The Quiet Erosion

How Automation Threatens Job
Meaning Before It Eliminates Jobs

Synthesizing Gans's (2026) framework on the
“meaning externality” and the hidden psychological
costs of human-retained work in the Al era.
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The Hidden Crisis of Retained Human Work
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The visible crisis: Job displacement and wage The invisible crisis: Work loses its psychological
collapse. value prior to workforce replacement.

Automation’s earliest measurable effects appear not in unemployment statistics, but in a subtle,
psychological devaluation of retained human work. What happens when a machine could do
your job, even if your employer still requires you to do it?
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Why Generative Al Breaks the Historical Mold

Industrial/Routine Tech

Contemporary GenAl

Domain Target

Physical labor and routine
processing.

Domains of distinctive human judgment,/ |
creative synthesis, and diagnostic reasoning
(Eloundou et al., 2024).

Visibility &
Timeline

Private deployment. Workers
find out at the moment of
adoption.

Public benchmarks (GPT-4, AlphaFold).
Workers observe machine competence long
before organizational adoption.

Primary
Immediate
Threat

Job Displacement.

The ‘Meaning Externality’ (Gans, 2026a).
Private returns to Al disclosure exceed social
gains by destroying the amenity value of

GenAl targets tasks previously valued precisely because
they demanded scarce human judgment.



Locating the Danger Zone
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Tech exists public demos ' 1IN implements it

Workers observe that their contribution is no longer technically necessary, long before their employer
makes final adoption decisions. Gans's mechanism operates exclusively in this gap—where the
psychological contract fractures while the employment contract remains intact.
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The Mechanism of Devaluation

e Outcome: The patient receives a

correct diagnosis and gets
healthy.

Status: Unchanged by Al. The social

usefulness remains perfectly intact.
Human

Performs a
Task .
ecciedl -. The Attributable-Contribution Effect e
Diagnosis) Outcome: The patient is healthy
specifically because of my personal

clinical judgment.

— Status: Severed by Al. The outcome no
7 A longer requires scarce human expertise;
it merely requires human oversight.

e 17

A high-quality machine output does not reduce the social usefulness of work.
Instead, it transforms the psychological meaning of work from
‘expert judgment’ to ‘machine verification’.
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\Who Pays the Psychological Price?

Pre-existing Meaning/Purpose derived from
(Low to High)

/N

physical care (e.g.,
physical therapy).

Mission-driven —@

 The High-Risk Zone

i}

High-skill professional,
diagnostic healthcare,
creative design, analytical
roles (Felten et al., 2021).

Routine administrative,
manual labor.

Occupational AI Exposure
(Low to High)

The tragedy of
the Quiet Erosion
is that it targets
those who care
the most.
Workers who
previously
accepted
‘compensating
wage discounts’
for purposeful,
mission-driven
work now face
peak Al
exposure.

A

A
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The Organizational Cost of Inaction

e Quality

[

Labor Supply & Wages Occupational Sorting & Retention Productivity & Servic

When work loses its non-pecuniary The highest-skill, most purpose-driven Loss of task significance drains
amenity value (meaning), equilibrium workers exit. Dissatisfaction undermines discretionary effort. In healthcare, this

compensation must rise simply to motivation long before formal separation, translates to shorter patient interactions and

maintain the same staffing levels. causing critical knowledge loss. reduced prosocial behavior (Grant, 2008).

Under full wage adjustment, firms bear the cost through higher wages.

Under partial adjustment, firms bear retention costs while workers suffer reduced utility.




The Proactive Organizational Playbook

a1 1
Transparent Communication Task Redesign
Separating feasibility Reallocating portfolios

from adoption. ) to protect judgment.

[=

Preserving
Meaningful
Work

Procedural Justice
Engaging worker voice
in deployment.

=
Compensation Adjustment

Offsetting amenity loss
with wage equilibrium. )

Capability Building
Investing in machine-
complementary skills.

Organizations cannot suppress truthful information about Al capabilities. They must actively

redesign work architectures to maintain productivity and retain high-performing talent.




Redesigning the Task Portfolio

Cleveland Clinic
(Transparent Communication)

The Threat: Al diagnostic systems in
radiology triggering replacement anxiety.

The Scaffolding: Proactive messaging shifted
the narrative from ‘replacement’ to ‘raising the
bar." Al handles initial screening; human
radiologists retain complex cases and patient
communication.

