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Why the Choice Matters 

Most enterprise AI conversations start with a solution instead of a problem. 

A leader sees a chatbot demo and asks for one. A team reads about AI 

agents and wants to deploy one. But the approach you choose determines 

cost, risk, timeline, and whether the solution actually fixes the business 

problem. 

Choosing the wrong approach rarely fails loudly. It fails quietly: a chatbot 

that employees stop using after two weeks, an agent that is too 

unpredictable to trust with real data, or an automation that breaks every 

time an input looks slightly different. 

The Cost of Choosing Wrong 

•     A chatbot for a multi-step process: Users get answers but still do 

all the work themselves. Time saved is minimal, and adoption drops. 

•     An agent where simple automation would do: Costs rise because 

every run calls a large model, results vary between runs, and 

auditors ask why a predictable task produces unpredictable outputs. 
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•     Rigid automation for messy inputs: The workflow breaks on every 

unusual document, email, or form, and staff end up fixing exceptions 

by hand. 

•     Any approach without human oversight on risky actions: A 

single wrong payment, deleted record, or incorrect customer 

message can undo months of trust. 

  

Real-world example: the claims chatbot that didn't help 

An insurance company built a chatbot to help claims officers. Officers 

could ask questions such as "What does policy clause 4.2 cover?" and 

get accurate answers. Six weeks after launch, average claim processing 

time had not changed. 

The problem was not information. Each claim required officers to read 

documents, check policy details, verify records, flag missing items, and 

route the claim for approval. The chatbot answered questions, but 

officers still completed every step manually. 
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The company rebuilt the solution as a workflow automation with an AI 

step for document extraction and a human approval point. Processing 

time dropped by more than half. The first build was technically sound 

but used the wrong approach. 

  

How to Use This Guide 

1.    Understand the three approaches. Read pages 3 to 5 to learn 

what each approach does well, where it struggles, and what it costs 

to build and run. 

2.    Run the decision tree. Answer five yes-or-no questions about your 

process to get a recommended approach in a few minutes. 

3.    Validate with the scorecard. Score your process on ten criteria to 

confirm the recommendation, especially for high-value or high-risk 

projects. 

4.    Check the workflow map and mistakes list. See how the 7 

common enterprise workflows are typically built and avoid the 

errors teams make most often. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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The Three Approaches Explained 

Each approach solves a different kind of problem. The simplest way to 

remember the difference: a chatbot answers, workflow automation 

executes, and an AI agent decides and acts. 

1. Chatbot / RAG Assistant 

A chatbot is a conversational interface that answers questions. In 

enterprise settings, most useful chatbots are RAG (retrieval-augmented 

generation) assistants: they search approved company documents, retrieve 

the most relevant sections, and use a large language model to write an 

answer grounded in that content. 

How it works 

•     A user asks a question in natural language. 

•     The system searches a knowledge base (policies, manuals, product 

documents) for relevant content. 

•     The language model writes an answer based on the retrieved 

content, ideally with citations. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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•     The user reads the answer and decides what to do next. The chatbot 

itself takes no action. 

Best fit when 

•     The main need is finding information quickly across many 

documents. 

•     Questions vary widely and can't be predicted in advance. 

•     Users are comfortable acting on the answer themselves. 

•     Mistakes are low-risk because a person reviews every answer before 

acting. 

Limitations 

•     It doesn't complete tasks or update systems, so time savings are 

limited to search time. 

•     Answer quality depends entirely on document quality and retrieval 

design. 

•     Without citations, users may not trust the answers, and adoption 

suffers. 

Typical tech stack 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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A vector database (such as pgvector, Pinecone, or Azure AI Search), an 

embedding model, a large language model, a document ingestion pipeline, 

and a chat interface embedded in tools like Microsoft Teams, Slack, or an 

intranet portal. 

Enterprise example: HR policy assistant 

A 5,000-employee company receives hundreds of repetitive HR 

questions every week about leave, benefits, and travel reimbursement. 

A RAG assistant connected to the HR policy library answers these 

questions in Teams, with a link to the exact policy section. HR staff now 

handle only the complex or sensitive cases. 

  

2. Workflow Automation 

Workflow automation runs a defined sequence of steps across systems 

whenever a trigger occurs. The path is designed in advance: if X happens, 

do Y, then Z. Modern automation often includes AI steps, such as extracting 

data from a document, but the overall flow stays predictable. 

