise systems.
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Risk and Governance
Considerations

The increased autonomy of agentic Al systems introduces new operational
and governance considerations for organisations.

Traditional automation technologies operate within
predefined rules and workflows, which makes their
behaviour relatively predictable. Agentic systems
introduce probabilistic reasoning and greater
flexibility in how tasks are interpreted and executed.
While this enables more adaptive automation, it also
introduces new forms of operational risk.

Agents that interact with enterprise systems may
retrieve sensitive information, initiate transactions
or trigger automated processes across multiple
applications. Without appropriate governance
controls, errors in reasoning, incorrect task
interpretation or unexpected interactions between
systems could lead to unintended outcomes.

Organisations therefore need to establish clear
operational boundaries for agents. This includes
defining the scope of actions agents are permitted
to perform, implementing approval mechanisms for
higher risk activities and maintaining robust audit
trails for all agent decisions and actions.

These considerations make governance,
observability and lifecycle management essential
components of any enterprise agent deployment.

©Bell Integration 2026
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Implementing Agentic
Ecosystems in the Enterprise

Introducing agentic Al capabilities into enterprise environments typically involves
integrating agents with existing systems, automation platforms and data sources.

Most organisations already operate technologies
that support operational processes, including
workflow platforms, robotic process automation,
enterprise applications and data services. Agents
therefore operate alongside these systems,
coordinating activities and interacting with existing
tools and services rather than replacing them.

Developing Agent Ecosystems
Development typically begins with establishing an
Agent Charter that defines the purpose, authority
and governance boundaries of each agent.

The charter defines the intent of the agent,

the operational domain in which it operates and
the objectives it is responsible for achieving. It

also classifies the agent according to its risk tier
and authority level. Agents capable of executing
actions across enterprise systems require stronger
governance controls.

Design also requires assessing cascade risk,
where an agent’s actions could trigger unintended
conseguences across interconnected systems.
Appropriate governance controls should be
defined to manage these risks.
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The development process then defines the
operational model for the agent ecosystem.
This includes specifying authority relationships
between agents, determining which tools and
enterprise systems each agent is permitted to
access and establishing the limits within which
agents can operate.

A key component of development is the telemetry
model that supports operational observability.

The telemetry schema should ensure that

every agent action, decision, tool invocation and
inter-agent interaction produces a structured,
queryable, audit record.

Testing agentic systems also differs from testing
deterministic software. Agent behaviour is
probabilistic, so testing focuses on evaluating how
agents interpret requests, select tools and respond
to ambiguous or unexpected scenarios.
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Deploying Agent Ecosystems
Introducing agents into operational environments
requires a controlled approach to autonomy.

Organisations should begin with shadow mode,
where agents analyse requests and generate
recommended actions while existing systems

or human operators continue to execute the work.
This allows organisations to evaluate decision
behaviour without introducing operational risk.

As confidence grows, organisations can introduce
progressive authority staging, gradually expanding
the scope of actions agents are permitted

to perform.

A restricted authority model should also be
implemented, allowing agents to perform specific
categories of actions while higher risk operations
require additional validation or human approval.
Clear escalation paths allow agents to transfer
control to human operators when uncertainty

or ambiguity arises.

Operational monitoring focuses on agent
behaviour rather than infrastructure performance.
Organisations track indicators such as intervention
rates, escalation frequency and decision outcomes
to understand how agents interact with enterprise
systems and with one another.

The gradual introduction of autonomy, combined
with clearly defined authority boundaries, allows
organisations Oto expand the role of agents
within enterprise processes while maintaining
operational control.
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Managing the
Agentic Lifecycle

The operational and governance considerations associated with agentic Al systems do
not end once agents are deployed. As agent ecosystems expand, organisations must
establish operational practices to manage agents throughout their lifecycle.

Agentic ecosystems require ongoing operational Lifecycle management also involves evaluating
management as agents evolve alongside agent performance and behaviour in operational
enterprise systems and business processes. environments. Insights derived from operational
Over time, organisations may adjust agent data allow organisations to refine how agents
authority levels, refine operational policies, update interpret objectives, interact with systems and
integrations and introduce new agents into the collaborate with other agents.

ecosystem. These changes require regular review

to ensure that agents continue to operate within These practices form the foundation of AgentOps,
defined governance boundaries and remain an emerging operational discipline focused on
aligned with organisational objectives. managing Al agents throughout their lifecycle.

