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Agency and the Organizational Sciences 

Few concepts are as central to the organizational sciences as agency, and few are as hotly 
debated. Across organizational behavior, organization theory, strategy, economic sociology, 
entrepreneurship, information systems, psychology, and sociology, research on agency 
emphasizes assumptions about who can act, what acting requires, and what follows once action 
has occurred. Theories of motivation, leadership, decision making, control, value creation, 
careers, institutions, and technological change all depend on a prior view of where action comes 
from and who is answerable for it. These views largely took shape before intelligent technologies 
began to take part in action, and the age of AI now puts them in question, raising anew who 
exercises agency and how. Yet our fields rarely agree on what agency is, who or what has it or 
where it is produces, or what it does. 

In organizational behavior and psychology, agency typically refers to the human capacity for 
intentional, forethoughtful, and self-regulated action, a capacity studied through self-efficacy, 
motivation, proactivity, and self-determination (Bandura, 2001). Consequently, an important area 
of organizational research revolves around how people perceive and attribute agency, including 
to machines, with implications for anthropomorphism, trust, and reliance (Schroeder & Epley, 
2016; Waytz, Heafner, & Epley, 2014; Logg, Minson, & Moore, 2019). In economic accounts of 
organizational control, agency lies at the heart of the relationship between principals and the self-
interested actors who seek to optimize under incentives and constraints (Ross, 1973; Jensen & 
Meckling, 1976; Holmström, 1979; Grossman & Hart, 1983; Eisenhardt, 1989). In sociology, 
agency is the source of the long argument over structure and action, from the duality of structure 
in structuration theory (Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992) to the reconstruction of agency as a 
temporal and relational interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment (Emirbayer & Mische, 
1998). In strategy, agency appears as strategic choice and managerial discretion set against 
environmental determinism (Child, 1972). Economic sociology stresses how action is embedded 
in social relations and how models and market devices shape what actors do (Granovetter, 1985). 
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Entrepreneurship casts the actor as a source of novelty who recognizes or creates opportunities 
and brings new ventures into being (Kirzner, 1973; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000; Sarasvathy, 
2001). Technology use and sociomaterial scholarship locate agency either in human capacities 
enacted through technology (Orlikowski, 2000; Boudreau & Robey, 2005) or in the 
materialization of agencies in practice (Leonardi, 2023; Scott & Orlikowski, 2025), and a 
growing body of work asks what agency becomes when humans and machines act together, 
theorizing conjoined and human-AI forms of agency (Murray, Rhymer, & Sirmon, 2021; Raisch 
& Krakowski, 2021; Krakowski, 2025). Organization theory, for its part, wrestles with the 
paradox of embedded agency, asking how actors shaped by institutions can nonetheless reshape 
them (Battilana, Leca, & Boxenbaum, 2009), and it is now beginning to ask how intelligent 
technologies reshape institutions and fields (Grodal, Ha, Hood & Rajunov, 2026; Phillips, 2026). 

These traditions diverge on important points. Is agency a property of individuals or a relational 
accomplishment? Is it located in minds, in practices, or in configurations of people and things? 
Does it require intention and awareness, or only consequential action? Is it best treated as a 
capacity, a process, or something that observers confer after the fact? What unites the 
organizational sciences is a shared stake in these questions rather than a shared answer to them. 

Agency in the Age of AI 

These long-running debates now show new urgency. We have entered an age in which artificial 
intelligence of many kinds takes part in organizational action, and the conditions under which 
action is produced are changing in front of us. The systems now reshaping organizational action 
come in several forms, and the differences among them matter for agency. These include, but are 
not limited to: 

Analytic AI: Systems that learn patterns from data in order to classify, score, forecast, and 
recommend. Trained on historical examples, they map inputs to outputs, flagging a transaction as 
fraudulent, ranking a set of candidates, or predicting demand, and so insert machine judgment 
directly into the decisions organizations make. Such systems rarely act on the world on their 
own. Their force comes instead from the weight their outputs carry, as judgments that inform, 
constrain, or trigger the choices of the people who rely on them. 

Generative AI: Systems built on large models trained on broad corpora of text, images, and 
code that produce new content in response to prompts. Rather than scoring or classifying what 
already exists, they compose new artifacts, drafting an analysis, writing software, designing an 
image, or proposing an argument. Their outputs are frequently the very artifacts that once stood 
as evidence of human authorship, which makes them participants in the production of work 
rather than instruments that merely support it. What they do not do on their own is decide when 
to act or carry a task forward without being asked. 