Result: Lower anxiety, higher perceived role
value.

- Mercy Health
- (Task Redesign)

" The Threat: Automated medication

dispensing reducing nurses to verification

" clerks.

The Scaffolding: Deliberate redesign
offloaded heavy documentation but explicitly

- protected direct patient interaction and
- clinical assessment—the judgment-intensive
- core.

Result: Improved retention compared to
units without deliberate redesign.
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Empowering Agency and Adaptability

Nationwide Insurance
(Procedural Justice)

AT&T Workforce 2020
(Capability Building)

The Strategy: Formed cross-functional
teams (including claims adjusters) to
decide which tasks Al should assume.

The Scaffolding: Workers maintained
the investigative/problem-solving tasks
they found engaging, creating high
fairness perceptions (Folger & Konovsky,
1989).

The Strategy: Anticipated network
automation and invested $1B in
machine-complementary reskilling
(cybersecurity, software).

The Scaffolding: Combined internal
mobility pathways with university
partnerships.

Result: Higher confidence in continuing
value; turned a displacement threat into
an internal mobility engine.




The Wage Equilibrium Correction

The Goldman Sachs Case

Routine financial modeling and due diligence
work were heavily automated.

F!\Aeanlngé‘ The role of junior analysts shifted from ‘high-
A‘d;ggiﬁ)y stakes judgment’ to 'data verification.’
7~ (Amenity Value) Recognizing the job had lost its non-

pecuniary value (the thrill of deal
contribution), Goldman Sachs explicitly
increased base compensation to offset the
amenity loss and maintain recruitment
competitiveness.

- Required )
/' Baseline
Compensation

g /

When automation removes the prestige or purpose of a task, compensating differentials
theory dictates that equilibrium wages must rise to maintain labor supply.
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Recalibrating the Psychological Contract

(Old Contract) B

e Core Promise: “Your job is safe.”
e Skill Focus: Firm-specific training.

 Relationship: Mutual loyalty and
protection from technological
change.

e Outcome: Fragile; breaks upon Al
salience.

|
|
|
|
|
|

I

=

I The Promise of Adaptability

| (New Contract)

~ « Core Promise: “Your development is
supported.”

 Skill Focus: Portable, machine-
complementary competencies.

 Relationship: Mutual development
and transparency about technological
shifts.

~ « Real-World Models: IBM’s “New
Collar” skills-first model & Amazon’s
Career Choice infrastructure.




Designing for Distributed Agency

Human Worker Final Outcome
Data Input Al Genera:’tes_ Exercises ——> & Stakeholder
Recommendation Diagnostic Relationship
Authority
Case Callouts
Stitch Fix Stanford Health
Algorithms analyze data to suggest clothing, Al presents preliminary diagnostic readings.
but human stylists make the final selection, Physicians retain the final clinical judgment
write personalized notes, and hold override and the patient-centered relationship.

authority.

Takeaway: Algorithms must be positioned as assistants, not supervisors.




New Imperatives for Measurement and Governance

Pillar 3
Govern Proactively

* The Flaw: Assuming
efficiency equals worker
welfare.

* The Fix: Embed meaning-
preservation into
corporate impact
assessments. Treat work
meaning as a measurable
job attribute requiring
deliberate management.

Pillar 2
Research Accurately

* The Flaw: Conflating tech
demos with realized job
loss.

* The Fix: Survey
instruments must separate
feasibility (Al can do this)
from adoption (my
company uses this) to
accurately track the pre-
displacement margin.

Pillar 1
Measure Differently

* The Flaw: GDP and
employment stats miss
invisible welfare loss.

* The Fix: Incorporate
longitudinal well-being and
sense of purpose metrics
into standard labor market
analysis. Track

meaning alongside

headcount.

Higher income is not, by itself, a theory of human flourishing. ]
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The Architecture of Human Flourishing

3

The Proactive Design
Implementing the 5-part playbook to redesign task
portfolios and recalibrate psychological contracts.

Result: Preserved human agency, resilient workforce,
optimized human-Al collaboration.

Current GenAl Capabilities

The Passive Default

Focusing solely on technical implementation and labor reduction.
Result: Eroded meaning, recruitment crises, loss of discretionary
effort, hollowed organizational culture.

Higher income is not, by itself, a theory of human flourishing. Will automation

simply raise our output, or will we design it to elevate the human Contribution? e s



