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From Chatbots to Digital Operators

The Emerging Use Cases for Autonomous Al Agents

Al agents are moving from conversational assistants to bounded digital operators. Models can now reason
across steps, use tools, and act inside enterprise workflows with permissions, monitoring, and human
fallback. The strongest adoption is in areas where work is repetitive, digitally observable, economically
meaningful, and reviewable.

Most established companies will retrofit agents into existing systems of record and human-designed
processes. That is the efficiency play, focused on doing the same work with less friction, lower cost, and
faster throughput. The more consequential pattern is agent-native, where startups and greenfield teams
design products, org charts, and cost models around agent capacity from day one. That is more than an
efficiency story. It changes what a company can do, how it scales, and where value is created.

Why agents matter now

Autonomous Al agents matter now because three ingredients have converged. Reasoning models are
stronger. Models can now use tools to connect with software and the web. Enterprise platforms can wrap
agent actions in permissions, observability, and workflow controls.

From 2024 to 2026, OpenAl moved beyond chat with agent-building capabilities such as the Responses
API, built-in tools, Operator, and Codex. Anthropic introduced computer use, allowing Claude to operate
graphical interfaces through screenshots, mouse actions, and keyboard actions. Microsoft, Salesforce, and
ServiceNow launched agent platforms for CRM, service, security, and enterprise workflow environments.

The result is a shift from Al that answers questions to Al that can carry out bounded work. The key word is
bounded. The best production deployments do not ask an agent to behave like a general employee. They
give it a narrow job, the tools to perform that job, an evaluation path, and a clear handoff.

That makes the current agentic wave different from earlier automation cycles. RPA automated known paths.
Copilots improved individual productivity. Agents sit between those two worlds. They are flexible enough to
handle variation, but useful only when surrounded by the same operational discipline enterprises apply to
people, systems, and outsourced processes.

What makes an agent different?

An Al agent is a software system that can interpret a goal, plan or select a sequence of actions, use tools or
interfaces, maintain state across steps, and sometimes recover from errors with limited human intervention.

That makes it different from a chatbot, which primarily generates responses, from a copilot, which assists a

person inside an existing workflow, and from classic automation or RPA, which follows predefined rules and
rigid scripts.

In practice, the boundary is blurry. Many products called agents today are tightly scoped copilots plus
workflow orchestration. That is not a weakness. It is often why they are commercially useful. The market is
learning that reliable partial autonomy beats impressive but ungoverned autonomy.

Two terms are used throughout this paper. Agent-retrofit refers to applying agents to existing processes,
workflows, and software systems, while keeping the underlying organizational structure and operating model
largely intact. Agent-native refers to a company or department designed around agents from the start,
including its structure, operating model, and economics.
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The agent market in three layers

Agent Market Stack:

€ Layer 1: Enterprise Application Agents
Where agents enter the enterprise: Agents embedded inside systems of record and approved workflows
[ Microsoft Copilot Agents ] [ Salesforce Agentforce ] [ ServiceNow Al Agents ]
\ Strengths: governance, permissions, workflow controls, enterprise deployment /
(" Layer 2: Model-Platform Agents
Where the intelligence comes from: General-purpose agent systems that work across tools, browsers, files, and software
[ OpenAl Operator ] [ OpenAl agent stack ] [ Anthropic computer use ] [ Codex-style coding agents ]
\ Strengths: reasoning, tool use, coding capabilities, task execution /
Layer 3: Operator & Orchestration Frameworks
How intelligence becomes durable work: Harness and orchestration infrastructure for persistent, tool-using workflows
[ LangGraph } [ CrewAl } [ OpenClaw ] [ Hermes Agent ] [ browser-use } { AutoGen ]
\ Strengths: multi-agent flows, flexibility, persistence, scheduling /

Layer 1: enterprise application agents. Microsoft Copilot agents, Salesforce Agentforce, and ServiceNow Al
Agents operate inside systems of record and approved workflows. Their pitch is not general intelligence. It is
safer automation in service desks, sales operations, procurement, IT, and security workflows.

Layer 2: model-platform agents. OpenAl Operator and Codex, Anthropic computer use, and Devin-like
coding systems aim to perform multi-step work across browsers, shells, files, and software tools. These
platforms push the frontier of what models can do when they are allowed to act rather than merely respond.

