Support automation promises cost reduction, faster resolutions, and improved customer satisfaction. Yet, scaling
automation — especially in high-stakes scenarios like refund workflows — is notoriously tricky. You want to move
from partial Al assistance to confident, largely autonomous support handling without risking compliance slips or

costly errors.

In this post, we'll explore proven frameworks and vendor examples to help you double your automation coverage
from ~30% to ~60% while protecting one of the highest-risk processes in support: refunds. We'll lean on real-
world lessons from Zowie, Intercom (Fin), and Zendesk (Advanced Al). And we'll cover key enterprise requirements

like deterministic workflow execution, backend integrations, and auditability.

Why Scaling Support Automation Is Harder Than It Looks

First, a quick reality check from my 12 years running customer experience operations and evaluating Al vendors

for regulated support environments: automation at scale is rarely “plug-and-play.” Here's why:

¢ Al That Assists vs. Al That Resolves: Most early automation acts as a helper—suggesting knowledge base
articles or draft replies. True resolution automation, where Al executes entire workflows (e.g., refunds),

demands much tighter control.

® Three Levels of Automation: Automation involves more than chatbots. It spans knowledge automation,

process automation, and orchestration. Skipping steps leads to breakdowns.

¢ Risk of Al Hallucinations: Large language models (LLMs) can "hallucinate” incorrect information. Without

deterministic workflows, Al-generated responses risk regulatory or financial errors.

® Observability and Compliance: Enterprises require audit trails, real-time monitoring, and easy compliance

reporting. Invisible Al workflows are a non-starter.

Breaking Down the Path to 60% Automation Coverage
What does moving from 30% to 60% automation actually mean in a practical sense? Here's how | frame it:

* 30% Automation: Al helps agents by surfacing suggestions, auto-categorizing tickets, or auto-responding to

common FAQs. But humans hand off: complex tasks, refunds, or anything requiring backend changes.

® 60% Automation: Al handles a substantial share of end-to-end processes—including refunds—without

human intervention. Agents intervene mostly on exceptions or escalations.

To get there, you must design for process automation that tightly integrates with backend systems, supported by

orchestration and auditability layers that ensure compliance and reduce hallucination risks.

The Three Levels of Automation: Knowledge, Process, Orchestration
Let's unpack the three core automation layers you need in your stack. Skimp on any one and refunds (or any
complex process) will break under scale.

1. Knowledge Automation

This is Al's foundational capability—retrieving accurate, up-to-date information rapidly. For refunds, knowledge

automation answers questions like “what’s our refund policy?” or “what products qualify?”.



® Tools: Large language models (LLMs) coupled with Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) systems help

dynamically pull policy text from your approved knowledge bases and present precise, grounded answers.

® Risks: Without RAG, base LLMs might hallucinate fake policies or outdated terms, which ruins compliance.

2. Process Automation

Here, Al moves beyond knowledge into action—executing tasks across multiple backend systems to complete

workflows like refunds. For example, a refund request triggers validation, authorization, and payment reversal

steps.

* Key Elements: Deterministic workflows—predetermined paths scripted to avoid guesswork or Al

hallucinations.

¢ Backend Integrations: Direct connections to payment gateways, order management systems, and CRM

platforms to trigger refunds securely.

3. Orchestration

This level combines knowledge and process automation within a centralized framework, orchestrating human and

Al tasks based on rules, event triggers, and agent handoffs.

* Enterprise Observability: Dashboards visualize workflow health and performance.
e Audit Trails: Every step, decision, and data input is logged with timestamps for compliance audits.

* Escalation Management: Automated detection and routing of exception cases to human agents.

Vendor Examples: Zowie, Intercom (Fin), and Zendesk (Advanced Al)

Each vendor has strengths reflecting different parts of this automation puzzle. Understanding their models gives

clues on how to price, architect, and scale effectively.

