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Primer

The Ideas Behind the Analogy

How Agentic AI Works and How It Fails: A Reader's Field Guide

Perhaps you picked up a book about leading people, and the first thing it asks you to do is learn a little about artificial intelligence. If that's you—and you're a healthy skeptic, as the best leaders usually are—the order might seem backward, maybe even like a bait and switch. You manage humans, not software. Why should the inner workings of an AI system be the price of admission to a book about your team?

You are not being asked to learn the technology to use it. Nothing in the pages ahead requires you to write a line of code, adopt a tool, or care about a model's internals. The agentic-AI ideas collected here are borrowed for one purpose only: they provide an unusually clear vocabulary for the oldest problems in human organization. How do you break a big goal into pieces? How much freedom makes a person effective rather than dangerous? What exactly has to pass from one set of hands to the next? Which rules can you trust to good judgment, and which must you make impossible to break? Leaders have answered these questions by instinct for as long as there have been leaders. The people building AI agents have lately been forced to answer them explicitly, under constant monitoring, because a vague answer causes the system to visibly stall or fail within minutes. That precision is the gift. The agent is the teacher standing in the corner of the room, never the subject on the page.

Maybe you come at this from the opposite direction, and for a growing number of leaders, that's the more accurate perspective. If you build these systems, if "orchestrator" and "context window" aren't metaphors to you but daily-used terms, then you're not here to learn what an agent is. You're here because the ground is shifting under your career. The better you get at designing systems, the more people you get handed to lead: the senior engineer made manager, the architect asked to own an org and not just a diagram. This technical founder suddenly has eighty reports and a culture to develop. The unwelcome surprise of that transition is how little of your rigor transfers on its own. I made that crossing myself, and the surprise was which discipline stayed behind. I could still read straight through a tangle of requirements to the system underneath. What would not transfer was the patience to let someone else reach that instinct the slow way, through the same mistakes that had taught me. So I shortcut it. The work needed doing, and it was almost always faster to do it myself than to coach someone else through it—an immediate payoff that proved, over any real horizon, unsustainable. You can specify a clean handoff between two services and still preside over a catastrophic one between two teams. The patterns are the same. The discipline simply evaporates the moment the components are people. So skim the definitions ahead (you have them) and slow down at the turns, where a pattern you already know gets aimed at a team. The same care you bring to a multi-agent architecture applies almost without translation to the org chart. Most management writing will never hand you that, because it never had to earn its claims under measurement. This field did, which is exactly why its vocabulary is worth borrowing.

In either case, the common fear is that artificial intelligence will replace human judgment. The wager underneath everything that follows is the opposite: that artificial intelligence, watched carefully, can sharpen natural intelligence. By studying how we make machines cooperate effectively, we can learn to help human beings better organize and exercise judgment.

So this is a short grounding, and only that. If you've never once spoken to an AI agent, you should be able to finish it and follow every analogy in the chapters ahead. If you build agents for a living, you'll find the same ideas named precisely enough to map onto work you already know. The vocabulary comes in plain language, in in roughly the order the later chapters lean on it. Read it once, lightly; you can always come back. If a concept here makes you want to go deeper than a leadership book has any business going, a technical appendix at the back traces every idea to its origin.

What an AI Agent Actually Is

Underneath the marketing, an AI agent is a specific and fairly simple arrangement of three parts. At its core is a large language model, or LLM, the kind of system that, given some text, predicts sensible text to follow. On its own, an LLM only talks. It can answer a question, draft an email, or summarize a document, but it cannot do anything in the world. It has no hands. An agent is what you get when you give that model three things: a goal to pursue, a set of tools it can use to act, and a loop in which it keeps working until the goal is met.

The tools are the hands. A tool might be the ability to search the web, send an email, query a database, run a calculation, or book a flight. Each tool lets the model step outside the conversation and change something. The loop is what makes the whole arrangement agentic rather than merely conversational: the agent perceives its situation, reasons about what to do next, acts by using a tool, and then observes what happened, feeding that observation back in to decide its next move. Perceive, reason, act, observe. Again and again, until done. A travel agent (the silicon kind) given the goal "book me to Denver under $400" will check fares, notice none qualify, reason that it should widen the dates, check again, find one, and buy it, looping until the goal is satisfied or it runs out of options.

That loop is the whole distinction, and it is worth being precise about, because three things often get lumped together that behave very differently. A chatbot only answers; the loop never closes on the world, because it has no hands and takes no action. A workflow does act, but along a track laid down in advance: step one always leads to step two, which leads to step three, and a human designer owns the path. An agent owns its own path: it decides, in the moment, which tool to reach for and when it is finished. Anthropic's working definition is about as compact as it gets: an agent is an LLM autonomously using tools in a loop. The difference, in a phrase that has stuck in the field, is who owns the plumbing. In a workflow, you do. In an agent, the model does.

Hold on to that three-way split, because it's the first lesson the agent world hands back to you. Choosing among chatbot, workflow, and agent is exactly the choice you make, usually without noticing, every time a piece of work lands on your desk: should this be answered and closed, run down a fixed track, or handed to someone with real latitude to figure it out? The engineers had to make that choice deliberately because picking the wrong one fails in plain sight. The chapters ahead make the case that you should choose just as deliberately.