Layer 3 covers orchestration frameworks and self-hosted operators. LangGraph, CrewAl, AutoGen,
browser-use, OpenClaw, and Nous Research’s Hermes Agent provide infrastructure for persistent, tool-
using, multi-agent systems. LangGraph emphasizes durable execution and human-in-the-loop control.
CrewAl focuses on multi-agent flows. AutoGen helped popularize multi-agent patterns. browser-use is built
for browser automation. OpenClaw and Hermes Agent push toward always-on, cross-channel digital
operators with memory, scheduling, skills, and delegated work.

Enterprise application agents are easiest to govern because they inherit identity, permissions, data models,
and audit trails. Model-platform agents are often more capable at frontier tasks, but require more integration
and risk management. Orchestration frameworks and self-hosted operators give builders the most flexibility,
but also put more responsibility on the implementation team. The right choice depends less on brand and
more on where the work lives, how sensitive the actions are, and how quickly the team needs to iterate.
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Where agents are already working

The credible production use cases share these traits: the task repeats often, the work is visible in digital
systems, the economic value is measurable, and low-confidence cases can be routed to people.

Software engineering is the most visible early category. Coding agents can fix bugs, answer codebase
questions, write tests, and prepare pull requests. OpenAl's Codex runs tasks in isolated sandboxes,
executes tests and linters, and returns logs for review. Cognition's Devin launch showed meaningful
benchmark improvement on autonomous issue resolution, though the result was early and benchmark-
based. Coding agents are commercially real, but they work best in instrumented repositories with clear tests
and review discipline.

Security operations are moving from summarization into triage. Microsoft Security Copilot agents target
phishing triage, alert triage, vulnerability remediation, identity policy optimization, and threat-intelligence
briefing. The business case is clear because alert volume is overwhelming and security talent is scarce. St.
Luke’s University Health Network used Microsoft Security Copilot agents to save nearly 200 hours per
month in phishing triage and cut incident-report creation from hours to minutes.

Customer service, CRM, and IT workflow agents are moving quickly because these platforms already
contain the records, permissions, case histories, and process maps agents need. Salesforce positions
Agentforce as a platform to build, test, deploy, and orchestrate service, sales, and voice agents. ServiceNow
focuses on orchestrating teams of agents across IT, customer service, HR, and workflow operations. The
products are real, but public proof remains thinner than the launch messaging.

Revenue operations is another near-term category because CRM records, campaign data, account
research, lead scoring, and follow-up workflows are already digital. Agents can qualify leads, enrich
accounts, draft outreach, update CRM fields, detect stale opportunities, and coordinate next-best actions.
The limitation is that revenue workflows often depend on judgment, timing, and brand voice, so human
oversight remains important.

Browser-based task execution matters because many operational systems still lack clean APIs. OpenAl
Operator can browse sites, fill forms, and complete repetitive online tasks while handing back control for
payments, logins, or CAPTCHAs. Anthropic's computer use similarly lets Claude act through screenshots
and mouse/keyboard events. These systems are not dependable general-purpose operators yet, but they
work with legacy workflows that still live in the browser.

Legal, compliance, and finance workflows are adopting agents where playbooks are structured and
human review remains in place. Legartis reported that dormakaba reduced review time on 100-page
contracts by 67% with an agentic contract-review workflow. Rossum reported Al-powered AP automation at
Fugro across 21 countries and roughly 300,000 yearly invoices. These are best understood as document-Al
and workflow systems gaining agentic properties, not as autonomous legal or finance departments.

Research and intelligence workflows are becoming practical for recurring tasks, such as competitive
monitoring, account research, executive briefings, and source comparison. The risk is not usually failure to
produce an answer. It is producing a plausible answer with weak sourcing, stale evidence, or hidden
assumptions. For these workflows, citation quality and repeatable evaluation matter more than prose quality.

Cross-company commerce agents act across company boundaries to request quotes, check inventory,
confirm order status, or route exceptions. The category is still early because it depends on trusted identity,
payment, and interoperability standards. Near-term use will focus on narrow, governed workflows, with
humans approving high-value or high-risk actions.
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Use case

