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How I Read These Trends
Before any forecast, a clear statement of the lens. Anyone who tells you
they see the future without explaining the lens is selling you something.
Here's mine.

What I assume about AI capability
bulletCapability continues to improve, but at a decelerating rate after 2027. The exponential curve from

2022-2025 doesn't extrapolate forever — we're approaching the limits of the current paradigm.
bulletThe largest gains over the next 5 years come from integration, not raw capability. AI gets glued into

more workflows, not dramatically smarter.
bulletCost continues to drop fast. Capabilities that are $0.20/query today will be $0.001 by 2028.
bulletAgentic systems (AI doing multi-step tasks autonomously) become reliable enough for production by

2026-2027.

What I assume about adoption
bulletLarge enterprises adopt slowly and visibly. They announce. They restructure. The compression is

well-publicized.
bulletSmall businesses adopt quickly and invisibly. They just stop hiring for roles AI handles. No press

release.
bulletGovernment adoption lags by 3-5 years across most jurisdictions. The compression hits the private

sector first.
bulletRegulation is uneven and unpredictable. The EU regulates more, the US regulates less, China does

both. Companies arbitrage.

What I assume about humans
bulletPeople are slow to change careers. The compression will leave people stranded in fields whose hiring

has dried up before retraining catches up.
bulletVisible failure (mass layoffs, public restructurings) drives more behavior change than gradual

displacement (slow hiring freezes).
bulletMost people will discover the compression is real about 18 months too late to act on it cheaply.
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The five builds these views come from — different industries, same operating system underneath.

Confidence calibration
Forecasting is hard. I'll mark each major claim in this document with a confidence level:

bulletHigh — I'd take 70/30 odds.
bulletMedium — I'd take 55/45 odds.
bulletSpeculative — my best guess but I could be wrong in interesting ways.

If something is wrong, it'll be wrong in one of two directions: the timeline (off by 1-3 years) or the

magnitude (off by 30-50%). The direction of each major trend, I'm reasonably confident about. The

pace, less so.

“Anyone who tells you they see the future without explaining the

lens is selling you something. This is the lens.”
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Wave 1: The 2025–2027
Compression
The first wave hits entry-level and junior knowledge work. It's already
underway.

What gets compressed first (high confidence)
bulletJunior copywriting and content marketing
bulletEntry-level data analysis and reporting
bulletFirst-line customer support
bulletBasic legal review and contract drafting
bulletJunior translation and editing
bulletBookkeeping and basic accounting
bulletJunior recruiting and resume screening
bulletInside sales SDR roles

These don't disappear entirely. They get absorbed into the workflow of one senior person plus an AI

tool. The headcount for the role drops 30-60% by 2027 in most large organizations.

How it shows up (medium confidence)
bulletHiring freezes for the affected categories, framed as “efficiency initiatives.”
bulletJunior salaries plateau or fall in inflation-adjusted terms.
bullet“Senior IC with AI leverage” becomes the dominant job posting category.
bulletMBA pipelines into consulting/banking thin out as those firms restructure.
bulletGraduate school applications spike as the entry-level job market tightens.

What survives this wave (high confidence)
bulletRoles requiring physical presence (medical, trades, in-person service).
bulletRoles requiring high-trust relationships with senior buyers.
bulletRoles requiring genuine judgment calls under ambiguity.
bulletRoles in regulated industries with slow tech adoption (insurance, government, pharma backend).
bulletFounder/operator roles — the people directing the AI rather than being directed by it.
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The personal implication
If you're in the affected categories, the next 24 months are the window. Income is still flowing. The

displacement isn't visible to your employer yet. This is when you build your side asset — not the year

you're laid off.

The 24-month window

The next 24 months — 2026 and 2027 — are when building is cheapest. Your income is still
flowing. AI tools are cheap and capable. The displacement isn't visible enough yet to create
competition for your side time. By 2028, every white-collar professional with internet access is
trying the same thing. Move now.
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Wave 2: The 2027–2030
Compression
The second wave hits senior individual contributors. It is less certain in
timing, more certain in direction.

What gets compressed in Wave 2 (medium confidence)
bulletSenior software engineers (the IC track)
bulletSenior analysts and consultants
bulletMid-level legal work (M&A; document review, IP filings)
bulletMid-level accounting and tax preparation
bulletSenior marketing strategists
bulletSenior research roles in non-frontier fields

The mechanism is different from Wave 1. In Wave 1, AI absorbed simple tasks within a senior

person's job. In Wave 2, AI agents do multi-step reasoning well enough that the senior person's

whole role is the unit being compressed.