How it works 
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•     A trigger starts the workflow, such as a new email, form submission, 

uploaded file, or scheduled time. 

•     Each step runs in a fixed order: read data, transform it, check rules, 

update systems. 

•     Conditional branches handle known variations, such as amounts 

above a threshold going to a manager. 

•     Errors and exceptions are routed to a person or a review queue. 

Best fit when 

•     The process follows the same steps every time. 

•     Volume is high and the task is repetitive. 

•     Predictability, auditability, and low running cost matter. 

•     Business rules are clear and can be written down. 

Limitations 

•     It breaks when inputs vary in ways the designer didn't anticipate. 

•     It can't make judgment calls outside its defined rules. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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•     Complex processes with many exceptions can become hard to 

maintain. 

Typical tech stack 

Automation platforms such as n8n, Power Automate, Zapier, or UiPath; 

APIs for ERP, CRM, and HR systems; optional AI steps for document 

extraction or classification; and a monitoring dashboard for failed runs. 

Enterprise example: invoice processing 

When a vendor emails an invoice, the workflow extracts the vendor 

name, invoice number, and amount using an AI extraction step. It 

matches the invoice to the purchase order in the ERP, checks for 

duplicates, and sends matched invoices for payment approval. 

Mismatches go to a finance review queue. The steps never change, so 

the process is fast, cheap, and fully auditable. 

  

3. AI Agent 

An AI agent is a system that uses a language model to reason about a goal, 

plan the steps, choose which tools to use, and take actions. Unlike workflow 
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automation, the path isn't fixed in advance. The agent decides what to do 

next based on what it finds. 

How it works 

•     The agent receives a goal, such as "investigate why the checkout 

service is down." 

•     It plans a series of steps and chooses which tools to call, such as log 

search, monitoring APIs, or a ticketing system. 

•     It reviews each result and adjusts the next step based on what it 

learned. 

•     It completes the goal or hands off to a person with a summary of 

what it found and did. 

Best fit when 

•     Inputs and situations vary too much for fixed rules. 

•     The task needs reasoning across several sources before deciding 

what to do. 

•     Multiple tools or systems must be used in a different order each 

time. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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•     The value of faster investigation or response justifies higher running 

cost. 

Limitations 

•     Results are less predictable, so testing and evaluation take more 

effort. 

•     Running cost is higher because each task involves multiple model 

calls. 

•     Write access to systems needs strict permissions, audit logs, and 

approval steps. 

Typical tech stack 

An agent framework (such as LangGraph, CrewAI, OpenAI Agents SDK, or 

the Claude Agent SDK), a capable language model, tool connectors via APIs 

or MCP servers, an evaluation and tracing tool, and guardrails for 

permissions and approvals. 

Enterprise example: IT incident triage 

When a monitoring alert fires, an agent collects related alerts, searches 

recent logs, compares the pattern with past incidents, and identifies the 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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likely cause. It creates a ticket with its findings, assigns it to the right 

team, and suggests the first troubleshooting steps. Engineers start with 

a diagnosis instead of a blank screen. 

  

The hybrid reality: most enterprise solutions combine approaches 

In practice, the strongest enterprise solutions rarely use just one 

approach. A common pattern is workflow automation as the backbone, 

with AI steps where inputs are messy and an agent only where real 

reasoning is needed. 

•     Automation + AI step: An invoice workflow uses AI to read 

unstructured PDFs, then follows fixed rules. 

•     Automation + agent: An order workflow runs normally, but 

hands unusual exceptions to an agent that investigates and 

proposes a fix. 

•     Chatbot + actions: An HR assistant answers policy questions 

and can also submit a leave request after the employee confirms. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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A good rule: use the most predictable approach that solves the problem, 

and add AI or agent capabilities only where they clearly add value. 

Side-by-Side Comparison 

Use this table to compare the three approaches across the factors that 

matter most in enterprise projects. No approach is better overall. Each is 

strongest in different conditions. 