Where agents help

Maturity

Primary limit

Software engineering

Bug fixes, tests, repo Q&A, pull
requests

Early production

Requires strong tests, clear
context, and review

Security operations

Phishing and alert triage, incident
summaries, remediation suggestions

Early
production/pilot

False confidence and missed edge
cases

Service, CRM, and IT

Case resolution, routing, summaries,
workflow execution

Pilot to production

Bad answers can directly affect
customers

Revenue operations

Lead qualification, CRM hygiene,
follow-up

Pilot to early
production

Clean data, timing, brand voice

Browser-based work

Form filling, web research, legacy-
app tasks

Experimental to
early production

Ul reliability, credentials,
CAPTCHAs, latency

Legal and compliance
review

First-pass contract review, clause
extraction, policy checks

Early production

Jurisdictional nuance and over-trust

Finance and AP

Invoice extraction, validation, routing,
exception handling

Production in
narrow workflows

Exceptions remain human-heavy

Research and
intelligence

Monitoring, source comparison,
recurring briefs

Early production

Citation quality, source drift, hidden
errors

Cross-company agent
commerce

Agent-to-agent procurement,
settlement, supplier coordination

Experimental/pilot

Immature identity, trust, payment,
and dispute standards

The agent-native shift

So, what will a company or department look like when it is built around agents from the start? Agent-native
operating models change the product, the org chart, and the cost model at the same time.

The product change is services-as-software. Instead of selling software seats and leaving the work to the
buyer, agent-native companies sell completed outcomes. Intercom’s Fin bills per resolved support
conversation. Zendesk prices automated resolutions. Sierra built its customer-experience business around
outcome pricing. The seat metaphor weakens when software does the labor instead of merely helping a
person do it. For founders and business leaders, this may be the most important market shift. The unit of
sale moves from access to result.

The org change is agent count alongside headcount. Agent-native teams staff functions with a few senior
operators and a fleet of agents, rather than a layer of junior execution hires. In well-instrumented work
environments, small teams can now produce what previously required much larger execution teams.
Coinbase’s 2026 discussion of agent-native pods, where product, engineering, and design operators
manage fleets of agents, is one example of this direction. The board-level implication is clear. Any
headcount plan written before agents changed the unit economics should be revisited.

This shift also creates new operating discipline. Each deployed agent needs an owner who is accountable
for output quality. Budgets need to track cost per accepted result, not just tokens or software spend.
Evaluation and observability become core intellectual property because the product is the reliability of the
agentic workflow. If a workflow does not produce a proof artifact that a person can inspect, it should not ship.
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Agent Adoption Paths:

Agent-Retrofit Agent-Native
Agents added to existing workflows Workflows designed around agent capacity
LTgfncy ¢ dHurinin;j IA ge:\t(sj Efficiency Agent-first Olétcorze- Lean human Neth
QyStems 2 i chiS gains workflows 25 oversight Sperating
record workflows around tasks delivery models
Typical characteristics Typical characteristics
» Governance-first « Built around digital labor
* Human review remains central « Outcome pricing over seat pricing
* Best for repetitive, bounded work « Small teams, high leverage
* Improves cost and throughput « Creates structural cost advantages

) Primary value: new operating models

Layer 3 platforms, such as OpenClaw and Hermes Agent let a small agent-native team stand up persistent,
cross-channel agents with memory and scheduling without first committing to a defined system of record.
For a greenfield department, that flexibility is the point. For a regulated incumbent, governability usually
comes first. Both choices are rational as they solve different problems.

The shift will start where there is no legacy process to unwind, with new startups, new functions, and skunk-
works initiatives inside larger companies. An incumbent that bolts an agent onto a twenty-year-old workflow
inherits that workflow's constraints. A new team can design the workflow around the agent and skip the
constraint. This is why agent-native competitors may look small at first but have the potential to change the
economics of an entire category.

What comes next

The next wave is less about one agent performing one task but more about agent teams collaborating
around workflows. ServiceNow’s Autonomous Workforce messaging points to a broader commercial shift
from single agents performing isolated tasks to orchestrators that coordinate specialized agents for intake,
retrieval, action, compliance, and reporting.

A second wave extends beyond one company. Agents will increasingly transact with other agents across
company lines. Model Context Protocol (MCP) is becoming a common way for agents to communicate
across tools and data sources. Google's Agent-to-Agent protocol gives agents from different vendors a way
to discover each other and delegate work. Commerce and payment layers such as AP2, the Universal
Commerce Protocol, and the Agentic Commerce Protocol are building rails for agents to buy, sell, and settle
on a user's behalf. Procurement, sales, support, and logistics could move from internal automation to
markets where agents negotiate with agents.

The strongest near-term opportunities are in workflows that are already digital and reviewable, such as
service resolution, software maintenance, security triage, revenue follow-up, procurement coordination,
compliance monitoring, continuous research, and field operations that combine documents, messaging,
browser actions, and connected devices.
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The best future use cases start with a clear outcome, not a fictional agent persona. They define exactly what
successful completion looks like, limit what the agent is allowed to do, and leave a record of every action.

