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ABSTRACT

Agentic Al promises significant gains in speed, scale, and discovery, yet ultimate liability
remains human. Drawing from epistemology, this paper outlines two core principles for
responsible Al adoption: Human Epistemic Sovereignty: People must retain final author-
ity over consequential judgments and justified beliefs; Calibrated Epistemic Humility:
Users and institutions must right-size confidence to match uncertainty, evidence weight,
and potential harm. Rapid Al deployment without mature governance leads to three
hidden liabilities: cognitive debt, technical debt, and governance debt. Examining these
risks across healthcare, education, information, and professional services, the paper
proposes a governable Al architecture that embeds uncertainty signaling, provenance,
escalation, review, and accountability directly into operational workflows. This work
summarizes the panel “The Intelligence May Be Atrtificial But the Liability is Real” from
the 2026 Midwest Association for Information Systems (MWAIS) Conference at Ohio
University.

Introduction

The 2026 Midwest Association for Information Systems (MWAIS) conference panel, The Intelligence May
be Artificial But the Liability is Real,' examined the leadership and governance challenge created by
increasingly capable AI. The panel began with a simple tension. AI can accelerate discovery and expand
human capacity, as Jensen (Huang’s, 2026) Carnegie Mellon remarks emphasized, but high-capability tools
also create a fork in the road. Stephen Hawking’s well-known warning about AI captures the same
uncertainty: we may be greatly helped, or we may be sidelined by systems whose power outruns our
institutions.” The practical question is therefore not whether organizations should use Al but how they can
use it without surrendering accountability, professional judgment, or human meaning (Ogden & Richards,
1923).

The panel’s central premise is values-based human leadership and stewardship. High-performing
organizations clarify what matters, focus resources on the drivers of value and values, and design systems
of measurement, governance, and accountability that make strategy actionable. In a volatile, uncertain,
complex, and ambiguous environment (VUCA environments, Mack et al., 2016), Al governance must
become part of leadership philosophy rather than compliance afterthought. Leaders must ask why AI is
being deployed, what obligations exist to stakeholders, how decisions will be made under uncertainty, what
standards guide use, and what long-term legacy the deployment will create.

Human epistemic sovereignty

Human epistemic sovereignty is the principle that human beings must retain ultimate authority over what
counts as justified belief, warranted knowledge, and action-worthy judgment in consequential settings
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0n the panel, Sri Ramamoorti as moderator, and Lari Masten, as panelist, are coauthors of an earlier 2026 article with this same title, “The
Intelligence May Be Artificial but the Liability is Real,” (with coauthor Darrell D. Dorrell) published in The Value Examiner (Jan/Feb, pp. 12-20).

2Success in creating Al, according to the late theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking, would be the biggest event in human history. However, it
could also be the last if we fail to manage the risks involved.
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(Zagzebski, 2012). Al may assist, recommend, summarize, predict, and execute bounded tasks, but it should
not become the final owner of understanding, interpretation, or accountable decision-making.

This principle is hugely important because Al systems manipulate symbols, patterns, and correlations
without possessing human moral agency, lived experience, conscience, or responsibility in the human sense.
The panel materials describe this as the “meaning of meaning” (cf. Ramamoorti, Dorrell, et al., 2026):
humans bring context, empathy, judgment, and situated experience to decisions. Epistemic sovereignty
therefore requires that AI outputs remain inputs to judgment rather than substitutes for judgment.” It also
requires contestability: people must be able to question, review, reconstruct, override, or reverse conse-
quential Al-supported decisions.

The most obvious justification for human epistemic sovereignty is that people reason, empathize, or
judge better than machines - right now. However, this justification would become increasingly questionable
as Al capability grows. The durable ground for justification is thus not competence but accountability.
Humans must retain ultimate authority because they alone can be held to answer: only a human or a human
institution can bear liability, hold a professional license, be sanctioned, or carry moral responsibility for
consequences. An Al system can be correct, but it cannot be responsible. Sovereignty in this sense is future-
proof against rising capability — a more capable AI changes what we should delegate, but not who remains
answerable (Cheung & Ramamoorti, 2026).

Agentic Al deepens the issue because it can plan, call tools, chain actions, monitor progress, adapt to
context, and pursue goals with partial autonomy. The governance question is no longer only whether
a model answered correctly. It becomes ecosystem governance-related questions such as: who framed the
goal, validated the data, approved the reasoning path, accepted downstream consequences, and retained the
ability to interrupt the agent? Human epistemic sovereignty means humans remain constitutionally above
the system, not merely somewhere in the workflow. In other words, matters requiring human judgment and
decision-making are simply “above AI’s pay grade.”

Calibrated epistemic humility

Calibrated epistemic humility is the disciplined recognition of the limits of one’s knowledge — human or
machine — combined with safeguards proportionate to uncertainty, stakes, and potential harm (see Boko,
2026). It is measured intellectual restraint: confidence should be proportional to evidence, and fluent
machine-generated output must not be mistaken for reliable knowledge.