How Agents Are Put to Work Together

A single agent, like a single person, hits a ceiling. Some goals are too large, too varied, or too parallel for one worker to grind through a single loop. So the same move a growing organization makes (hire, divide, coordinate) has its mirror in agent design, and the mirror is unusually legible.

It begins with task decomposition: breaking a big goal into smaller pieces that can be worked more or less independently. "Research the electric-vehicle market" becomes "survey the major manufacturers," "summarize the battery-supply picture," and "pull the latest sales figures": three jobs that can run at once instead of one job that must run end to end. Decomposition is the act of cutting. Cut well, and the pieces have clean seams and barely need to talk to one another. Cut badly, and you incur coordination costs that no amount of back-and-forth messaging will recover.

The most common way to coordinate the pieces is the orchestrator-worker pattern. One lead agent, the orchestrator, holds the overall goal, breaks it into parts, hands each part to a focused subagent, and then handles the part that is easiest to forget: gathering what the workers send back. It synthesizes it into a single coherent result. The orchestrator does not do the work. It directs the work, delegates the work, and assembles the work. (The word will return in force later; for now it is enough that it names the agent that delegates and integrates, as against the worker that executes.) Anthropic found that a well-built orchestrator-worker system, with a lead delegating to several subagents, substantially outperformed a single capable agent laboring alone, provided the lead delegated well — a condition we will see is doing enormous quiet work in that sentence.

Teams of agents tend to fall into one of three shapes, and they are the same three shapes human teams fall into. In hub-and-spoke, everything routes through a center: the orchestrator at the hub, workers on the spokes, no worker talking directly to another. A center buys coherence and a single point of synthesis; pushed too far, the center becomes a bottleneck. In a pipeline, work moves down a line: each agent does its stage and hands the result to the next, like a relay. Pipelines are clean when the work is genuinely sequential, and brittle when a single stage stalls. In peer-to-peer, agents coordinate directly with one another, with no central hub. That can be fast and resilient, and it can also dissolve into a room where everyone is talking and no one is in charge. None of these shapes is correct in the abstract. Each is correct for some kinds of work and quietly disastrous for others. Which is, again, precisely the judgment you exercise when you decide whether to route everything through yourself, string your team out along a process, or let people coordinate sideways on their own.

How They Coordinate

Decomposition raises a question it does not answer: when one agent hands work to another, what exactly passes between them? In sloppy systems, the answer is "not enough," and the receiving agent is left guessing at what it was actually handed. The disciplined answer is a handoff schema: an explicit, agreed specification of what transfers at the boundary. Not "here, deal with this," but a defined package: here is the objective, here is the relevant context, here is the format I need back, here is what is out of scope. The handoff schema is the agent world's cure for the dropped baton, and most of what we casually call "communication problems" between human teams turns out, on inspection, to be handoffs that were never specified.

Coordination across time raises a second question: what does an agent remember? Here the field draws a distinction, sharper than most organizations ever bother to, between two kinds of memory. In-context memory is what sits directly in front of the model right now: the current conversation, the documents loaded into this session, the running notes of what has happened so far. It is immediate and fast, but it is also finite and fleeting. When the session ends or fills up, it is gone. External memory is what the agent has stored somewhere durable (a database, a file, a knowledge base) and can deliberately retrieve when needed. The difference is between what you are holding in your head at this moment and what you have written down so you can find it later. An agent that keeps everything in context is like a brilliant employee who never takes notes: dazzling until the meeting ends, after which it is all gone. The whole problem of organizational memory (knowledge that lives in one person's head and walks out the door when they do) is this same distinction, scaled up to a company.

How They Stay Reliable

An agent acting in the real world will encounter failure because the real world is uncooperative. What separates a reliable agent from a fragile one is not that it never fails, but that its failures were anticipated and designed for. The first step toward reliability is simply to recognize that failure is not a single thing. Practitioners sort errors by their source into three categories, each requiring a different response. A tool error occurs when an action the agent took simply didn't work: the search service was down, the database refused the query, the booking site timed out. A reasoning error occurs when the tools work well, but the agent's judgment is wrong: it misreads the situation and makes a poor choice. An environment error occurs when neither the tool nor the reasoning was at fault, but the world itself changed beneath the agent: the price moved, the document was deleted, or the rules are no longer what they were when the plan was made. Collapsing all three into "it failed" is the reflex that makes failure unfixable; naming which one occurred is the first step to responding correctly. (Human organizations make the same collapse constantly, filing a broken process, a lapse in judgment, and a shifted market all under the single unhelpful heading "someone messed up.")

Once errors are sorted, the agent can be designed to absorb them. Retry is the simplest response: the action failed, so try it again, perhaps after a pause. Fallback is next: if the preferred path keeps failing, drop to a simpler or more reliable alternative rather than collapsing entirely; if the fast route is blocked, take the slow one that always works. The aim is graceful degradation: a system that bends and keeps delivering partial service rather than one that snaps and delivers nothing.