Attribute Chatbot / RAG Workflow Automation AI Agent 

Task type Answering questions Executing fixed, 

repeatable steps 

Achieving goals that need 

reasoning 

Input variability High (any question) Low to medium High 

Decision-making None; the user decides Rule-based branches Model-based reasoning 

Actions on systems Usually none Yes, predefined Yes, chosen dynamically 
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Predictability Medium Very high Lower; needs evaluation 

Build complexity Low to medium Medium High 

Cost to run Low to medium Low Medium to high 

Risk level Low Low to medium Medium to high 

Human oversight 

needed 

Light (user reviews 

answers) 

Exceptions only Approvals on important 

actions 

Typical time to 

deploy 

2 to 6 weeks 2 to 8 weeks 6 to 16 weeks 

  

How to read this table 

Timelines and costs are indicative and vary with data quality, 

integration count, and security reviews. The key pattern holds across 

most projects: as you move from chatbot to automation to agent, 

capability increases, and so do complexity, cost, and the need for 

oversight. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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The Decision Tree 

Answer these five questions in order for the process you want to improve. 

Each answer points either to a recommendation or to the next question. 

Answer based on how the process works today, not how you hope it will 

work. 

# Question If YES If NO 

1 Does the user mainly need 

information or answers, rather than 

a task completed? 

YES → 

Chatbot / RAG Assistant 

NO → 

Go to Question 2 

2 Are the steps fixed and rule-based 

every time? 

YES → 

Go to Question 3 

NO → 

Go to Question 4 

3 Does the process involve 

unstructured inputs that need 

interpretation (PDFs, emails, 

scanned forms)? 

YES → 

Workflow Automation + 

AI step 

NO → 

Workflow Automation 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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4 Does the system need to choose 

between different actions or tools 

based on context? 

YES → 

AI Agent 

NO → 

Revisit Question 2: rules 

may need defining first 

5 Is any action high-risk or 

irreversible (payments, deletions, 

customer messages)? 

YES → 

Add a human-in-the-loop 

approval 

NO → 

Proceed with automated 

actions and monitoring 

  

Note: Question 5 applies to every recommendation. Ask it last, whatever 

path you took, because even a simple automation that sends payments 

needs an approval step. 

Two Examples Walked Through the Tree 

Example A: Employee onboarding 

•     Q1: Do new employees mainly need answers? No, documents 

must be collected and accounts created. 

•     Q2: Are the steps fixed every time? Yes, every new hire follows 

the same checklist. 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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•     Q3: Are there unstructured inputs? Yes, ID proofs and signed 

forms are uploaded as scans. 

•     Q5: Are any actions high-risk? Granting system access is 

sensitive, so add manager approval. 

Result: Workflow Automation + AI step for document checks, with 

approval on access requests. 

  

Example B: Supply chain disruption response 

•     Q1: Is information the main need? No, the team needs actions 

taken when delays occur. 

•     Q2: Are the steps fixed? No, the response depends on the 

supplier, product, stock levels, and customer orders affected. 

•     Q4: Must the system choose between actions? Yes: reorder, 

reroute stock, or alert sales, depending on context. 

•     Q5: High-risk actions? Purchase orders commit money, so a 

procurement manager approves them. 
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Result: AI Agent that investigates and recommends, with human 

approval before purchase orders. 

Decision Scorecard 

The decision tree gives a quick recommendation. The scorecard validates it, 

which is especially useful when the project is large, the budget needs 

approval, or stakeholders disagree about the approach. Score your process 

from 1 to 5 on each criterion, then add up the total. 

How to Score 

•     1 means the statement on the left describes your process exactly. 

•     5 means the statement on the right describes your process exactly. 

•     3 means your process sits in the middle. Score honestly based on 

how it works today. 
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# Criterion Score 1 = ... / Score 5 = ... Score (1–

5) 

Notes 

1 Process variability 1: Same steps every time 

5: Different steps every time 

    

2 Input structure 1: Structured forms and 

fields 

5: Free text, documents, 

mixed formats 

    

3 Decisions required 1: None or simple rules 

5: Judgment across many 

factors 

    

4 Number of systems 

involved 

1: One or two 

5: Five or more 

    

5 Action type 1: Read or answer only 

5: Writes to multiple 

systems 

    

6 Exception frequency 1: Rare     

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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5: Frequent and varied 

7 Volume 1: Low and occasional 

5: High and continuous 

    

8 Speed needed 1: Hours or days is fine 

5: Minutes matter 

    

9 Accuracy tolerance 1: Errors are cheap to fix 

5: Errors are costly 

    

10 Explainability needed 1: Low 

5: Every step must be 

traceable 

    

  TOTAL Add all ten scores / 50   

  

Interpreting Your Score 

Total Score Recommended Approach What It Means 

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/
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10 – 20 Workflow Automation The process is predictable and rule-based. Automate it 

directly. If the score on Input structure is 4 or 5, add an 

AI extraction step. 