Calibration is essential because humility without action can become crippled into analysis-paralysis,
while (over)confidence without humility becomes arrogance that is likely susceptible to error. A responsible
organization uses Al boldly where benefits are real, but constrains autonomous action where uncertainty,
bias, irreversibility, or human harm are material. In practice, this means uncertainty disclosure, provenance,
escalation thresholds, testing for bias and unintended consequences, and periodic revalidation as models,
data, and operating contexts drift. Automation bias is a real danger too if there is overreliance on emerging
technologies and AI output is always “presumed right” (see Campbell et al., 2023).

Calibrated humility becomes operational through what we term the autonomy dial: organizations should
adopt Al in graduated, measured stages rather than all at once. At the first setting, AI only suggests while
humans perform the work; at the second, Al performs tasks but seeks human approval, with explicit transfer
of the context behind each recommendation; at the third, AI executes and surfaces only exceptions for
human attention. Each advance is earned, not assumed - justified by accumulated measurement of the
system’s reliability, its calibration (whether stated confidence matches actual correctness), exception rates,
and near-miss or harm rates in that specific context. Crucially, the dial turns both ways: drift, incidents, or
a change of operating context should turn autonomy back down. This is the same progression the SAE
defines for driving automation, applied to knowledge work, and it maps directly onto the human-in-the-
loop, human-with-the-loop, and human-on-the-loop architecture described below.

Together, human epistemic sovereignty and calibrated epistemic humility form a responsible philo-
sophy for agentic Al Sovereignty answers who must remain in charge of justified judgment: humans.
Humans must be in the lead (Drew, 2026). Humility answers how humans and institutions as well as Al

3Cf. Viktor E. Frankl (1963): “What is to give light must endure burning.”
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Table 1. Three hidden debts in Al deployment.

Debt type Primary failure Typical symptom Long-term consequence

Cognitive Human judgment Blind, unjustified trust in outputs Deskilling; poor exception handling
debt atrophies

Technical System quality Opaque, brittle, or biased coding, Errors, security issues, unreliable outputs (results in
debt degrades programming and automation “deferred maintenance”)

Governance  Accountability lags No one owns the risk Litigation, regulatory failure, loss of trust, accountability
debt capability gap

technology itself, should exercise that charge: cautiously, transparently, proportionately, and with
awareness of limits.

Three hidden debts

The panel framed AI risk through three hidden debts that compound one another (see Table 1 below).
These debts represent accumulated liabilities that emerge when organizations adopt Al faster than their
people, architectures, and governance systems can absorb it.

Cognitive debt

Cognitive debt is the gradual erosion of human attention, memory, skepticism, situational awareness, and
independent reasoning caused by habitual overreliance on AI (Kosmyna et al., 2025). In education and
professional work, the danger is not that Al helps draft or summarize; the danger is that users stop doing
first-principles based reasoning and lose the capacity to detect when Al is wrong. The panel connected this
concern to learned helplessness: people can become less able to challenge systems that appear efficient and
fluent (Ramamoorti, Masten, et al., 2026). Cognitive debt also has an institutional register, not just an
individual one. As enterprises license tools such as LLMs at scale, they can acquire the appearance of
transformation - seats deployed, usage reported — while the substance never arrives: Al is bolted onto
existing processes rather than used to rethink them, and the organization’s collective capacity for creativity
and problem-solving quietly stagnates. This is adoption theater, and it is the mirror image of the individual
failure mode: where the individual atrophies from over-reliance, the enterprise atrophies from shallow
adoption mistaken for progress.

Technical debt

Technical debt is the hidden future cost created by deploying Al systems with weak data quality, poor
documentation, inadequate controls, low explainability, brittle integrations, unmanaged drift, and unclear
model boundaries. In AI, information integrity must be built in rather than bolted on (Koritala, 2026). If
prompts, models, training data, tool permissions, and outputs are not documented and monitored,
reliability, security, compliance, and fairness failures become predictable rather than accidental.

Technical debt in the Al era runs in two opposing directions. The first is the debt of reckless speed:
deploying AI on weak foundations, as above. The second is the debt of reckless inertia: refusing to
modernize entrenched legacy systems because so much has already been “invested” in them - not only
dollars, but the accumulated decisions, and the careers, built on top of them. This is the classic sunk-cost
trap wearing a technical mask; the legacy stack is defended on engineering grounds when the real driver is
organizational identity and status. Both directions are failures of the same discipline: one over-adopts, the
other refuses to adopt, and calibrated epistemic humility is precisely what navigates between them - bold
where benefits are real, restrained where they are not. Left unmanaged, the second debt compounds into the
opaque, unmappable “Frankenstein stack” (Koritala, 2026).

Governance debt

Governance debt is the organizational liability created when decision rights, accountability struc-
tures, oversight mechanisms, training, and ethical norms fail to keep pace with AI capability. By
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ignoring the fundamental systemic principle to “first, do no harm,” organizations accumulate
a structural deficit that leads to a catastrophic accountability gap. When automated failures
occur, institutions cannot escape liability by claiming “the AI did it,” nor can they claim victory
because an algorithm operated exactly as programmed. To optimize a system’s speed while destroy-
ing the underlying human environment is the technological equivalent of the medical lament: “The
operation was successful, but the patient died.” While a system may generate an autonomous output,
human institutions remain fully answerable to patients, clients, regulators, courts, students, and the
public. Vital parameters around algorithmic attributability, answerability, and ultimate legal
accountability remain dangerous, indeterminate, and unsettled, making the uncritical outsourcing
of governance a completely unacceptable outcome (Cheung & Ramamoorti, 2026).