AgentOps builds on the operational practices
established by DevOps and MLOps, extending
them to manage agent ecosystems as they
expand within enterprise environments.

Il Integration 2024 17
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The Future of

Enterprise Agents

Enterprise automation has evolved significantly over the past two decades. What began with
workflow systems and robotic process automation has expanded to include conversational
interfaces, generative Al and increasingly capable intelligent systems.

Agentic Al represents the next stage in this
evolution. Organisations are beginning to move
beyond isolated Al tools toward multi-agent
environments where assistants, digital agents and
agentic systems operate alongside enterprise
platforms and human users.

By combining probabilistic Al capabilities with
deterministic automation, these environments
enable systems that can interpret objectives,
plan tasks and coordinate work across multiple
enterprise applications.

Realising this potential requires more than
adopting new Al technologies. Organisations must
understand how these capabilities fit within their
existing automation landscape and establish the
operational disciplines required to manage agent
ecosystems safely and reliably at scale.

The goal should be to extend the
automation already in place rather than
replace existing systems.

©Bell Integration 2026

Where to Start

Most enterprises already operate multiple
automation platforms, which can make it difficult
to identify where new agent capabilities will deliver
the greatest value. The goal should be to extend
the automation already in place rather than replace
existing systems.

Bell Integration helps organisations address this
challenge through Business Ideation Workshops
and Discovery Engagements, enabling teams to
evaluate their automation landscape, align initiatives
with business strategy, and identify opportunities
to drive operational value.

Business ideation workshops help teams explore
the art of the possible and identify practical

& scalable use cases. A structured discovery
assessment then determines where agent
technologies can integrate most effectively to
support strategic objectives.

Together, these activities provide organisations with
a practical foundation for introducing Al agents while
ensuring that new capabilities integrate effectively
with existing automation platforms.
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Comparing Al Assistants,
Digital Agents, and Al Agents

(Capability

) (AI Assistants

) (Digital Agents ) (AI Agents )

Primary role

Augment human users

Automate defined
interactions or tasks

Execute objectives across
systems

Typical interface

Chat or prompt interface

Chat, voice, or embedded
in applications

May operate via chat,
APls, or autonomously

Core technology

Large Language Models
(LLMs)

Conversational Al, with
workflow automation and
integrations

LLM reasoning combined
with tools, orchestration
and planning

How they operate

Respond to prompts
and generate content
or insights

Follow predefined
workflows or decision
logic

Interpret goals, plan tasks,
and coordinate actions
dynamically

Level of autonomy

Low. Human directs
each step

Moderate. Executes within
predefined boundaries

Higher. Determines
how tasks should be
completed

Interactions
with systems

Limited unless explicitly
invoked

Integrated with enterprise
systems and workflows

Actively interacts with
tools, data, and systems
as part of execution

Example use cases

Writing, summarisation,
analysis, research support

Customer support
automation, service desk
workflows, employee
support

Incident resolution,
operational orchestration,
cross-system execution

Primary value

Productivity and decision
support

Interaction and workflow
automation

Intelligent execution and
outcome ownership

©Bell Integration 2026
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A for your
orchestration journey

Through our Consulting, Training, and Digital Services, we empower
organizations to unlock Al’s potential, driving innovation and efficiency.
Our holistic approach provides clients with the essential tools to harness
Al, delivering transformative results at every stage of the Al journey.

Technical Product
Training

Platform Build

Building a Centre
of Excellence

Foundational
Al Training

~

Data Strategy Digital Services & Digital
& Al Readiness Transition Services Services

Migration & Managed
Modernisation Services

Solution
Design / Training for Al

Architecture Enablement &
Upskilling

/ Optimisation

Agile

Prototyping Project

Al Strategy Delivery /

/ Discovery Solution Professional
Services Accelerators Services

-

Expert
Advisory &
Asessment

Advisory @ Training

Consulting @ Digital Services
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www.bell-integration.com
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About Bell Integration

Bell Integration is a global technology leader that partners with customers
to create lasting, ambitious digital transformation.

We are our customer’s accelerator —
orchestrating the right partners, systems,
and ideas to create measurable impact.

Bell Integration brings over 30 years of trust,
expertise, and innovation to the table, evolving
from an independent UK-based business to

a global powerhouse.

With talented teams operating across continents,
we support the full IT life cycle from strategic
consulting to project design and delivery.

-

See how Bell Integration can help your I
business succeed. Please contact us on
marketing@bell-integration.com or visit
www.bell-integration.com.

www.bell-integration.com @ X
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