Agentic AI: Computational systems that pursue goals and take consequential action in an 
environment with limited and intermittent human direction. Typically built on large language 
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models that can interpret language, reason, plan, and use software tools, these systems perceive a 
situation, choose among courses of action, act on other systems and on the world, and adjust as 
they receive feedback over extended sequences of activity. What sets them apart from earlier 
technologies is that they do not wait for instruction at each step. They initiate, sequence, and 
complete work, often in coordination with other systems and other people. 

The consequences of these types of AI in and around organizations are already becoming visible. 
Analytic systems generate recommendations that carry the weight of expert judgment, automated 
protocols execute decisions without human intervention, robotic systems operate independently 
in physical settings, and data infrastructures increasingly define what counts as reasonable 
action. Across a widening range of organizational settings, technological systems no longer 
simply support work; they also perform it (Leonardi, 2025). These dynamics are most 
pronounced in the current diffusion of generative and agentic AI, yet they extend to a broader 
class of intelligent and algorithmic technologies, including predictive analytics, algorithmic 
management systems, automated infrastructures, and decentralized protocols, that likewise 
reconfigure how action is carried out and how responsibility is assigned (Alaimo & Kallinikos, 
2022; Kellogg et al., 2020; Murray, Kuban, Josefy, & Anderson, 2021; Sergeeva et al., 2020; 
Ungureanu, Bellesia, & Cochis, 2025). 

These systems are already reshaping the nature of work (Hoffmann et al., 2025), the way value is 
created and captured across organizational boundaries (Villani, Greco, & Phillips, 2017), and 
even the economic structure of the AI industry that supplies them (Nagle & Yue, 2025). 

Why Agency Now Demands Our Attention 

Whatever position a scholar holds on what agency is, one fact is now unavoidable: Technologies 
increasingly act autonomously inside organizations, and their reach continues to widen. Yet such 
growth is not likely to be smooth. The economics of computation, the costs of energy and 
infrastructure, and rising public concern about the ways that centralized AI platforms secure 
consumer buy-in and then raise costs and/or lower model quality, all temper the pace of 
adoption, even as the broader direction shows little sign of reversing. When agency is produced 
by configurations of people and systems in which intention, execution, and consequence are 
spread across actors and across time, much of what we take for granted about organizing comes 
into question. For example, AI is likely to change:  

How people experience their own competence and effectiveness. When a system drafts the 
analysis, proposes the diagnosis, or makes the call, individuals have to work out whether they are 
the authors of an outcome or the validators of one produced elsewhere, and that reckoning 
reshapes expertise, learning, professional identity, and a person’s sense of what they contribute. 

Who and what we manage. Managers increasingly direct not only people but also systems that 
act, and they must coordinate ensembles in which the human and computational contributions to 
an outcome are difficult to separate. 
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Accountability. When an automated decision causes harm, an AI-assisted diagnosis later proves 
wrong, or a model produces a flawed analysis that an organization acts upon, it becomes hard to 
say who acted. Responsibility is frequently re-centered on human and organizational actors who 
did not fully control how the action was produced, so that intention, action, and accountability no 
longer line up. 

Control. The familiar mechanisms of supervision, evaluation, and coordination assume a human 
actor whose behavior can be observed and directed. Autonomous and algorithmic systems 
unsettle that assumption, creating new instruments of control and, at the same time, new blind 
spots. 

How firms compete and how value is created. When the capacity to act can be bought, rented, 
or built into a model, the sources of competitive advantage move. Capabilities that once took 
years to accumulate inside a firm can now be acquired through general-purpose systems that 
rivals can buy too, which can compress the differences between competitors even as it opens 
fresh ways to recombine human and machine work. The economics of production shift in step, 
raising pointed questions about who captures the value that autonomous systems help create, 
where returns accumulate across the stack of models, data, and applications, and how the 
boundaries of the firm are redrawn when so much capability now sits outside it. 

These technologies strain our accounts of agency, and they do so in different ways. Analytic and 
predictive systems insert machine judgment into decisions, so that a score or a recommendation 
can carry the weight of a choice while the human role narrows to ratification, unsettling who can 
be said to author an outcome. Generative systems produce the very content, the analyses, 
designs, and arguments, that once stood as evidence of human authorship, blurring the line 
between acting and editing. Agentic systems go further, initiating and sequencing action with 
limited human direction, so that the locus of action is no longer settled in advance and the 
production of action is distributed across actors and moments in ways our concepts were not 
built to capture. Across all of these forms, intention, execution, and consequence, long assumed 
to reside in a single human actor, come apart, and with them our settled sense of who exercises 
agency. 