21 – 32 Automation + AI steps 

(hybrid) 

The process is mostly predictable but has messy inputs 

or some judgment. Use automation as the backbone 

and AI where it adds clear value. 

33 – 50 AI Agent with guardrails The process needs reasoning and dynamic decisions. 

Use an agent, with strict permissions, evaluation, and 

human approval on important actions. 

  

Two override rules 

•     If the main need is information, use a chatbot or RAG assistant 

whatever the score, since nothing needs to be executed. 

•     If Accuracy tolerance scores 5, add human approval to any 

recommended approach before actions take effect. 
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Example: scoring HR onboarding 

A company scored its onboarding process: variability 2, input structure 

4, decisions 2, systems 4, action type 4, exceptions 2, volume 3, speed 2, 

accuracy 3, explainability 3. Total: 29. Recommendation: automation 

with AI steps, which matched the decision tree result. 

The 7 Enterprise Workflows Mapped 

Here is how the seven most common enterprise AI workflows are typically 

built. Each organization is different, so treat these as starting points to 

validate with the decision tree and scorecard, not fixed answers. 

Workflow Recommended 

Approach 

Why It Fits Human 

Approval Point 

Key Systems 

1. Invoice 

Processing & 

Financial Ops 

Automation + AI 

step 

Steps are fixed (extract, 

match, check, route), but 

invoices arrive as varied 

PDFs that need AI 

extraction. 

Payment release 

and mismatched 

invoices 

ERP, accounting 

software, email, 

document storage 
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2. Supply Chain & 

Inventory 

Automation + 

agent for 

exceptions 

Stock monitoring and 

threshold alerts are 

rule-based; disruption 

response needs 

reasoning across 

suppliers and orders. 

Purchase orders 

and stock 

transfers 

Inventory 

database, supplier 

portals, ERP, 

demand data 

3. Customer 

Order 

Management 

Automation + 

agent for 

exceptions 

Most orders follow a 

standard path; failed 

payments, wrong 

addresses, and delays 

vary and need 

investigation. 

Refunds, 

cancellations, and 

customer 

messages 

E-commerce 

platform, payment 

gateway, logistics, 

inventory 

4. Document 

Review & 

Compliance 

RAG + automation Retrieval compares 

documents against 

policies; automation 

organizes findings and 

routes them for review. 

Every compliance 

finding before it is 

recorded 

Document 

management, 

policy library, case 

management 

5. IT Operations 

& Incidents 

AI Agent Every incident is 

different; diagnosis 

requires searching logs, 

alerts, and past 

incidents in a different 

order each time. 

Any remediation 

action in 

production 

Monitoring tools, 

log platform, 

ticketing system, 

runbooks 
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6. HR Operations 

& Onboarding 

Automation + AI 

step, plus HR 

chatbot 

Onboarding follows a 

fixed checklist with 

scanned documents; a 

separate RAG assistant 

answers policy 

questions. 

System access 

grants 

HRMS, document 

storage, identity 

management, 

Teams or Slack 

7. Sales Ops & 

Business 

Intelligence 

Automation + AI 

summarization 

Reports run on a 

schedule with fixed 

metrics; AI summarizes 

CRM notes and 

highlights leads needing 

follow-up. 

Changes to 

forecasts and lead 

assignments 

CRM, sales 

database, 

reporting tools, 

email 

  

What the Map Shows 

Notice that only one of the seven workflows, IT incident management, is 

best served by an agent-first approach. Most enterprise workflows are 

predictable at their core, with variation concentrated in specific steps or 

exceptions. That is why hybrid designs dominate. 

•     Automation is the backbone in five of the seven workflows, 

because most business processes follow defined steps. 
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•     AI steps handle messy inputs, such as invoices, scanned forms, and 

CRM notes, where fixed rules can't interpret content. 

•     Agents handle exceptions and investigations, where the next step 

depends on what is discovered. 

•     Every workflow has a human approval point on actions involving 

money, access, compliance, or customers. 

  

Example in practice: supply chain at a consumer goods company 

A consumer goods company first planned a fully autonomous supply 

chain agent. After mapping the workflow, the FDE found that 85% of 

daily activity was routine stock monitoring and threshold alerts, which 

simple automation handled reliably at low cost. The agent was used 

only for the remaining 15%: supplier delays and demand spikes. 