Why this is less certain (the speculative part)
Two possibilities for the 2027-2030 horizon. Both are plausible. Which one we get depends on

whether the current AI paradigm scales further or plateaus.

Scenario A: The plateau (speculative, my main case)
Current AI architectures hit diminishing returns by 2027. Capability continues to grow but slowly.

Wave 2 compression happens but is gradual, taking 5-7 years rather than 2-3. The result: a long

slow shift, painful but legible. Most senior roles survive in some form, with shrinking headcounts and

rising expectations.

Scenario B: The continuation (speculative, less likely but worth modeling)
AI architectures break through to genuine agentic reasoning that handles ambiguity well. Wave 2

compression is sharp and fast. By 2030, most senior IC roles are 60-80% smaller. Senior

employment becomes a luxury good. The economy reorganizes around founder/operator income

and capital income.
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What survives Wave 2 (in either scenario)
bulletFounder and operator roles — both scenarios increase the value of these.
bulletHigh-touch client work where the relationship is the product.
bulletFrontier research (the small minority pushing capabilities forward, not the much larger group applying

them).
bulletSkilled trades, healthcare, education that require physical presence.
bulletAnyone with capital deployed in AI-leveraged businesses.

The personal implication
If Wave 1's window is 2026-2027, Wave 2's window for senior IC is 2027-2029. The pattern is the

same: build your asset while income is flowing. Don't wait for visible displacement — by then, the

cheap real estate is gone.

“If Wave 1's window is 2026-2027, Wave 2's window is 2027-2029.

The pattern is the same: build while income still flows. Don't wait for

visible displacement.”



FREE  BUILDERAI and the Next Decade

free-builder.com 9

04
Where the New Wealth Concentrates
Compression on one side means concentration on another. Money doesn't
vanish — it moves. Here's where it's moving.

Founder/operator income (high confidence)
The most direct beneficiary of AI compression is the individual operator. A solo SaaS doing $500k

ARR in 2024 looks like a $2M ARR business by 2028 with the same headcount — because the AI

leverage that's compressing employees is being captured by operators.

The number of $1M-$10M ARR one-person businesses grows roughly 5-10x by 2030. This is the

largest new wealth-creation category.

Capital and platforms (high confidence)
Two layers above the operator capture even more:

bulletCloud infrastructure (AWS, GCP, Azure) and AI model providers (OpenAI, Anthropic, Google).
bulletWorkflow platforms (Stripe, Shopify, WordPress, Notion) that thousands of solo operators build on top

of.

If you have capital to invest, the long-term bet is concentrated in these layers. Picking individual indie

SaaS winners is hard; picking the infrastructure they all rent is easier.

Embodied service (medium confidence)
Work that requires being in a place doing something physical commands rising premiums:

bulletHealthcare delivery (nurses, technicians, in-home care).
bulletSkilled trades, especially with credentialing scarcity (electricians, plumbers in licensed markets).
bulletIn-person education and care for affluent populations.
bulletHospitality and personalized in-person services.

These don't make people rich, but they remain reliable income paths that AI doesn't compress — at

least not in the 2030 horizon.

Where wealth stagnates (medium confidence)
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bulletKnowledge worker salaries in non-management track.
bulletJunior professional fees (junior consulting, junior legal).
bulletMass-market content creation (writers, designers, illustrators competing on undifferentiated work).
bulletGeneric SaaS commodity categories where AI lowers the barrier to entry too far.

The new gini structure
By 2030, income distribution in white-collar economies likely shows:

bulletA growing layer of operator/owner income above traditional employment.
bulletA shrinking middle of stable salaried employment.
bulletA growing layer of precarious employment (gig work, part-time, AI-assisted contractors).
bulletResilient capital income for those who own the platforms underneath.

The middle is the part being compressed. Drift up into the owner layer, or drift down into the

precariat. The middle is being pulled apart.

The wealth concentration map

Capital (platforms + infrastructure) → Operators (one-person SaaS businesses) → Embodied
service (physical work) → Salaried employment (compressed) → Junior knowledge work
(compressed hardest). Position yourself as high in that stack as you can, while you can.
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Industries by Risk Profile
Not every industry compresses at the same rate. A rough taxonomy.