But some behaviors are too important to leave to retry-and-hope, and here we learn a hard, clarifying lesson about the difference between an instruction and a constraint. A guardrail is any limit placed on what an agent may do, and guardrails come in two strengths that are easy to confuse and costly to mix up. A prompt-based guardrail is an instruction written in plain language: please don't delete customer records, never spend more than $500 without checking. The model reads it, usually obeys it, and can, under the right pressure or confusion, talk itself out of it because, in the end, it is a request, not a wall. A programmatic guardrail is enforced in the code around the model: the agent literally has no tool to delete a customer record, or the spending tool will refuse any charge over $500, no matter how the agent reasons about it. The first is a sign on the door. The second is a lock. The crucial discovery—learned the way such things are usually learned, through a few expensive failures—is that for high-stakes, irreversible actions, a sign on the door is not enough. Some things must be made impossible, not merely discouraged.

For moments when neither trust nor a hard rule is quite right, there is human-in-the-loop design: the agent pauses at a defined checkpoint and waits for a person to approve before proceeding. Placed well, a human checkpoint catches the rare, costly mistake for the price of a moment's delay. Placed at every trivial step, it strangles the very autonomy that made the agent worth building. The organization's version of this is the approval process, and it goes wrong in the same two directions: too many gates and everything crawls, too few and risk runs loose.

How They Manage Attention

Of all the lessons in the agent world, the one about attention may be the most counterintuitive, because it runs counter to an assumption almost everyone holds: that more information is better.

Every LLM has a context window: a hard limit on how much text it can hold in mind at one time. Everything the model is working with right now (the instructions, the history, the documents, the running notes) has to fit inside that window, and the window is finite. This is the model's working memory, and like the human kind, it does not expand to meet ambition.

What makes the limit treacherous is how models behave as you fill the window near its limit. Researchers found that a model attends best to information at the beginning and the end of its context, and that material buried in the middle of a long stretch is the most likely to be missed, even by models explicitly built for long contexts. The effect earned a name that says it all: "lost in the middle." Stuff the window with everything that might conceivably be relevant, and the one fact that actually mattered can drown in the pile, not because the model lacked it, but because it lost it in the crowd. If you've ever watched a critical caveat disappear into slide eleven of a forty-slide deck, you already know this effect; you just didn't know it had been measured.

The discipline that answers this is context engineering, and its guiding principle is blunt. The goal, in Anthropic's words, is to find the smallest possible set of high-signal tokens that maximize the likelihood of the desired outcome. Not the most complete brief, but the most concentrated one. Less, deliberately chosen, beats more. Two practices follow from it. Compaction is the habit of summarizing a long, sprawling history down to its essential points and resetting with the compact version, rather than carrying every detail forward forever: the willingness to write a tight summary and let the transcript go. Retrieval, often called RAG (for retrieval-augmented generation), is the practice of leaving the bulk of knowledge in external memory and pulling in only the specific piece the task needs, exactly when it needs it, rather than dumping the whole archive into the window and hoping. Keep the working set small; fetch the rest on demand.

The translation to human organizations is almost too direct to state, but here it is anyway: people and teams have a finite span of attention, too; the best brief is the one engineered for signal rather than completeness; and the meeting that covers everything usually decides nothing.

The Antipatterns: A Catalog of Known Failures

There is one more thing the agent builders produced that is a pure gift to you: the catalog of named failures. When you can set up a system, watch it break, fix one variable, and run it again, you accumulate something management has always lacked: a precise, agreed list of the ways the design goes wrong. In software, these are called antipatterns: recurring mistakes common enough to deserve names. Here are the ones that recur most, each of which has a human twin you will meet by name in the chapters ahead.

Over-eager autonomy is granting an agent more freedom than its reliability has earned, letting it act boldly where it should have paused to check. Context poisoning is the introduction of harmful or false information into the context, which quietly contaminates every piece of downstream reasoning because the model trusts what it has been given. An undefined handoff is passing work from one agent to another without a clear schema, leaving the receiver guessing about what was actually handed off. Prompt-only guardrails for high-stakes actions are putting a sign on the door where a lock was needed: trusting an instruction to prevent something that should have been made impossible. The unclosed loop is the agent that acts but never observes the result, firing off actions into the dark with no feedback to learn from. Information overload is the lost-in-the-middle failure on purpose: burying the signal by supplying too much. Tool sprawl is handing an agent so many tools that it chooses the wrong one or loses the thread: the violation of least privilege, the principle that each worker should hold only the capabilities its job actually requires. Missing escalation is the absence of any defined condition under which the agent stops and asks a human, so it either never asks or asks about everything.

Read that list again and notice how little of it is really about machines. The dropped handoff, the rule we keep hoping good intentions will enforce, the loop that never closes, the worker drowning in noise, the sprawling mandate, the team member who barrels ahead when they should have raised a hand: these are the oldest complaints in the history of working together. The agent world's contribution is not to have invented them. It is to have named them, measured them, and shown that each has a structural fix rather than a moral one.

