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Governance readiness is becoming production readiness.
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Agentic Al Governance Before

ROI:

Gartner’s governance-first advice to CFOs points to a broader enterprise
shift: autonomous systems need an authority boundary before they

become an efficiency engine.

MAUREEN DOYLE-SPARE

overnance readiness is becoming production
G readiness. For Al agents, traceability and
human oversight matter, but enterprise Al gov-

ernance also needs a runtime authority boundary over

the meaning that drives execution.

Enterprise Al governance is arriving before enterprise
Al returns. Gartner's August 20 guidance* says the first
finance Al agent should be treated as a governance
pilot rather than an ROI pilot. The point is not that return
on investment no longer matters. It is that agentic Al
introduces a different control problem: an autonomous
agent can interpret an objective, plan a sequence,
access multiple systems and execute steps without a
person approving each intermediate decision. Gover-
nance of autonomous decision systems therefore has

to be proven before autonomy is scaled.

For finance leaders, that is a practical change in
sequence. The institution first defines the Al controls,
decision boundaries, human oversight, traceability and
failure evidence that make autonomous execution gov-

ernable. ROl then becomes a question about activity the
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institution is prepared to authorize, not simply how

much work an Al agent can perform.

Governance readiness is
becoming production readiness
for Al agents

Alex Levine, Director Analyst in the Gartner Finance
practice, frames the test plainly: “Success should be
measured by governance readiness, not just autonomy
or ROL" Gartner recommends starting with a low-risk,
contained workflow where errors are visible and
reversible, defining data access and allowed actions
before development, assigning ownership across
finance, technology and audit or risk, sandboxing the
pilot, and preserving complete traceability. The finance
team should be able to reconstruct what the agent
planned, accessed and produced for every run, while

maintaining a comprehensive failure log.

Those controls are important because Al workflow
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governance now extends beyond a model and its out-
put. Agentic systems operate through Al orchestration:
they retrieve context, use tools, coordinate steps and
can hand state into downstream systems. In enterprise
Al architecture, the unit of risk increasingly becomes

the runtime decision and the trajectory it initiates.

Finance makes this visible because authority is already
formalized through approval limits, maker-checker con-
trols, reconciliations, treasury controls, financial report-
ing and audit evidence. The same pattern extends to
healthcare, life sciences, insurance, manufacturing,
critical infrastructure and government. Autonomous
agents move consequential interpretation into runtime,

SO runtime governance has to move there with it.

Why traceability alone does not
answer the reasoning-layer
governance question

Being able to reconstruct what an agent planned,
accessed and produced is necessary. It does not
establish that the meaning under which the agent acted
was institutionally authorized. An agent can use
approved data, call approved tools and produce a tech-
nically valid result while resolving a business term
under an Operational Interpretation? the institution

never sanctioned.

This is the reasoning-layer governance problem. Terms
such as approved, eligible, material, cleared, complete
and within tolerance often draw their operational mean-
ing from several policies and enterprise systems. Much
of that institutional knowledge is distributed rather than
centrally held, so an autonomous workflow may recon-
cile individually valid sources into a working interpreta-
tion that differs from institutional meaning without creat-
ing a conventional model-risk, access-control or out-

put-quality signal. That condition is Invisible Failure? in
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autonomous workflows: every adjacent control reports

correctly while the institution is still wrong.

That is why responsible Al architecture for autonomous
systems needs an explicit runtime control surface. The
institution maintains a Reasoning Baseline? for the deci-
sion class, exposes the Operational Interpretation that
will drive the pending action, measures semantic diver-
gence and applies an enforceable policy before execu-
tion. This is semantic integrity as an enterprise control
problem rather than a documentation exercise, and it is

the substance of a semantic-layer control framework.

The control boundary belongs
before execution: deterministic
gating in practice

The Semantic Control Plane? is the runtime governance
architecture for that boundary, and it functions as a
control-plane architecture for autonomous agents
rather than a monitoring layer. The Ontology provides
the authoritative resolution backbone for the Reasoning
Baseline. The Semantic Layer extracts the Operational
Interpretation. The Semantic Deviation Index?® provides
semantic deviation quantification. The Deterministic
Gate? converts the measured state and institutional
threshold into an enforceable disposition: Permit, Per-
mit-with-Flag, Hold or Mandatory Hold. The RSSR then

preserves the per-execution governance record.

This sequence is pre-execution assurance, or seman-
tic-layer validation before execution. It is not another
dashboard and it is not a replacement for cybersecurity,
identity controls, model evaluation, explainable Al, Al
compliance or human review. Those controls govern
adjacent surfaces. Runtime oversight and deterministic
gating govern whether this interpretation, for this deci-
sion, carries institutional authority to proceed before
execution authority is emitted.