Running costs were a fraction of the original plan, and procurement 

managers trusted the system because routine alerts were always 

consistent. 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 
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These are the mistakes FDEs see most often when organizations choose an 

AI approach. Each one is avoidable if you spot it early. 

Mistake What Happens Better Approach 

Using an agent for a process 

that never varies 

Higher cost, slower runs, and 

inconsistent outputs for a task that 

should be identical every time. 

Use workflow automation. Keep 

agents for tasks that genuinely need 

reasoning. 

Using a chatbot when the 

user needs a task completed 

Users get answers but still do all 

the work manually, so time savings 

are minimal. 

Automate the task, and add a chatbot 

only if users also need information. 

Giving an agent write access 

with no audit trail 

Changes can't be traced, errors 

can't be reversed, and auditors 

can't approve the system. 

Log every tool call and action, and 

limit write permissions to what is 

necessary. 

Skipping evaluation before 

scaling 

Accuracy problems surface in 

production, in front of real users 

and customers. 

Build a test set of real examples and 

measure accuracy before every 

rollout. 

Automating a broken process The solution makes a bad process 

faster without fixing the real 

problem. 

Map and simplify the workflow first, 

then automate the improved version. 
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Choosing the approach before 

discovery 

The solution matches the request, 

not the actual business problem. 

Run discovery on the workflow, data, 

and success metrics before deciding. 

No human approval on high-

risk actions 

One wrong payment, deletion, or 

customer message damages trust 

in the whole program. 

Add approval steps for actions 

involving money, access, compliance, 

or customers. 

Ignoring running costs Model and API costs grow with 

volume and exceed the value 

delivered. 

Estimate cost per run at expected 

volume and compare it with the time 

saved. 

  

Example: the agent that should have been a workflow 

A finance team deployed an AI agent to reconcile daily bank 

transactions with ledger entries. The agent worked but produced 

slightly different match explanations each day, and auditors couldn't 

confirm the logic was consistent. The team rebuilt it as rule-based 

automation with an AI step only for unmatched transactions. Audit 

approval came within two weeks. 
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Quick Reference Cheat Sheet 

Keep this page handy for scoping calls and early project discussions. 

CHATBOT / RAG WORKFLOW 

AUTOMATION 

AI AGENT 

Answers questions Executes fixed steps Reasons and acts 

Use when 

•     Users need information 

fast 

•     Questions are 

unpredictable 

•     Users act on answers 

themselves 

Key questions 

•     Are documents current? 

Use when 

•     Steps are the same every 

time 

•     Volume is high 

•     Audit and predictability 

matter 

Key questions 

•     Can the rules be written 

down? 

Use when 

•     Situations vary widely 

•     Reasoning across 

sources is needed 

•     Tools are used in 

different orders 

Key questions 

•     Which actions need 

approval? 
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•     Do answers need 

citations? 

Red flags 

•     Users need tasks done, 

not answers 

•     Source documents are 

outdated 

•     Do inputs need AI to 

read? 

Red flags 

•     Exceptions outnumber 

normal cases 

•     Rules change every 

month 

•     How will accuracy be 

evaluated? 

Red flags 

•     The task never varies 

•     No audit trail or 

permissions plan 

  

The one rule to remember 

Use the most predictable approach that solves the problem. Add AI 

where inputs are messy, add agents where reasoning is required, and 

add human approval wherever mistakes are costly. 

 

  

GSDC CERTIFIED FORWARD DEPLOYED ENGINEER 
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Learn to Design and Deploy 

Enterprise AI Workflows 

  

Choosing between a chatbot, an automation, and an agent is one of the first decisions a 

Forward Deployed Engineer makes on every project. The GSDC Certified Forward Deployed 

Engineer program helps you build the skills to make that decision with confidence and then 

deliver the solution in real enterprise environments. 

  

What you'll build 

•     Enterprise AI solution design: choose the right approach for each 

business problem and justify it to stakeholders. 

•     Hands-on AI engineering: work with LLMs, RAG pipelines, AI 

agents, and workflow automation. 

•     Integration and deployment: connect APIs, enterprise systems, 

and cloud platforms into production-ready solutions. 

•     Industry-recognized credential: validate your FDE capabilities for 

employers and clients. 
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