The Turn

Every idea in this guide (the agent and its loop, decomposition and the orchestrator, handoffs and memory, errors and guardrails and the human checkpoint, the context window and its limits, and the full catalog of antipatterns) is about to be turned around and pointed at human organizations, where it has been true all along. The agentic-AI version is not the lesson; it is the mirror that lets us see the lesson, because in that world the cost of a vague answer is immediate and visible in a way it never is among people, where too much happens at once and too much is hidden inside us. Watching a system that fails in minutes teaches you to recognize the same failure in an organization that takes quarters to break.

If you want only the human lessons, move straight into the chapters and never think about an agent again; the analogy will sit lightly in the margins, doing its work without demanding your attention. If engineering is your native tongue, follow the parallels deliberately, chapter by chapter. A technical appendix is waiting that traces each human lesson back to its source: the Anthropic engineering essays and the architecture domains you'll already recognize. What follows stays focused on people. The agent remains the teacher in the corner, pointing, never lecturing.

What the chapters ask of you is only this: to look at your own team with the same clarity the engineers were forced to bring to theirs, and to be willing to name what is well-designed, what is quietly broken, and exactly what to change. If you have ever debugged a distributed system, you already possess this habit of mind. The work is to turn it on the org chart, where the stakes and the people are real.



The vocabulary, in one place

A quick-reference glossary of the terms introduced above, for flipping back to. The third column gives the closest equivalent in a human organization—the thing each chapter ahead is really about. The mappings are deliberately loose: the point is the resemblance, not a one-to-one identity.

	Term (AI)

	In one line

	In a human organization


	Agent

	An LLM given a goal, tools to act with, and a loop in which it perceives, reasons, acts, and observes until done.

	An individual contributor: an employee handed an outcome and the means to pursue it.


	LLM (large language model)

	A system that predicts sensible text from text; on its own it talks but cannot act.

	Raw talent and judgment: a capable person who can think and advise but hasn't yet been given the authority to act.


	Tool

	A capability that lets an agent act on the world: search, send, query, calculate, purchase.

	Authority and access: budget, decision rights, systems, the permissions that let a person actually do the job.


	Workflow vs. Agent vs. Chatbot

	A workflow runs a path you laid down; an agent chooses its own path; a chatbot only answers.

	A fixed process vs. a person with real latitude vs. an advisor or help desk.


	Task decomposition

	Cutting one large goal into smaller pieces that can be worked on independently

	Dividing a project into roles and assignments—the core act of org design.


	Orchestrator/
Worker (Subagent)

	The lead agent that delegates and synthesizes; the focused agents that execute.

	The manager who delegates and integrates the results; the team members who do the work.


	Topologies

	The shapes a team of agents takes: hub-and-spoke (central), pipeline (sequential), peer-to-peer (direct).

	Org structures: everything routed through a boss, an assembly-line handoff, or peers coordinating directly.


	Handoff schema

	The explicit specification of what transfers when work passes from one agent to the next.

	The transition spec between roles or teams: design-to-engineering, sales-to-success, a departing employee's handover.


	In-context vs. External Memory

	What's held in front of the model now vs. what's stored durably and retrieved when needed.

	What lives in someone's head right now vs. documented institutional knowledge that outlasts them.


	Error types


	Tool (the action failed), reasoning (the judgment was wrong), environment (the world changed).

	The three real causes of failure are a broken process, a lapse in judgment, or a shifting market.


	Retry/
Fallback/
Graceful Degradation

	Try again; drop to a simpler, more reliable path; keep delivering partial service rather than collapsing.

	Try again; switch to the backup plan; keep core service running through a crisis instead of seizing up.


	Guardrail: Prompt-based vs. Programmatic

	An instruction the model can ignore vs. a constraint the code makes impossible to violate.

	A policy or norm you trust people to follow vs. a hard control that makes the wrong action impossible.


	Human-in-the-Loop

	A checkpoint where a person must approve before the agent proceeds.

	An approval step or sign-off gate.


	Context window

	The hard limit on how much an LLM can hold in mind at once, its working memory.

	The finite span of attention a person or team actually has.


	Lost in the middle

	Models attend best to the start and end of their context; material in the middle gets missed.

	The one fact that mattered, buried in the middle of an overstuffed report, deck, or meeting, is missed


	Context engineering

	Assembling the smallest set of high-signal information that produces the desired outcome.

	Writing the brief for signal, not completeness: communicating less, chosen better.


	Compaction


	Summarizing a long history down to essentials and resetting, rather than carrying everything forward.

	The executive summary: shedding legacy detail and resetting rather than carrying every old decision forever.


	Retrieval (RAG)


	Keeping knowledge in external memory and pulling in only the relevant piece on demand.

	Knowing where to find the right knowledge on demand rather than holding it all in your head.


	Least privilege


	Giving each worker only the capabilities its job actually requires; "less is more."

	A tightly scoped role or narrow mandate: only the authority the job needs, and no more.


	Antipattern


	A recurring, named mistake: over-eager autonomy, context poisoning, the undefined handoff, prompt-only guardrails, the unclosed loop, information overload, tool sprawl, missing escalation.