07


https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.6531238
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20749051

The Pre-Execution Assurance Protocol

Five steps. One sequence. Every in-scope agentic decision.

ESTABLISH EXTRACT COMPUTE ENFORCE GENERATE
S — - — * _—
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interpretation extraction computation generation
ermit / Permit-with-Flag /
l II ] ) ) /‘/ Hold | Mandatory Hold .
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Ontology asserts Semantic Layer orders Compute SDI score il RSSR, authorization
authoritative meaning operational interpretation and threshold zone 1] governance record
e GATE EVALUATES e
GOVERNANCE OUTCOMES

PERMIT PERMIT-WITH-FLAG
Execution proceeds. F Release under attention.

Flag in audit trail.

HOLD MANDATORY HOLD
I I Routed to HITL. Escalation to

institutional review.

Every in-scope agentic decision crosses the protocol before execution authority is e

Five steps. No skips. The Gate is where Semantic Authorization is determined before execution authority proceeds.

Figure 1. The Pre-Execution Assurance Protocol. Source: Doyle-Spare (2026).

How runtime governance

changes the economics of agentic
Al

A governance-first pilot is not separate from the ROI
discussion. It determines which reasoning and execu-
tion the enterprise is prepared to admit. Agentic Al can
retrieve, plan, call tools, verify, retry and delegate
before a business action is complete. Lower model
prices can make each step cheaper while total autono-

mous activity continues to grow.

The Token Economics research, The Economics of
Agentic Al: Runtime Governance as a Distinct Determi-
nant of Enterprise Al Cost* (Doyle-Spare, 2026),
defines Preventable Computation as execution-depen-
dent reasoning, tool use and downstream organizational
activity that would not occur if an institutionally avail-
able runtime control held an unauthorized or materially
divergent trajectory at the earliest governable check-

point. Token Liability is the inference-cost component
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of that larger exposure. The economic point is not that
every long workflow is wasteful. Authorized reasoning
is the cost of doing useful work. Governance changes

whether additional work should be admitted at all.

This distinction is important for CFOs because Al risk
management and Al economics converge at the runtime
authority boundary. Model routing, caching and smaller
models reduce the price of computation that proceeds.
Runtime governance primitives determine whether exe-
cution-dependent computation should proceed in the
first place. Governance does not guarantee savings, but

it changes the cost surface the institution is exposed to.

Finance is the visible test case for
enterprise Al governance, not the
boundary

Finance is a useful proving ground because authority,
evidence and accountability are already explicit. A close
process, reconciliation workflow, forecasting process or

internal reporting agent sits inside established control
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The Economics of Runtime Governance

Two optimization problems, not one
@
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Figure 2. The Economics of Runtime Governance. Source: Doyle-Spare (2026).

ownership. That makes governance gaps easier to see
and makes a contained first pilot sensible.

The same enterprise Al governance principle applies
when a clinical agent interprets eligibility, an insurer
interprets coverage, a manufacturer interprets a release
condition, a cyber agent interprets evidence, or a multi-
agent system carries upstream state into a downstream
decision. That last case is why governance architecture
for multi-agent systems matters: authority created in
one environment can become executable state in
another. Al agents can be technically authorized while
the semantic layer has moved away from institutional
meaning. The governing question is whether the auton-
omous system is still operating under the authority the

institution actually intended to give it.

The risk is not only accidental. The Agentic Workflow
Drift and Agentic Workflow Subversion taxonomy® dis-
tinguishes divergence that emerges through ordinary
that

the Semantic Layer

coordination from divergence is deliberately

induced. Separately, Integrity

Attack® identifies a cyber threat class in which an
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adversary targets the reasoning-layer attack surface to
alter the semantic conditions under which an agent
acts. Reasoning-layer drift measurement is relevant
across both accidental and adversarial divergence.

The first pilot should leave a
governance asset behind

A useful agentic Al governance pilot should produce
more than confidence in one agent. It should leave
reusable decision-class boundaries, ownership rules,
Reasoning Baselines, traceability requirements, review
triggers, failure knowledge and evidence standards that
can be carried into the next deployment. That is how
governance readiness becomes scalable enterprise Al

architecture rather than one-off oversight.
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The broader shift is clear. Agentic Al moves the unit of
governance from the model and the output toward the
runtime decision. An agentic-runtime governance archi-
tecture therefore has to govern whether an Operational
Interpretation carries institutional authority to proceed
before execution authority is emitted. The scalable
autonomous agent is not simply the one that performs
well. It is the one the institution can permit, hold, recon-
struct and govern before its actions become the institu-

tion's actions. @
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The scalable autonomous agent is the one the
institution can permit, hold, reconstruct and

govern before ils actions become the
institution’s actions.
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