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The Paradox of AI Acceleration

Understanding and Managing Workload Creep in the Age of Generative Al

Based on the research of Jonathan H. Westover, PhD

While Generative Al promises speed, our research

reveals a counterintuitive increase in complexity,

leading to ‘Workload Creep’ — the silent expansion

of tasks, cognitive load, and responsibilities. Effective 588
management requires a strategic approach to

integration, not just adoption.
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The promise of liberation meets the reality of intensification

The Promise The Reality

Generative Al will evaporate routine Unmanaged Al adoption paradoxically
cognitive work, freeing knowledge increases work intensity, leaving
workers to focus exclusively on higher- employees “always juggling” and more

value creative and strategic tasks. exhausted than empowered.

Human Capital
W InnovationFs)


http://www.innovativehumancapital.com

www.innovativehumancapital.com

The data behind the exhaustion

An 8-month longitudinal study of 200 employees at a technology company
by UC Berkeley's Haas School of Business (Ranganathan & Ye).

0 You had thought that maybe, oh,
because you could be more
productive with Al, then you save
some time, you can work less.

But then really, you don’t work

of non-managerial white-collar workers less. You just work the same
perceive zero time savings from Al tools amount or even more.

despite widespread adoption. — Study Participant , ,
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How AI accelerates us into doing more

Al
accelerates
| discrete tasks.

Overall work Stakeholder
quantity and expectations

_density for speed rise.
Increase.

Al reliance Workers
expands the become more
scope of reliant on Al to
attempted i meet new speed
work. ; demands.
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Five dimensions of unchecked Al adoption

H B B oL

Task scope Attention Temporal Quality-control
expansion fragmentation  boundary erosion  burden shifting

Workers absorb Managing human Al tool use Downstream
activities previously workflows alongside infiltrates breaks, workers inherit the
outsourced or multiple Al agents meetings, and responsibility for
requiring additional creates creaters personal time. correcting Al-
headcount. persistent task- generated errors.
task-switching.
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Expectation
ratcheting

Faster task
completion on Al-
amenable work
raises speed
standards across
all work.
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The hidden business costs of unmanaged Al

Workslop a =

Low-quality Al-assisted output that looks
superficially acceptable but requires
extensive colleague correction.

& G &L
Quality Deterioration Coordination Overhead The Risk

Downstream validation and rework burdens As individual task scope expands, roles blur. Organizations investing heavily in Al while

frequently exceed the initial time savings Coordination costs overwhelm the gains from neglecting the human system risk creating

from Al-accelerated production. from expanded individual capability. technology sweatshops—environments
where digital tools accelerate exploitation
rather than augment capability.
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The erosion of recovery and wellbeing

Exhaustion & Burnout

Making individual tasks easier does not
reduce total workload when organizational
systems respond by expanding the number

of tasks expected.

Recovery Erosion

Frictionless Al tools infiltrate lunch breaks
and moments before logging off. Brief
intrusions impair psychological detachment,
making downtime feel less rejuvenating.
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Cognitive Overload

The subjective experience of “always
juggling.” Sustained multitasking between
human tasks and multiple Al agents depletes

cognitive resources and increases error rates.
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Dropping 21st-century tools into
20th-century job designs

Department
The Root Cause:

A Sociotechnical Failure

Al alters work processes without

corresponding adjustments to role

definitions, performance expectations, o
or resource allocation.

Worker

The Core Thesis

Technology does not determine outcomes; the organizational system surrounding it does.
Unmanaged Al defaults toward intensidefaults toward intensification.
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A framework for sustainable Al integration

A Tl TE

N

e —_—
1. Governance & 2. Training, Expectations 3. Distributed Voice &
Job Redesign & Boundaries Continuous Learning

Structuring roles and workflows Shifting culture from raw speed Harnessing frontline intelligence
around Al augmentation, not to strategic judgment and to build rapid organizational
just automation. protected downtime. feedback loops.
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Designing work for AI augmentation

@

Actions:

» Define acceptable error rates
and validation requirements.

» Establish capacity-based
planning (adjusting
headcount/deadlines when Al
enables expansion).

A

Case Study: Financial Services

A firm found analysts spending increasing
time validating Al outputs on top of
traditional work.

Instead of accepting this burden, they
redesigned roles to create explicit Analysis
QA positions.

Specializing the validation process
prevented workload creep, improved
quality, and reduced stress.
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Moving from prompt engineering to strategic judgment

Volume / Speed Quality / Innovation

The Training Shift The Expectation Shift

Workers eagerly experiment because Al makes Reframing success metrics. Organizations must
doing more feel intrinsically rewarding. transparently communicate the quality-speed
Training must move beyond how to use tools to tradeoff. If leadership rewards rapid output while
frameworks for deciding when Al assistance communicating realistic Al limitations, employees
adds genuine value. will resolve the cognitive dissonance by overworking.
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Defending the boundaries of deep work and rest

@ The Threat

Al interactions are frictionless. . . .
Brief interactions don't feel like POhCy SpOthght-

work, but they prevent the mental Meeting Integrity

disengagement necessary for e
human recovery. A manufacturing company

required participants to close
Individual willpower fails against Al and digital tools during
always-accessible technology. collaborative sessions.

. Relying on leadership modeling
@ The Scaffolding and social norms, this eliminated
Organizations must establish multitasking and restored full

access restrictions or Al-free hours presence.
to protect deep focus.
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Harnessing grassroots enthusiasm safe safely

€ The Reality
Grassroots

Grassroots adoption drives actual use patterns. y)- Intelligence
Frontline workers understand work realities better than
distant leaders, but lack system-level visibility.

@ The Solution

Al Adoption Councils. Cross-functional groups that
jointly govern deployment and create safe escalation
pathways to report workload intensity without retaliation.

Case Study: Media Organization

Writers and editors co-created Al guidelines. This
collaborative process revealed concerns about Al
undermining the writing craft, resulting in a targeted
rollout for research tasks while protecting space for
original journalism.
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Building feedback loops for rapid iteration

¢ The Imperative

Al evolves too rapidly o5 Case Study:

for one-time, static Healthcare System

implementation.

Organizations require Established monthly Al
Detection mechanisms to track learning forums where

work intensity and clinicians shared frontline

usage patterns experiences. This surfaced

continuously. sEeciﬂc diagnostic

C

allenges early, enabling
leadership to adjust
@ Actionable Tracking guidelines and prevent
burnout, before problematic
roblematic patterns
ecame entrenched.

Pulse surveys tracking
burnout indicators and
work-life boundary health,
not just productivity output.
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Technology does not dictate
organizational destiny

@ The Final Takeaway

We must abandon technological
determinism. The same Al tools that create
workload creep in one organization can
genuinely enhance sustainability in
another.

@ The Choice

Al integration is a choice between

creating a tool of intensification or a tool

of genuine augmentation. True productivity
requires deliberately designing work for
both output and human flourishing.
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