	A named organizational dysfunction—the failure mode you can finally point to and design against.



Where to go deeper

If you want the engineering behind any concept here, the technical appendix traces each idea to its primary sources: principally the Anthropic engineering essays on building effective agents, multi-agent systems, and context engineering, and the long-context research that named the "lost in the middle" effect. You may notice that the parts ahead track the same domains you already organize by as a working architect (decomposition and planning, orchestration, reliability and oversight, role clarity, layered configuration, attention and memory), which isn't a coincidence so much as the point. None of it is required reading. All of it is there if you want it.
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Part I 

How Work Gets Done: Autonomy, Trust, and Feedback
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The primer set the lens: an AI agent teaching us by failing fast and in plain sight. Now we turn that lens on people, and on the smallest thing it can show us clearly: a single piece of work in a single person's hands. Before a goal is ever divided among teams, before there is an org chart to argue over, there is this: a task has landed on someone, and a leader has to decide how to carry it out.

That decision feels like three separate ones, and this part takes them in turn. First, what kind of work is this, and how should it be run: locked into a process, trusted to judgment, or simply answered once and closed? Second, when it belongs to another person, how do you actually hand it over, so that the authority to do it travels with the accountability for it? And third, once it is done, how do you make sure the team is any wiser for having done it, so that the next round comes out better and not merely later?

Notice what the three have in common. Each one, when it goes wrong, looks like a problem with a person: someone who needed more discipline, or more initiative, or more attention to detail. Each is a problem with a decision made before that person ever touched the work. An unexplored choice about how the work should be run. A delegation that handed over the burden but not the keys. A feedback ritual that observed everything and changed nothing. The trouble is built in early and paid for late, by whoever happens to be holding the work when the bill comes due.

This part is about the life of a piece of work in someone's hands, and the quiet structural decisions that decide, before any effort is spent, whether that person can succeed. The point is that trusting people well is not a feeling you summon. It is a structure you build, and like any structure, it can be designed with care or left to accident.
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Chapter 1 

Process, Judgment, or Just an Answer
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Two Inheritances

Maria's promotion came with two inheritances, and it took her about a month to realize they were opposite problems wearing the same expression.

The first was the refund desk. Her company sold annual software subscriptions, and refund requests arrived by the hundreds every month. Some were legitimate, some opportunistic, most somewhere in between. Three senior support leads staffed the desk, each trusted to "use their judgment," and each, Maria discovered, used a different one. One lead was generous with anyone who asked politely. Another held the line on policy unless a customer threatened to post about it. The third decided by some private weather system no one had ever mapped. Most of their calls were fine, but every quarter or so, the desk quietly gave away a five-figure refund that nobody could justify afterward, or denied a loyal customer over a technicality, losing them for good. When Maria asked why a particular decision had gone the way it did, the answer was always some version of a shrug with fifteen years of experience behind it: it felt right at the time.

The second inheritance was the win-back campaign, the creative effort to convince lapsed customers to come home. This was the opposite territory. Three years earlier, a campaign had gone out with an error embarrassing enough to reach the CEO's inbox, and the company had responded the way companies respond: with a form. By the time Maria arrived, every campaign passed through a fourteen-step intake-and-approval chain (briefs, sign-offs, checkpoint reviews, a final compliance pass) installed by people who were all acting reasonably and none of whom still worked there. Every campaign now shipped on time, fully compliant, and landed with a thud. The two writers on the team, talented by any portfolio you could ask for, spent more hours shepherding the form than writing.

Leadership had a diagnosis for each. The refund desk "needed more discipline," or possibly "better judgment." Opinions varied with the most recent disaster. The campaign team "needed fresh creative talent." Notice that both diagnoses point at people. Both, Maria came to believe, were wrong, because the real problem sat one level beneath the people: each piece of work was being run in the wrong mode. The refunds were routine, repeatable, high-stakes work, and they were being improvised. The campaigns were different each time, depending on taste and adaptation, and were being processed. In neither case had anyone ever actually chosen the arrangement. The improvisation was a leftover from when the company was forty people and refunds were rare. The form was scar tissue from one bad Tuesday three years back. The modes weren't decisions. They were sediment.

Here is the uncomfortable truth beneath Maria's particular mess: most of what goes wrong within a team first shows up at this layer. Not in effort, not in talent, but in an unpopular answer to a question nobody remembers asking. How should this kind of work be done?

Don't good managers sort this instinctively? Many do, much of the time. A seasoned leader develops a feel for which work needs a checklist and which needs a long leash, and that feel is real expertise, earned the slow way. Watch how instinct actually makes the choice. It chooses the way water finds a path: by history. Whatever burned us last gets a process. Whatever the founder liked doing freehand stays freehand. Whatever the last person did, the next person inherits. Instinct, having chosen, never circles back. Both of Maria's inheritances were once somebody's reasonable instinct: the refund desk really had been small enough for judgment, and the campaign error really had warranted more care. The instincts weren't wrong. They were just never revisited, and a choice you never revisit stops being a choice. It's furniture.