A service agent can resolve a tier-1 case or escalate it. A security agent can classify a phishing report and
draft an incident record. A revenue-operations agent can qualify an account, update the CRM, and prepare
follow-up. The harder it is to define success, the harder it is to deploy an agent.

It's equally important to identify immature areas. General-purpose browser agents remain unreliable on
messy public websites. Agents that must reason through ambiguous edge cases without review are risky.
Multi-agent systems can compound errors when one model supervises another. Cross-company agent
commerce depends on identity, trust, payment, and dispute-resolution standards that are still maturing.
Often, the demos are ahead of the operating reality.

What the evidence says so far

The strongest quantitative signal is that agents are becoming good enough in bounded workflows to justify
deployment under supervision, especially where teams can measure acceptance, escalation, and cost.

The benchmark results show progress, but they also show why these systems are not yet dependable
general-purpose operators. As of June 2026, Anthropic’s computer-use score of 14.9% on OSWorld
measures how well an Al system can complete real computer tasks using a graphical interface, such as
reading screens, clicking, typing, and navigating apps. That was nearly twice the next-best model at 7.7%,
but still far below human performance of roughly 70—-75%. OpenAl reported state-of-the-art results for
Operator on web-task benchmarks, which test whether an agent can complete tasks in a browser, but
OpenAl still framed the product as a research preview. That is the right maturity label. Cognition reported
that Devin solved 13.86% of a SWE-bench subset at launch, compared with a prior state of the art of 1.96%.
SWE-bench measures whether an agent can resolve real software issues from GitHub repositories. The
improvement was meaningful, but the absolute score still shows that coding agents are useful for clearly
defined engineering tasks, not a replacement for an engineering team.

The enterprise evidence is encouraging, but it should be read carefully because most of it comes from
vendors, pilots, or selected customer stories. Microsoft said that 60% of the Fortune 500 were using
Microsoft 365 Copilot by October 2024, which shows broad enterprise interest but does not by itself prove
deep agent adoption or measurable ROI. The stronger signals are the specific workflow results. Microsoft
reported that McKinsey reduced client-onboarding lead time by 90% in a pilot. Thomson Reuters cut some
legal due-diligence tasks by roughly 50%, and St. Luke’s saved nearly 200 hours per month in phishing
triage. Legartis reported a similar pattern in contract review, with dormakaba reducing review time for 100-
page contracts by 67% and achieving a 0.95 F-score in validated review flows.

Taken together, these examples suggest that agents can already deliver value in defined, reviewable
workflows, but the evidence is still concentrated in selected cases rather than broad deployment. Executives
should treat outcome claims as useful data points, not guarantees.

A useful evidence standard is simple. Do not ask only whether the agent completed the task. Ask whether
the output was accepted without rework, whether the agent cited its evidence, whether the workflow logged
every action, whether exceptions were routed correctly, and whether the cost per accepted output improved
after accounting for supervision. Those measures turn agents from a demo into an operating solution.

Adoption patterns, barriers, and governance

Adoption will vary by industry because agents work best where the work is already digital, structured, and
measurable. Software teams are early adopters because code repositories, test suites, tickets, and
deployment pipelines are already machine-readable. Security teams move quickly because alert volume is
overwhelming and analysts need help with triage. Customer service, CRM, and ITSM teams are also strong
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candidates because they already have cases, SLAs, knowledge bases, and workflow engines. Legal,
finance, and procurement will adopt more selectively, usually for first-pass review, document handling, and
exception routing. Physical operations will move more slowly unless agents are connected to reliable
sensors, devices, and structured operating environments.

The biggest barrier is reliability when conditions change. Agents often perform well on the expected path
and struggle at the edges. A browser agent can fail when a page layout changes. A coding agent can drift
when a repository lacks tests or documentation. The harder the environment is to predict, the more oversight
the agent needs.

The second barrier is operational design. Enterprises need more than a capable model. They need clear
scopes, approvals, rollback paths, logs, evaluations, failure routing, and cost controls. This is why the
infrastructure around the agent matters so much. Durable execution, human review, session separation,
orchestration and control are the features that turn a promising demo into a working operating model.