Sector implications

The panel applied these principles across four sectors where Al benefits are substantial but human judgment
is especially consequential.

Healthcare

In healthcare, epistemic sovereignty requires clinicians to retain final authority over diagnosis, triage,
medication, discharge, treatment changes, and communication of serious risk. AI should support
clinical reasoning, not replace it. Calibrated humility requires stronger review thresholds for rare
diseases, minority populations, pediatrics, oncology, psychiatry, and emergency care, where data
limitations or context shifts can have serious consequences. Practical safeguards include mandatory
human-in-the-loop review for high-stakes care decisions, Al clinical review committees, model cards,
bias testing, incident reporting, rollback capability, and training in AI skepticism rather than mere Al
usage.

Information services

In publishing, research services, search, data aggregation, news support, and enterprise information
products, organizations must preserve control over what is treated as fact, interpretation, ranking,
and public relevance. Agentic Al should not become the de facto arbiter of salience, credibility, or
truth. Information services should produce confidence, provenance, and source quality; distinguish
verified fact from probabilistic inference and generated synthesis; label machine-generated content
clearly; and maintain “slow lanes” for high-stakes research products where deeper human verifica-
tion is required. The goal is not only productivity but preserving the truth.

Professional services

In audit, tax, valuation, forensic, and advisory work, professional skepticism remains a core require-
ment of upholding professional standards and responsibilities. AI may accelerate document review,
anomaly detection, scenario analysis, and testing, but it cannot own the professional opinion. Firms
should require human sign-off on all material judgments, define AI use standards by task and risk
level, document data provenance and model versions, preserve training in underlying methods, and
build inspection-ready records of what evidence was used, what exceptions were resolved, and why
reliance was acceptable. Otherwise, Al efficiency can mask erosion of judgment and create liability
for firms, leaders, and engagement partners.

Education

Education in accounting and information systems is foundational because it shapes the workforce’s
future judgment capacity. Students must learn to think with AI without becoming cognitively
subordinate to it. AI literacy should include uncertainty, hallucination, bias, automation risk,



JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY CASE AND APPLICATION RESEARCH e 5

agency limits, and accountability structures. Faculty should protect opportunities for independent
reasoning, writing, coding, and synthesis, including assessment designs that verify conceptual
mastery. The educational goal is not simply tool proficiency; it is the preservation of ethical
reasoning, professional judgment, and accountable decision-making.

Design solution architecture

A governable AI architecture should not merely constrain models after deployment. It should
preserve the human right to know, question, refuse, and revise machine-generated claims. In that
sense, governance should be engineered into the AI lifecycle as an architectural control layer
(Koritala, 2026).

First, human-in-the-loop should evolve into human-with-the-loop and human-on-the-loop. The
system should explain uncertainty and invite critique rather than seek blind approval. Second, every
high-risk output should carry an epistemic status label, such as confident, uncertain, out-of-distribution,
or defer-to-human. Third, governance rules should be executable in the architecture through approval
gates, least-privilege access, pre-action policy evaluation, and the ability to stop or roll back unsafe
autonomous action. Fourth, the system should preserve a record of why a recommendation was made,
what data supported it, which model or version produced it, who reviewed it, and what uncertainty
remained.

This design approach turns governance from symbolic language into operational control. Indeed, the
need to retain meaningful human control is paramount (Cheung & Ramamoorti, 2026). Technical debt is
properly addressed only by making systems testable and explainable; cognitive debt by keeping humans
engaged in meaningful review; and governance debt by assigning decision rights and accountability before
harm occurs. A well-designed Al stack therefore protects human sovereignty by building quality in through
design, not by hope (Koritala, 2026).

Conclusion

AT presents extraordinary opportunity, but such AI-driven opportunity alone is of little benefit
unless it conforms to socially accepted standards of good governance with “humans in the lead”
(Drew, 2026). The panel’s leadership message is that organizations should pursue innovation with
discipline, values, and explicit accountability. Human epistemic sovereignty prevents abdication of
judgment to machines. Calibrated epistemic humility prevents overconfidence in systems that can
appear coherent while remaining uncertain, biased, incomplete, or contextually wrong. Together,
these epistemology-informed principles help organizations introduce useful friction into AI deploy-
ment: enough to preserve responsibility, but not so much as to prevent beneficial innovation.

The intelligence may be artificial, but the liability, responsibility, and moral burden remain unquestion-
ably human. In the final analysis, it all boils down to maintaining “information integrity” at all times so that
decisions can be made with confidence (Ramamoorti & Nayar, 2013). The task for leaders is to build faster
and more capable Al-enabled institutions that have “humans in the lead” (HITL*) while simultaneously
remaining contestable, humane, and worthy of trust.
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