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Klarna - AI-automated
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What happens when an AI agent crosses the decision
threshold, at scale?
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1. Executive summary

In February 2024, Klarna rolled out worldwide an AI customer service assistant built with
OpenAI. Within one month, it handled 2.3 million conversations, roughly two-thirds of
customer service exchanges, for work presented as the equivalent of 700 full-time agents.
Unlike Morgan Stanley (case ACF-CS-001), this agent does not merely propose: it acts -
refunds, cancellations, disputes.

Then, in 2025, Klarna rebalances: management publicly acknowledges that cost reduction
had "taken too much space" at the expense of quality, and reintroduces human agents for
complex cases, in a hybrid model.

Read through the lens of ACF, this case is the exact mirror of the previous one. Morgan
Stanley illustrated prudence below the agentic threshold; Klarna illustrates what plays out
above it: as soon as an agent decides alone at scale, the question of accountability and
criticality becomes immediate, and optimizing it on cost alone is a governance failure mode.

2. Context

Klarna, a player in installment payments ("buy now, pay later"), runs a very high volume,
multilingual, 24/7 customer service. The stated goal: to drastically reduce cost and handling
time. The deployment is part of a partnership with OpenAI.

3. Public sources used

Klarna, press release: "Klarna AI assistant handles two-thirds of customer service chats in
its first month" (Feb. 27, 2024).

OpenAI, Klarna page.

Forbes (March 13, 2024) on the results; Forbes (May 18, 2025) on the rebalancing.

Bloomberg / Reuters (May 2025), reported: statements by CEO Sebastian Siemiatkowski
and the return of human agents.

CX Dive, eMarketer (2025) on the hybrid model.
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4. Reconstructed AI architecture (from public sources)

The Klarna AI assistant - global launch February 2024, backed by OpenAI.

Function: handles customer service requests autonomously, including refunds, returns,
payment problems, cancellations, disputes, billing errors; provides balances and payment
schedules. More than 35 languages, 24/7.

Volume: 2.3M conversations in the first month (~2/3 of exchanges), claimed equivalent of
~700 agents.

Claimed performance (2024): resolution in under 2 min versus ~11 min for a human; -25%
repeat requests; ~$40M profit targeted for the year; satisfaction "on par" with human
agents.

The rebalancing (2025).

Klarna reintroduces human agents for complex and premium cases, while keeping AI on
the front line for the bulk of the volume.

Public statement by the CEO (May 2025): cost had been a "too predominant" criterion,
which "results in lower quality"; customers must always be able to reach a person.

New model: hybrid, flexible human agents ("Uber-style"), AI up front, human on
escalation.
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5. ACF mapping

🧰 Tools used: ACF-01 (autonomy map) · ACF-02 (criticality matrix) · ACF-04 (agent card).

ACF element In the Klarna deployment

Named human
(accountable)

Customer service / operations leadership. Unlike MS, no human professional
validates each decision: the agent decides alone.

Agent The AI assistant - it decides and executes (refund, cancellation, dispute
resolution).

Platform OpenAI.

Delegated decision Real and with consequences: refunds, cancellations, disputes.

Autonomy level Supervised autonomous, even autonomous on part of the cases (the agent
acts, control after the fact). This is the crossing of the threshold.

Non-delegable
zone

Discovered after the fact: complex and premium cases, where human parity
did not hold, reverted to human. In ACF language, this was a non-delegable
zone not declared at the outset.

Rule / safeguard Human escalation introduced in 2025; option to reach a person. Initially
undersized.

Control third party Credit and consumer protection regulators depending on the country.

Traceability Massive volume of automated decisions: the stake of a register and
auditability is central.

A schema in ACF graphic language accompanies this case (separate file).
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6. Analysis

🧰 Tools used: ACF-02 (criticality) · ACF-03 (non-delegable zones) · ACF-06 (kill switch). To
prepare: ACF-08 (register).

Strengths (to acknowledge):

Real scale and speed: the deployment sustained a considerable volume, in 35 languages,
with measured time savings.

Transparency and self-correction: Klarna publicly acknowledged the imbalance and
adjusted. This is a healthy governance posture - rare and to be commended.

The hybrid model ultimately adopted (AI on volume, human on complexity, escalation
always possible) is close to what ACF recommends.

Points of attention (the ACF lesson):

The optimization criterion was cost, not criticality. This is the heart of the matter, and
it is the CEO who says so. In ACF, you do not delegate a decision because it is costly to
handle, but according to its criticality (impact x frequency x irreversibility). A premium
dispute and a balance inquiry do not have the same criticality and do not call for the same
autonomy.

The non-delegable zone was discovered through the incident, not declared by
design. ACF would have set it from the start: high-impact cases stay human, or under co-
decision.