The third barrier is economics. Agents only make sense when they outperform the alternatives. In some
workflows, they will beat manual labor. In others, a rules-based automation or a human-assisted copilot will
be cheaper, safer, and easier to maintain. The question is whether an agent is the best way to do the task at
the required cost, quality, and risk level.

Architecture matters because many agent projects fail at the handoff points. The model may draft the right
action, while the surrounding workflow still lacks clean data, stable APls, permissioned tools, exception
queues, or reporting that managers trust. Successful implementations should be designed as operating
systems for work, not as isolated prompts.

Governance is where autonomy becomes real. Useful agents eventually touch sensitive data, external
systems, or customer-facing actions. Mature deployments need least-privilege access, action approvals,
traceable logs, policy constraints, human override, and clear liability boundaries. Browser agents need extra
caution because they operate in environments built for people rather than controlled APls. Open-source
operator systems add flexibility and self-hosting, although their safety depends heavily on configuration. For
mature teams, that flexibility can be a strength. For less mature teams, it can become a source of risk.

How to choose the first projects

The best first projects are rarely the flashy ones. Choose high-volume workflows with clear policies,
accessible data, a narrow set of allowed actions, measurable outcomes, and an existing human fallback.
Avoid workflows that depend on tacit judgment, ambiguous ownership, inconsistent data, or irreversible
actions.

Where Agents are Ready Now:
High

(@ Security operations

@ Software Engineering ® Customer service

© Revenue operations (@ Finance, AP operations

Business
impact @ Legal / compliance review
today
() Research & intelligence
() Browser task execution
@ Cross-company
' agent commerce
Low .
Low Workflow structure High
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Implementation should start with a simple operating contract for each agent that specifies what it is allowed
to do, what it should never do, which tools it can use, what evidence it must produce, when to escalate, how
performance is measured, and who owns the result. This contract is more valuable than a long prompt. It
becomes the basis for testing, monitoring, governance, and cost control.

For technology executives, the best approach is to build an agent portfolio rather than a single showcase
project. One or two agents could target near-term cost or throughput gains. One could test a higher-value
workflow with more governance. Leaders should explore the agent-native model with outcome pricing,
agent-managed capacity, or a greenfield team built around agents rather than headcount. That mix creates
learning without betting the operating model on unproven autonomy.

What will adoption actually look like?

The next three to five years will likely produce a layered operating model. Copilots will remain the default
interface for most knowledge workers. Single-purpose agents will take over repetitive workflows in service,
security, engineering, and back-office operations. Multi-agent systems will increasingly run behind enterprise
platforms as orchestrated workflow components. Browser agents will fill integration gaps where APIs are
missing or legacy systems are hard to connect. Human review will remain essential for high-risk actions,
exceptions, and cross-functional decisions.

This adoption will follow two different paths. In established companies, most value will come from agent-
retrofit. Agents will be added to existing systems, workflows, and approval paths. Their job will be to improve
the speed, cost, and consistency of work the organization already performs.

The larger strategic shift is agent-native. New start-ups and skunk-works teams can design around agent
capacity from the beginning. They can charge for completed work, keep the human team small, and make
evaluation, oversight, and escalation as part of the operating model. That changes the economics of the
function, not just the productivity of individual workers.

The strongest near-term opportunities are workflows where agents can increase speed and capacity while
staying inside clearly defined limits. The first wave will concentrate in three areas: customer and employee
service, technical operations such as security and software maintenance, and back-office processes such as
finance, legal, compliance, and revenue operations. Cross-company agent-to-agent commerce may
eventually become one of the largest categories, although it depends on trust, identity, and payment
infrastructure that still needs to mature.

The market is settling into three practical roles. Frontier labs are pushing the limits of what computer-using
agents can do. Enterprise platforms are converting those capabilities into governed workflows. Builder
frameworks are giving technical teams more control to create persistent, custom operators.

The agentic systems that matter most over the next few years will be useful enough to handle real work and
controlled enough to earn the trust of their operators. Their value will be measured by accepted outputs,
safe escalation, and reduced coordination work for managers. Agent-retrofit will drive most near-term
enterprise value. Agent-native organizations will define the larger strategic shift.

West Coast Consulting Group helps organizations turn agentic Al into operating capability. We work with
your team to identify high-value use cases, assess readiness, and design workflows that scale safely.
Whether you are exploring agentic service operations or preparing for Al-native workflows, we can help you
define the best path forward.

Start today and request an Al Solutions Architecture Review.



https://westcoastconsulting.com/ai-solutions-review/
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