About the Special Issue 

This Special Issue seeks contributions that help scholars in the organizational sciences rethink 
agency for this new context. We are not looking for general commentary on digital 
transformation or broad appeals for more AI research. We invite theoretically ambitious work, 
whether conceptual or empirically grounded, that takes the changing production of action as its 
starting point. We organize the call around two complementary aims. The first is to reconsider 
agency itself. The second is to understand how the changing nature of agency reshapes the 
questions our fields care about and the way organizations are managed. 
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Rethinking Agency 
As technologies come to participate in action, our foundational concepts deserve fresh scrutiny. 
We welcome work that asks what agency is, where it resides, and how it operates when action is 
co-produced by people and machines. Questions in this vein include the following. 

• What does agency mean when action is produced by configurations of humans and 
machines rather than by either on its own, and which existing conceptions of agency carry 
over to this setting and which others break down? 

• Where is agency located when intention, execution, and consequence are distributed across 
people, systems, and points in time? 

• How does agency operate as a process, and how is it claimed, delegated, exercised, and 
withdrawn among human and computational actors? 

• When, if ever, should autonomous systems be theorized as agents in their own right, and 
what does that do to our explanations of action and responsibility? 

• How do observers come to attribute mind and agency to people, systems, and their 
interaction, how does anthropomorphism shape those attributions, and how do they shape 
reliance, intervention, credit, and blame? 

How Changing Conceptions of Agency Reshape People, Work, Organizations, and Strategy 
The shift in agency is rippling through the phenomena that organizational scholars study. We are 
especially eager for work that traces these effects across fields. Questions in this vein include the 
following. 

• Organizational behavior and careers. How does sustained collaboration with agentic 
systems reshape motivation, expertise, learning trajectories, professional identity, and the 
experience of authorship at work, how is the nature of work itself changing as generative 
systems take on more of it, and when do people defer to or discount algorithmic judgment? 

• Management and control. How do managers coordinate, supervise, and hold to account 
ensembles of people and autonomous systems, and what new roles and capabilities does 
this kind of oversight demand? 

• Strategy and the digital economy. How does delegating decisions to autonomous 
systems alter managerial discretion and strategic choice, how does the diffusion of AI 
reshape firm productivity and the open and distributed production of digital value, and 
when does it compress strategic heterogeneity across firms rather than open new sources 
of advantage? 

• Entrepreneurship and innovation. How are authorship, ownership, and value defined 
when opportunities are recognized and outputs are produced jointly by people and 
machines, who captures value when work is co-produced across organizational boundaries, 
and what new organizational forms, such as decentralized autonomous organizations, 
emerge when coordination is delegated to autonomous protocols? 
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• Organization theory and institutions. How are accountability, liability, and competence 
reassigned when action is distributed and outcomes are contested, which arrangements 
become institutionalized as responsible use and to whose benefit, and how does 
institutional work reshape fields as intelligent technologies diffuse? 

• Sociology of work. How do autonomous systems reconfigure control, consent, skill, and 
worker agency on the job, and how do workers contest, absorb, or repurpose these 
systems? 

• Information systems. How do the design and architecture of agentic systems shape the 
distribution of action, and how do organizations rebuild work practices around systems 
that initiate action rather than await it? 

• Economic sociology. How do models, metrics, and data infrastructures define what counts 
as reasonable action, and with what effects on markets, valuation, and economic order? 

• Professions and governance. What new (human and non-human) actors and 
intermediaries, such as auditors, certifiers, and evaluators, arise to govern autonomous 
action, and how do they acquire authority (either formal or informal)? 

Timeline 

Given the rapid changes in agentic technologies, we will follow an accelerated review process so 
that the papers in this special issue appear in a timely way. The timeline is as follows. 

Date Milestone 

February 1, 2027 Submissions due 

February 15, 2027 Initial screening and desk rejections 

May 15, 2027 Decisions following first review (revise and resubmit, minor 
revisions handled by the editors, or reject) 

August 15, 2027 Revisions due 

November 15, 2027 Final decisions following second review (accept, minor revisions 
handled by the editors, or reject) 

February 15, 2028 Final versions of papers due 

April 2028 Anticipated publication of the special issue 

To hold to this accelerated timeline, we anticipate a higher than usual number of desk rejections 
at the initial screening as we identify submissions with the potential to be accepted after a single 
revision. In addition, we will not grant extensions to resubmission deadlines. 

We welcome submissions from across the organizational sciences and from neighboring 
disciplines in sociology, economics, psychology, and the philosophy of action. Above all, we 
hope to publish work that treats the arrival of AI as an occasion to sharpen, and where necessary 
remake, our theories of agency and of the organized action that depends on it. 
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