Three Ways to Get Anything Done

Strip any recurring piece of work down to how it actually gets done, and you will find one of three modes.

Process. The steps are written, or could be, and the result comes from following them. A competent person who has never seen this particular instance can execute it because the work's intelligence lies in the steps, not in the performer. What process buys you is consistency, speed, auditability, and something subtler: freedom from re-deciding. A good process is a decision you only have to make once.

Judgment. The destination is fixed; the path belongs to the person. You hand over an outcome and real latitude about how to reach it, because the situations vary too much for steps to foresee. What judgment buys you is adaptation: a human mind meeting the case in front of it rather than the average of all past cases. It is also — and this gets forgotten — the expensive mode. It requires a person capable of carrying it and a proper handoff. (Handing judgment work over well is a craft of its own, and Chapter 2 is devoted to it.)

Answer. Not a workflow and not a mandate, but a question. Some of what circulates in your organization as "work" is neither process-shaped nor judgment-shaped; it is simply unresolved. What's our policy on refunds after ninety days? Who owns pricing exceptions? Can a customer transfer licenses mid-contract? Each of these, left unanswered, dresses itself as ongoing work: a recurring discussion, restaffed and reargued every quarter, consuming judgment-grade attention forever. The right mode for such work is neither a process nor a person. It is a decision, made once by someone with the standing to make it and written down where the next person will find it, followed by the discipline to stop convening it. An astonishing fraction of the modern meeting calendar is unanswered questions wearing invites.

You are already constantly choosing among these three modes for every recurring task your team touches. That is not a recommendation but a description. The only question is whether the choosing is being done by you or by sediment. The defaults that fill the vacuum are biographical, not analytical: the team's history, the founder's temperament, the scar tissue of the last public failure. None of them looks at the work itself and asks what shape it is. That is exactly the question the next section is for. It is also the question the people building AI agents were forced to answer with unusual precision, because their version of choosing wrong shows up on an invoice.

What the agents reveal: the trilemma is explicit.


An AI builder deciding how to handle a task faces precisely this three-way fork, and the field's foundational guidance treats it as a deliberate engineering decision. The options even map cleanly. Aworkflowis a process: the path is predefined in code, and the model executes steps. Anagentis judgment: the model "dynamically directs its own processes and tool usage," choosing its own path to the goal. Below both sits the single answer, the case where Anthropic's guidance notes that "for many applications, optimizing single LLM calls with retrieval and in-context examples is usually enough." The governing rule is to find the simplest solution possible: workflows offer "predictability and consistency for well-defined tasks"; agents earn their keep only "when flexibility and model-driven decision-making are needed"; and agents "trade latency and cost for better task performance," meaning autonomy you didn't need is, quite literally, a bill you didn't need. The reason builders make this choice consciously while organizations make it by sediment is not virtue. It's visibility. When an agent system is wrongly moded, it fails in the evaluation suite right away, with a clear dollar cost. When a refund desk is wrongly moded, it can fail quietly for a decade.



What Shape Is the Work?

Sixty years before anyone wired language models together, organizational sociology had already found the load-bearing questions. In 1967, Charles Perrow proposed that what distinguishes kinds of work is not industry or prestige but two properties you can ask about any task. First: how many exceptions does it throw? Does today's instance look like yesterday's, or does the work keep presenting cases the last case didn't prepare you for? Second: when an exception appears, can the response be reasoned out? Is there a known way to search for the answer, a manual, a precedent, or an analysis that will converge, or does resolving it draw on something harder to articulate, closer to intuition and accumulated feel?

Cross those two questions, and you get four kinds of work. Few exceptions, analyzable ones: routine work, the natural home of process. Many exceptions, none of them analyzable: nonroutine work, the natural home of judgment. Between them are the two quadrants where most knowledge work actually lives: engineering-type work, which throws many exceptions but yields each one to systematic analysis, and craft-type work, which throws few exceptions but resolves them by feel rather than formula. This mixed middle is why "it depends" is so often the right answer to "should we have a process for this?", and why the purists on both sides — the everything-needs-a-runbook crowd and the process-kills-creativity crowd — are each right about exactly half the map.

Forty years later, the same insight reached the business mainstream in a different costume. David Snowden and Mary Boone's Cynefin framework, presented in the Harvard Business Review in 2007, sorts situations by how cause and effect behave. In clear contexts (the domain their original article named simple, relabeled in the years since), cause and effect are obvious to everyone, and best practice exists: sense the situation, categorize it, then respond. In complicated contexts, cause and effect are real but not obvious: multiple right answers, discoverable by expertise and analysis. In complex contexts, cause and effect are visible only in hindsight; no amount of upfront analysis will reveal the path, so you probe, sense what happens, and respond to it. The hinge for a leader is the line between the second and third: complicated work rewards process and expertise; complex work punishes them, or more precisely, punishes the confidence with which they're applied. Run a complex problem through a complicated-problem machine, and the machine will run beautifully and produce the wrong thing on schedule.