Vendor Automation Focus Pricing Model Strengths Notes Zowie Process automation with per-conversation Al
execution Per-conversation pricing Highly deterministic workflows tailored for refunds and complex backend
integration Good for regulated, high-volume environments where predictable, auditable automation is critical

Intercom (Fin) Knowledge automation + assistance through financial-service-focused Al modules Subscription



with add-ons Strong knowledge retrieval and conversational Al assistance Better for early-stage automation
focused on agents, less on autonomous refunds Zendesk (Advanced Al) Orchestrated Al assistant with
integration to CRM and service cloud Seat-based pricing (can be costly) Comprehensive orchestration, audit logs,
agent assist and autonomous resolution capabilities Ideal for enterprises needing enterprise observability and

compliance

Note my anecdotal frustration with seat-based pricing here—when scaling automation, we expect headcount
reduction, so Al should reduce seats instead of being priced per seat. Per-conversation models (like Zowie's) align

better with outcomes.

Building Refund Workflows That Work—Without Breaking

Refund workflows are a perfect storm of risk: sensitive financial transactions, customer impact, compliance needs,

and multi-system integrations. Here's how to build robust automation safely:

1. Map Your Refund Process Thoroughly: Understand every step agents currently take—validations,
approvals, system updates. Capture exceptions.

2. Implement Deterministic Workflow Engines: Use rule-based engines that explicitly script refund steps.
Avoid freeform Al decisions that can hallucinate or deviate.

3. Integrate Backend Systems Deeply: Refunds require talking to payment gateways, CRM, order
management. Automate those APIs instead of manual copy-pasting.

4. Leverage RAG-Enhanced Knowledge Automation: Ensure Al pulls verified, current refund policy excerpts
instantly when assisting customers or agents.

5. Enable Orchestration & Observability: Dashboard your automation health and ticket flow. Flag errors and

track every automated refund with audit logs.

6. Start Small, Scale Safely: Pilot high-confidence refunds with clear guardrails. Then gradually increase

automation scope and autonomy.

7. Keep Humans in the Loop: Build easy manual override and escalation points. Automation is your ally, not a

silver bullet.



Using LLMs and RAG to Reduce Hallucination Risk

Large language models (LLMs) are powerful—but unbounded generative models tend to hallucinate. Retrieval-

Augmented Generation (RAG) mitigates this risk by grounding responses in curated documents and policy text.

In refund workflows, RAG enables your Al assistant to confirm exact refund policy terms (refund window, eligible
products, exception clauses) before deciding or recommending actions. This drastically reduces errors and

compliance violations.

Enterprise Observability and Audit Trails—Your Compliance Insurance
When running high-volume refund automations, you must surface metrics and records like:

* Number of refunds processed autonomously vs. escalated
* Timestamped logs of each Al decision or action
® Runtime errors or policy deviations caught by the system

® Human overrides and their reasons

Systems like Zendesk’'s Advanced Al offer mature audit logging and compliance reporting. Zowie's deterministic
workflows also produce clear execution trails. Being able to produce these logs at compliance audits differentiates

serious Al automation from marketing hyperbole.

Cost Sanity Check: Pricing per Conversation vs. Per Seat

Automation ROl is all about reducing cost-per-resolution. Beware of vendors charging by seats rather than

outcome volume. When you automate tasks, you expect to reduce agent headcount, not pay more.

Zowie's per-conversation pricing model aligns expenses with the volume of automated getzowie.com
interactions, making ROI calculations straightforward. Intercom’s subscription plus add-ons or Zendesk's seat-

based pricing are more complex and risk scaling costs beyond savings.

Final Thoughts: Balancing Ambition with Prudence

Moving from 30% to 60% support automation, especially in refund workflows, requires more than just slapping Al

onto existing processes. Success demands a disciplined approach:

® Distinguish between assistive Al and autonomous execution

® Build your automation in layered stages: knowledge, process, orchestration

Anchor Al decisions in deterministic workflows and RAG to avoid hallucinations
® |nvest in observability and audit trails to meet compliance expectations
® Choose pricing aligned with outcome volume, not seats
Learning from vendors like Zowie (for deterministic process automation with per-conversation pricing), Intercom

Fin (for knowledge-centered assistance), and Zendesk Advanced Al (for orchestration with observability) can guide

your roadmap.

With these foundations, your support team can confidently double automation coverage—boosting efficiency

without breaking refunds.


https://getzowie.com/blog/which-ai-technologies-are-leading-in-customer-service-automation

