Beyond Payroll: Al and the
Paradox of Rewarding Work

Unlocking Intrinsically Valuable Tasks by Automating the Routine
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The Generative Al Paradox in Knowledge Work

Productivity
& Output

Mid-level professionals complete
assignments 37% faster withno —
quality loss - Noy & Zhang, 2023 o

The Dark Matter of
Unpaid Voluntary Effort.

Recorded Payroll

Hours & Wages

Self-reported time savings are large, but
short-run wages and formal hours barely move
- Humlum & Vestergaard, 2025a; Bick et al., 2026

Time Post-Al
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Standard automation
narratives assume every
productive hour saved
translates to a wage
saved. The data proves
otherwise.

Al generates massive
time savings, but payroll
footprints remain muted
while actual worked time

and output rise.
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Reinvesting the Automation Dividend

© Paid Workday

The Al Thellelsure! - & Poundany

Trigger Trade-Off

Compensated
Labor

(5 ) T R AN Leisure Keep
MR . (Clock Out) Working

Routine / - Intrinsically
Draining Tasks * Rewarding Tasks

Software developers using GitHub Copilot shift 11% more time toward core
coding and 15% less toward project management, expanding self-directed tasks
rather than reducing hours (Hoffmann et al., 2025; Brynjolfsson et al., 2025).
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Unpaid
Expansion
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Reframing the Automation Mindset

The Industrial View . " The Knowledge ork View /

| Many tasks (research, creative problem
| solving) are intrinsically rewarding and
| supplied beyond paid minimums.

£

. w 3
‘ ! o | Reshape the task portfolio; manage
Automation Replace paid hours; shrink the wage ! the boundary between paid

Goal U “ ‘ responsibilities and voluntary effort.

Core All tasks are disliked; work is Core
Assumption | exclusively an exchange for wages. “R Assumption

Total task composition, work intensity,
and controlled-bundle output.

Outcome

Metric Recorded payroll data.

If payroll records conceal the true differences in worked time, organizations
cannot accurately measure productivity or well-being.
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The Three Margins of Al Automation

1. Replacement
(Cost Down)

2. Scale
(Value Up)

3. Containment
(Boundary Control)

Removing compensated, routine tasks
from the paid workday container.

Raising the marginal product and
output quality of the retained
human tasks.

Automating a rewarding task specifically
because retaining it allows uncapped
voluntary expansion that lowers private
value for the firm (Gans, 2026).
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The Hidden Cost of Uncapped Voluntary Effort

Cognitive Load

Professionals report Al
“intensifies” work, leading
to higher cognitive load and
difficulty disengaging
(Ranganathan & Ye, 2026).

The Pressurized Container

Workday Extension

Finance professionals
using Al research tools
document extended
workdays, not shortened
ones

(Jiang et al., 2025).

This intensity is not mechanical coercion. It is a hazardous interaction between task enjoyment, professional norms,
and contractual ambiguity. Persistent unpaid productive hours are evidence of restricted contracts, not efficiency.
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The Knowledge Work Trilemma

Maximize Output

il

AP
\ The Hourly Wage Trap
& " (High Distortion)

Rich Bundle Pricing &
Deliberate Redesign

e - \

Contain /AT ~ . Sustain

Costs * ® Well-Being

Traditional hourly payroll models force an unsustainable trade-off.
To safely harness Al, firms must abandon hourly optimization and
embrace deliberate containment and complete job-bundle pricing.
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The State of Practice: Governing the Boundary

Approach Visibility ~ Burnout Risk  Mechanism

g N

s : Unpaid “passion work” sustained
Implicit Tolerance Low High by norms.

~

Fixed-Salary

Weak verification allows unpaid
Blanket Coverage

Low Medium expansion without dispute.

iect- , 1( Output milestones hide the actual
P[SOJI?Ct BSIS o Medium Medium unrecorded hours spent perfecting
eliverables I I || deliverables.

. : : Explicit recognition of rewarding tasks;
Deliberate Containment Controlled strategic use of Al to cap expansion.
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Accenture (Transparency &
Expectation Setting)

Challenge:
Deploying generative Al for research synthesis
without triggering fear of replacement.

Intervention:

Voluntary opt-in pilot; documented task
reallocation away from slide assembly; weekly
time-use surveys to map actual shifts.

Outcome:

Increased time on client interaction (highly
meaningful tasks); built trust for scaling
through data transparency.

.

Cisco Systems (Inclusive Redesign &
Voice Mechanisms)

Challenge:
Al anomaly detection increased stress;
engineers felt out of control over alert volume.

Intervention:

Cross-functional task-mapping workshops;
co-designed alert thresholds with data
scientists.

Outcome:

Engineers gained veto power over low-
confidence Al alerts, reducing noise, restoring
autonomy, and improving retention.
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Intervention II: Capability Building & Skill Complementarity

( IBM Research Strategy

Challenge:

Researchers using Al review tools spent
excessive, uncapped voluntary hours validating
outputs and refining prompts.

Intervention:

Capability-building workshops teaching meta-
cognitive time management and setting strict
“review budgets” for Al summaries.

Outcome:

Capped voluntary expansion on verification
tasks, leading to higher publication output per
hour without workday extension.

Human Capital
Innovations

The Complementary Skill Map

{am - - G
Prompt Engineering
Tool fluency and critical

interpretation.

Prompt
Engineering

g

Meta-Cognitive
Skills

Meta-Cognitive Skills
Self-monitoring task
allocation and boundary
setting.

Rotating tasks to prevent a
single individual from becoming
indispensable on an

uncapped rewarding activity.

Cross-Skilling
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Intervention III: Operating Models & Compensation Redesign

Hourly Wage Traps Fixed Transfer / Rich Bundle Pricing
High distortion, creates wedge between paid and worked time High alignment, removes hourly wage-bill distortion

Deloitte

Piloted “scope-controlled engagements” for Al strategy projects. Fixed fees for defined deliverables with
explicit exclusions for voluntary data exploration. Tracked out-of-scope tasks to align incentives.

Spotify

Differentiated compensation tracks. ‘Core hours' salaried roles with strict boundaries vs. ‘Outcomes-based’
roles with equity upside. Allowed engineers to self-select, revealing preferences and aligning financial
rewards with intensity.
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Sustaining Alignment Through Adaptive Governance

Psychological Contract
Recalibration

Regular preference surveys to
identify intrinsically rewarding vs.
draining tasks; co-creating voluntary
work norms.

Continuous Learning The Adaptive Distributed Leadership

Running A/B testing for job design; Establishing Task Councils with
dynamic automation roadmaps that Governance frontline workers to review automation

revisit containment targets annually. LOOp proposals and surface intensity concerns.

Data Stewardship

Utilizing task-level activity logs
and well-being dashboards
(moving beyond payroll data).
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The Playbook for Knowledge Work Automation

1 Measure Beyond Payroll
[}

Deploy time-use tracking and well-being surveys;
payroll data conceals total work intensity.

Acknowledge Containment

Openly frame the automation of rewarding tasks as a necessary
resource allocation to prevent uncapped expansion.

Co-Design the Boundary

Use task-mapping workshops to give frontline
workers a voice in defining retained-task bundles.

Transition to Bundle Pricing

Shift away from hourly wage optimization toward fixed-
transfer contracts for defined deliverables.

Build Complementary Limits

Train teams in meta-cognitive boundary setting and Al tool
fluency to prevent infinite optimization loops.

Automation in knowledge work isn’t just about replacing tasks with machines. It is about deliberately
reshaping the boundary between compensated responsibility and voluntary effort.
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