If this is starting to sound like an argument for sorting every task into one bin forever, the surgeon Atul Gawande supplies the correction. The Checklist Manifesto is remembered as a hymn to process, but its actual argument is about layering. Surgery is judgment work by any definition: high-variability, deep expertise, cases that refuse to match the textbook. Yet the things that kill patients are often process failures inside the judgment work: the unwashed hands, the unconfirmed patient, the antibiotic not given on time. Gawande's claim is not that checklists replace judgment but that they carry the routine layer so judgment doesn't have to. In his words: judgment aided, and even enhanced, by procedure. The strongest performers run the checklist under the artistry. The modes are not religions to convert to. They are layers to compose.

That dissolves the question leaders habitually ask into a better one. The habitual question is about the person: is she senior enough to be trusted with autonomy? The better question is about the work: what shape is this task? Mode is a property of the work, not a rank conferred on the worker. The same role, in the same afternoon, properly contains all three: your support lead follows the security-incident runbook to the letter at two o'clock, exercises pure judgment on a furious enterprise customer at three, and at four answers, once and in writing, the license-transfer question that has been haunting the team Slack for a month. Nobody would call her a "process person" or a "judgment person." She is a person; the work has shapes.

Two Ways to Get It Wrong

Get the mode wrong in one direction, and you build an assembly line where judgment belonged. This is the more photogenic failure, the one with a villain (bureaucracy), and yet what actually goes wrong is subtler than red tape. Process applied to complex work doesn't merely slow it down. It launders it. Every box gets ticked, every gate gets passed, and the output arrives certified. Certified compliant, that is, because compliance is the only thing a process can certify. I built one of these myself: a meticulous cut-over checklist for a launch, and I was proud of how thorough it was. What I had actually built was a way for the team to check every box without ever looking up to see whether the launch was going well. A real variance would slip past unnoticed, or get quietly undone so the step would pass, and either way the box got its check, whether or not the launch was a success. Nothing in Maria's fourteen steps could ask whether a campaign was any good; the steps could only ask whether it had been briefed, reviewed, and signed. So the work optimized toward what was measured. Campaigns grew safer, smoother, deader, each one a flawless execution of a form that had never once produced the thing the form existed to protect. Watch for the symptoms: output that is done right and lands dead; a thriving workaround culture, which is your best people voting on the process with their feet; the slow exodus of exactly the talent the work needs; and an "exception path" that handles more volume than the official one, which is the work telling you, as plainly as work can, what shape it really is.

Get the mode wrong in the other direction, and you leave routine, high-stakes work to improvisation: the refund desk. Here, the failure hides better because, on any given day, the improvised version looks fine and feels humane: skilled people, trusted to decide. Step back from the days to the system, and trust without a standard produces variance as a feature: the same request is decided three ways, depending on who caught the ticket and how their morning is going. A customer's outcome is determined by a lottery drawn from the staffing schedule. The desk's quality level is really a matter of luck, and the unwritten standards that do the actual work live in three heads, from which they will depart, unrecorded, with their owners (a problem with its own chapter; see Chapter 7). The standard defense is "we hire smart people." You do, and they are, but deploying smart people against work a written standard could carry is not respect for their intelligence; it is a tax on it. Every hour the three leads spent re-deriving refund policy from first principles was an hour of senior judgment spent producing what a page of agreed thresholds produces for free, minus the consistency.

Run the two mismatches side by side and notice what they have in common. In both, the work performed exactly as designed (the process processed, the improvisers improvised), and in both, the resulting damage was filed under people. The campaign team "lacked talent." The refund leads "lacked discipline," or "lacked judgment," depending on the quarter. The misfiled diagnosis is the most expensive part of the whole pattern. It recurs for a simple reason, worth fixing in your memory now because nearly every failure of organizational design exploits it. When something breaks, the person is visible, and the design is not. You can see the writer who shipped the dull campaign. You cannot see the fourteen steps that sanded it down. Those just look like diligence.

What the agents reveal: the mismatch arrives with an invoice


Both mismatches were discovered, fast and measurably, by the people building agentic systems, because there, choosing wrong produces numbers. Deploy an autonomous agent on work a predefined workflow could carry, and you pay twice: agents cost more and run slower than scripted paths, and autonomy introduces "the potential for compounding errors," which is why the guidance is blunt about adding complexity "only when it demonstrably improves outcomes." Hard-code a workflow where the task needed flexibility, and the failure inverts: the system executes its predefined path perfectly, step by step, straight through terrain the path never anticipated, a plan the input has already invalidated, performed to completion. Either way, the eval suite catches it in an afternoon, with a cost figure attached. Your organization runs the same two experiments with no eval suite. The over-processed campaign and the improvised refund desk are both running right now somewhere in your company, generating findings that are being filed under the names of the people closest to them.


