Introduction to Agentic AI
We've started our AI learning journey by looking at AI generally.  Now we are going to take a look at a specific kind of AI - Agentic AI - in more detail.
Most AI tools in use today follow a simple pattern: you give an instruction; you get a response. Ask AI to summarise a document, and it gives you a summary. That single prompt-and-response cycle is how most people experience AI right now.
Agentic AI changes that pattern. When AI is “agentic,” it can take a goal, break it into steps, connect to tools and data sources, adjust when things go wrong, and keep working until the task is complete. The key difference is autonomy: how much the AI can do on its own before it needs you.  Let's look at an example of agentic AI planning a trip for us.
Think about how we used to search for information: you opened a browser, typed a question, got a number of links, and did the thinking yourself. That's traditional searching. It pointed, but you did the work.
AI changes that. Instead of links, you get answers. You can talk to it, refine your question, go back and forth. It's not just information., it's a thinking partner.
Then there's Agentic AI. This isn't just answering questions anymore. You give it a goal, and it figures out the steps, uses tools, checks its own work, and keeps going. That's a big shift from helping you search to helping you think to helping you do.
So, what do these look like in the real world? Let's explore each in a bit more detail.
You're planning a two-day trip to Wellington with a $900 budget, but not quite sure what to do. You turn to technology for help.
If you type this into a search engine, it breaks your request into keywords and returns a list of links it thinks are related. For example, you'd likely see links to flights to Wellington, hotel booking sites or best places to stay in Wellington, articles like things to do in Wellington in 2 days, possibly a budgeting article or travel cost estimate, ads for airlines, hotels, or travel platforms. From there, you become the planner. You have to check flight prices for your dates, compare accommodation options, do your own budget maths, decide what fits into two days. If something doesn't fit the $900 budget, you adjust the plan and search again. It's very good at pointing you to relevant content, but the thinking, reasoning, and coordination still sit firmly with you.
You give an AI a goal.
A standard AI would give you a short list of suggestions and stop. Instead of links or ads, it comes back with a draft plan. It'll sketch out a simple itinerary, suggest flights and accommodation ranges, give me a rough budget, and even flag things like travel time or best areas to stay. The key thing is this. AI still isn't doing the booking or making decisions for me, but it's doing the thinking with me. It turns a vague idea into a clear, workable plan in minutes instead of hours.
Agentic AI works in a different way to the AI we are more used to. It begins acting. It breaks your goal into smaller tasks, flights, hotels, travel times, meeting locations, and budget optimization. Next, it connects to tools and data sources, real flight schedules, hotel availability, prices, and travel times. It builds an itinerary, flags constraints, adjust plans, and keeps refining without needing new instructions. If something goes wrong, like a hotel being unavailable, the AI recovers on its own and finds alternatives. And it works until the task is finished. You get a complete coherent travel plan without guiding every step.

How agentic behavior is starting to appear
The line between a simple AI assistant and agentic AI-powered tool is not always clear. Some tools available to public servants are beginning to include agentic features.
Some enterprise AI tools now offer a “deep research” feature. You give the tool a research question, and it searches across multiple sources, synthesises what it finds, and produces a structured report.
This happens with less direct input from you than a standard prompt-and-response interaction.
These features are early examples of agentic behaviour. You set a goal, and the tool determines how to approach it. Whether and how quickly these capabilities develop further remains to be seen.

AI Autonomy
One of the main differences across AI autonomy levels is how much control humans retain over the system’s actions. A useful way to think about agentic AI is as a spectrum of autonomy. The amount of human control differs across the spectrum.
Here's some information along that spectrum from low AI autonomy to high AI autonomy.  You can see what you need to do to start the task and how the AI then operates in response.


	Low Autonomy

	Medium Autonomy

	High Autonomy


	What you do - Give a specific instruction.

What the AI does - Completes one task per prompt.

If something goes wrong - The AI stops and waits.

Where you see this today - Standard AI assistants, document summarisers.

	What you do - Set a goal with some guidance.

What the AI does - Plans and executes multiple steps.

If something goes wrong - The AI may retry or ask for clarification.

Where you see this today - Deep research features, multi-step assistants.

	What you do - Define an objective and constrains.

What the AI does - Manages entire workflows, connects to tools, adapts as needed.

If something goes wrong - The AI adjusts its approach and continues.

Where you see this today - Specialised agents for IT support, data monitoring, process automation.




Key Terms
As you read about agentic AI, you may come across a few terms' worth knowing.
AI Agent: AI systems that can take a goal, plan steps, connect to tools, and operate with some degree of independence. This is the basic building block.
Multi-agent system: Several AI agents working together on a complex task, each with a specialised role. For example, one agent might detect a cybersecurity threat while another isolates the affected system.
Guardian agent: A monitoring layer that tracks other AI agents for unusual behaviour, policy breaches, or errors, and can intervene automatically.

