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White-collar professionals in developed economies are systematically underpaid by seven figures over the course of their
careers relative to the economic value they create. This is not a normative claim about what professionals "deserve" —itis an
empirical observation about structural market failures, documented across five decades of peer-reviewed research, that

prevent competitive pricing of professional talent.

~$3.9M

Conservative career underpayment estimate for a
professional starting at $75K (nominal, 30 years)

~44%

Divergence between 59.7% productivity growth
(1979-2019) vs. 15.8% compensation growth.

Five Independent Mechanisms

. Productivity-Compensation Decoupling Since 1979,
productivity grew 2.7x faster than typical pay. The "Treaty of
Detroit" social contract — where raises tracked value created
— was severed by the Volcker Shock, shareholder primacy, and
equity-linked executive pay.

* ~3$3.9M career gap over 30 years at $75K start (nominal)

Il. Labor Market Monopsony Average U.S. labor market HHI is
4,378 — equivalent to 2.3 competing employers. Non-
competes, information asymmetry, and firm-specific capital
lock-ins trap professionals below competitive wages.

¢ 20-30% markdown below marginal revenue product

lll. Declining Professional Share of Income Labor's share of
GDP has fallen ~7 percentage points since the early 1980s
(65% — 58%). In technology, the labor share collapsed from
53% to 30% between 1987 and 2015.

o ~$295K-$786K career impact depending on salary

IV. Value Creation-Capture Asymmetry Knowledge workers
generate 3-5x their compensation in firm revenue.
Professionals capture only 20-33% of the value they create —
the rest flows to capital, overhead, and the executive class.

+ $8.9M-$17.8M value gap over 30-year career

V. Al-Driven Acceleration Al dramatically raises professional
productivity — but historical precedent shows gains flow to
capital owners, not workers. Al intensifies every existing
mechanism without changing the institutional architecture of
surplus distribution.

+ The $3.9M gap is a floor, not a ceiling, for future cohorts

Quotable Findings

"Productivity grew by roughly 60%. Compensation grew by
roughly 16%. For 40 years."
— Framework |, citing Stansbury & Summers (2020)

"You are earning more dollars while capturing a smaller slice of
a much larger pie."
— Framework Ill, on the Superstar Firm Paradox

"Al does not create a new problem —
it accelerates the existing one."
— Framework V, Zou & Joseph

Bottom Line

The cumulative divergence between productivity and pay —
measured conservatively using economy-wide data that likely
understates the professional-specific gap — is measured in
the millions over a full career. The gap is not the result of
conspiracy or coordinated suppression. It emerges from
specific institutional choices: the Volcker-era suppression of
worker bargaining power, the adoption of shareholder primacy
doctrine, equity-linked executive compensation structures,
the deregulation of stock buybacks, and the normalization of
monopsonistic hiring practices.

You do not need to feel underpaid to be underpaid.
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