Work Won't Hold Still

A task's shape is not a life sentence. Work migrates, and the migrations run in every direction. A judgment call you have made three times, the same way, is a candidate for a playbook: the judgment has done its job and crystallized (what to crystallize, and what to leave liquid, is Chapter 12's territory). A question answered once and written down stops being anyone's work at all. A process whose exception rate keeps climbing is not a process with a discipline problem. It is the work announcing that it has become judgment-shaped again, and the announcement deserves an answer rather than a stricter enforcement memo. Maria's refund desk had migrated exactly this way, in reverse: when the company had forty people, refunds really were rare and strange enough to be judgment work. The work had become routine years ago. Nobody had noticed, because nobody was watching for drift. This is the part leaders most reliably skip. You classify once, at setup, under pressure, and then the classification outlives the conditions that justified it. The job is not to sort the work once. It is to notice when the work changes shape.

There is a second precondition, and it concerns the person rather than the task. Latitude has to be received, not just granted. David Marquet, a U.S. Navy submarine commander whose Turn the Ship Around! recounts the transformation of a crew trained into passivity, is emphatic that releasing control works only when two things grow alongside it: the technical competence to act well, and organizational clarity, a clear grasp of what the greater effort is trying to achieve, so the person acts toward the right thing. (His story gets its full telling in Chapter 2.) Hand judgment-shaped work to someone who lacks either, and you have not empowered them. You have rebuilt the refund desk with better branding. So the mode decision is really two questions, asked in order. What shape is the work? That sets the destination mode. Is this person ready for that mode today? That sets the path. Where the answer is "not yet," it sets the development plan.

People grow precisely by being given judgment work a size beyond their record. Nothing above argues against stretch. However, deliberate stretch is a supervised mismatch with a net under it: scoped stakes, an agreed definition of done, and a clear trigger for raising a hand (the full rigging is the subject of Chapter 2). The difference between development and negligence is not the size of the leap. It is whether anyone designed the net.

The Sorting Test

All of it folds down to three questions, asked of any recurring task your team touches. They take a few minutes, and they are worth asking out loud, with the people who do the work in the room. They usually know the answers before you do.

1. Could you write the steps down, such that a competent person following them would get the result? If exceptions are few and the response to each can be reasoned out, the work is process-shaped. So write the steps. Not as a gesture of distrust, but as a gift: every step written is a decision your people stop remaking, an error class that stops depending on memory, and a chunk of attention handed back for the work that needs it.

2. Does each instance differ enough that written steps would mislead? Then it is judgment-shaped, and now the work begins, because judgment work cannot simply be tossed over a wall. It has to be handed over: the outcome named, the authority granted, the definition of "done" agreed, and the escalation trigger set. (That package is Chapter 2.) Process work badly sorted wastes effort; judgment work badly handed off wastes people.

3. Is it actually just a question? If answering it once, authoritatively, in writing, would end it, then end it. Find the person with the authority to decide, get the decision, put it where the next person will see it, and cancel the recurring meeting that has been impersonating it.

Then watch for the signs that a sorting has gone stale, because some of yours has. Process strangling judgment work announces itself in compliant-but-dead output, climbing exception volume, and workarounds. "The process made me do it" is a confession of the process, not the person. Judgment squatting on process work announces itself in variance: identical inputs, different outcomes, hero dependence, and the standard that exists only in someone's head. A question masquerading as work announces itself on your calendar: the same debate, restaffed quarterly, fresh attendees relitigating a decision nobody ever wrote down.

Maria ran the test on her two inheritances, and the fixes were almost embarrassingly small. The refund desk got a written standard (thresholds by amount and customer tenure, the dozen commonest cases decided in advance) covering perhaps four requests in five, with a judgment lane for the true exceptions, owned by one lead. Gawande's layering, in miniature: the checklist handles the routine so that judgment is spent only where judgment differs. The campaign kept exactly two of its fourteen gates (legal and budget, the two that had ever caught real risk), and the other twelve were replaced by a clear definition of done and the latitude to reach it. Neither team changed a single member. Both improved within a quarter. The people, it turned out, had never been the problem. They had been compensating for the design, daily and invisibly, the whole time. (Maria's reward for fixing it was a bigger assignment and a harder lesson. That story is next.)

That is the quiet case for sorting work by its true shape, and it is worth ending on, because it is not about efficiency. It is about respect. Process where process belongs frees people: it spends their attention only where attention matters, and it stops punishing them for the natural variance of unstandardized judgment. Judgment where judgment belongs honors people: it hands them the latitude their competence has earned, instead of a form that certifies their work dead. Answering the answerable spares everyone the meeting. Match the mode to the work, and your people stop paying, out of their own effort and reputation, for a choice they didn't know they were making. They were never the problem. They were the ones covering for

Design questions

	List your team's ten most recurring tasks. For each: could you write the steps such that a competent person could follow them? Has anyone ever tried?

	Which recurring meeting on your calendar is actually one unanswered question? Who has the standing to answer it, and what would it take to get the answer in writing this month?

	Where does your team produce different outcomes from identical inputs? Is that variance the good kind (judgment meeting different cases) or the expensive kind (the absence of a standard)?

	Which of your processes produces work that is compliant but dead? Of its gates, which two have ever caught real risk, and what are the rest certifying?

	What has drifted? Which process's exception rate keeps climbing, and which judgment call have you now made three times the same way?


How this breaks





For the technical reader
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