Human escalation was an undersized safeguard. ACF makes it an explicit rule,
proportionate to criticality, from the outset.
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7. ACF toolkit used

Tools that the ACF analysis uses (✅) and to anticipate (🔜). It does not imply that the
company uses ACF; it shows which instruments the framework would bring.

Tool Status Role in this case

ACF-02 · Criticality matrix ✅ The key tool: sort by criticality, not by cost

ACF-01 · Autonomy map ✅ Set the dial by type of decision

ACF-03 · Agentic constitution ✅ Declare the non-delegable zones (complex cases)

ACF-06 · Kill switch ✅ Quality thresholds and escalation rate

ACF-08 · Decisions register 🔜 Trace decisions with consequences

ACF-00 · Sovereignty Score 🔜 Assess overall maturity

8. Governance questions

1. On what criterion do we decide to delegate a decision: its cost, or its criticality?

2. Which categories of cases do we declare non-delegable before deploying?

3. Is the human escalation mechanism sized for the real criticality, or symbolic?

4. Which signals (satisfaction, error rate, escalation rate) trigger a takeover, and who decides
it?

5. Do we have an auditable trace of the automated decisions with consequences?

9. General lessons

The Klarna case delivers the most transferable lesson of the whole corpus: you do not set an
agent's autonomy on cost, you set it on criticality. Optimizing delegation on the savings
achieved, without a criticality matrix or declared non-delegable zones, leads to delegating
decisions that should have stayed human, and to discovering it through the drop in quality.
Klarna had the lucidity to correct; ACF makes it possible not to have to correct, by setting the
dial from the design stage.
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10. What ACF would do (reference design)

Prescriptive and non-critical formulation. An organization designing this system with ACF
could in particular:

rate each type of request on the criticality matrix (ACF-02) before any deployment;

set autonomy by type of decision (ACF-01): autonomous for the benign, co-decision or
human for the sensitive;

declare complex/premium cases as a non-delegable zone (ACF-03) - or under reinforced
supervision;

size human escalation to criticality, not to the symbol;

arm a kill switch (ACF-06) triggered by quality and escalation thresholds;

keep a decisions register (ACF-08) for auditability and compliance.

11. Similar cases (transferability)

This case is particularly transferable to any organization with very high volume customer
service, where the temptation to automate on cost is strong:

✅ e-commerce and marketplaces

✅ telecoms

✅ energy and consumer utilities

✅ transport and travel

✅ retail banking and payment

✅ insurance (mass claims handling)

Everywhere, the same question: which decision can really be entrusted to an agent, and
by what criterion? Cost is a poor judge; criticality is the right one.
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12. Confidence of the assessment

High. The case is exceptionally well documented publicly: company press releases, CEO
statements in the press (Bloomberg, Forbes) and reference business coverage, on the
deployment as well as its rebalancing. The facts are solidly established and verifiable by the
reader. The ACF analysis draws on these public facts; the non-public internal details do not
affect the governance reading proposed here.

Teacher guide

Pedagogical objective. Understand that the delegation criterion is criticality, not cost - and
why a non-delegable zone is declared before, not after.

Session outline (90 min).

1. (15 min) Reading up to §4 (without the analysis). Students first see the 2024 success.

2. (15 min) Reveal of the 2025 rebalancing and the CEO's quote.

3. (25 min) In groups: rate five types of requests (balance, simple return, refund, dispute,
premium complaint) on a criticality matrix, and assign an autonomy level to each.

4. (20 min) Debate: "Did Klarna fail, or learn?" (expected answer: it set the wrong dial, then
corrected it).

5. (15 min) Synthesis by the teacher: cost vs criticality.

Recommended comparison. Study this case paired with ACF-CS-001 (Morgan Stanley):
below the agentic threshold vs above it. It is the best pedagogical duo in the corpus.

Reminder: the reference analysis provides the benchmark; grading students' work remains the
teacher's act.
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Associated lab (ACF-LAB-002)

From this case, the student produces:

the criticality matrix (ACF-02) of six types of requests;

the corresponding per-decision autonomy map (ACF-01);

an agentic constitution (ACF-03) declaring the non-delegable zones;

a kill switch (ACF-06) with two quantified triggers (satisfaction threshold, escalation rate).

Appendix - Completed ACF cards

The official Toolkit cards used in this case, filled in with its public data. For illustration: an
organization of the same sector can reuse and adapt them.
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Card ACF-01 · Decision map · completed with public case data.
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Card ACF-02 · Criticality matrix · completed with public case data.
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Card ACF-03 · Agentic constitution · completed with public case data.
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Card ACF-06 · Kill switch · completed with public case data.
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Disclaimer

This study is carried out exclusively from public information. It constitutes neither an
audit, nor a certification, nor an official evaluation of Klarna. It applies the ACF framework
for pedagogical purposes. No internal, confidential, or non-public data was used. The
trademarks cited belong to their respective owners. The account describes a strategic
adjustment publicly assumed by the company, not a value judgment.
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