Tier 1: Compressed first and hardest
Confidence: high. Timeline: 2025-2028.

bulletContent marketing agencies (especially generic copywriting).
bulletInside sales / SDR functions.
bulletJunior consulting (research, market sizing, deck prep).
bulletJunior legal (contract review, due diligence).
bulletBookkeeping and basic tax prep.
bulletCustomer support call centers (especially tier-1 support).

If you're in these, your runway to build a side asset is the next 18-30 months. Move now.

Tier 2: Compressed in the medium term
Confidence: medium. Timeline: 2027-2030.

bulletSoftware engineering, mid-level and below.
bulletMid-level marketing strategy.
bulletMid-level financial analysis.
bulletTranslation and localization.
bulletSpecialized journalism and trade publication writing.
bulletArchitecture and design firms doing standardized work.

Tier 3: Resilient through 2030
Confidence: high. Timeline: AI doesn't reach these in this decade.

bulletSenior client work where the relationship is the product (private wealth advisory, senior legal partner,

senior M&A; bankers).
bulletHealthcare delivery requiring physical presence.
bulletSkilled trades.
bulletChildcare, eldercare, hands-on therapy.
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bulletFounder/operator roles.
bulletFrontier R&D; (the small minority of jobs pushing capability forward).

Tier 4: Counter-cyclical (gain value)
Confidence: medium. Speculative.

bulletTrust verification and authentication services.
bulletHuman-curation services (a premium good in an AI-flooded content environment).
bulletPhysical experiences, retreats, in-person education.
bulletLocal services with strong community ties.
bulletSpecialized AI infrastructure and tooling (the picks-and-shovels businesses).

If you're starting from scratch, look at Tier 1 (your existing skill, build the SaaS while you have

income) plus Tier 4 (where the next decade's growth concentrates).
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Counter-Trends Most People Miss
Most AI commentary focuses on the dominant trend (compression). The
counter-trends matter as much for personal strategy.

Counter-trend 1: Authenticity premium
Confidence: medium.

As AI-generated content floods every channel, the premium on demonstrably-human,

verified-by-relationship work grows. Two things become valuable:

bulletPersonal brand (a real person, with a face, sharing their actual work and views).
bulletDirect human relationships (newsletters, communities, in-person events).

The aggregate amount of AI content rises 1000x. The economic value of specifically-this-human

content rises in parallel.

Counter-trend 2: Local-first economies
Confidence: speculative.

AI hollows out the middle of the global knowledge economy. The remaining work clusters at the top

(founder/operator income) and the local layer (physical service, community-based businesses,

in-person work). Cities reorganize around the latter.

Counterintuitively, the city becomes more valuable for in-person professionals as remote knowledge

work commoditizes.

Counter-trend 3: The pendulum on in-person work
Confidence: medium.

The 2020-2023 remote-work wave reverses partly, because AI commoditizes remote knowledge

work first. The work that survives compression often requires the kind of trust and signaling that's

easier to establish in person. Hybrid models dominate by 2030.

Counter-trend 4: AI-skeptic markets
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Confidence: speculative.

Subsets of customers explicitly want AI-free products and services. Hand-crafted, hand-curated,

human-written, certified-human. This becomes a real market segment by 2028 — not the

mainstream, but a defensible niche worth tens of billions globally.

If you can credibly own the AI-skeptic positioning in your category, that's a defensible business

through the compression.

Counter-trend 5: Capital chasing operators
Confidence: high.

As venture capital realizes that solo operators are capturing what teams used to, capital starts

following operators. New funds emerge that invest in indie operators — revenue-based financing,

micro-venture, operator-to-operator capital. Access to capital improves for individual builders.

By 2028, raising $50k-$500k as a profitable solo SaaS becomes routine. The path used to be: 18

months of YC, dilution, board. The path becomes: 30 days of conversations, no dilution, owner stays

in control.

“Compression is the dominant story. The counter-trends are where

the personal opportunity sits. Most people miss them because

they're harder to see.”
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The Personal Strategy Map
Given everything above, what should a specific individual actually do? The
strategy depends on where you start.

If you're in Tier 1 (compressed first)
Your window is shortest. The plan:

1 Identify your most leveraged skill — the one closest to producing direct customer value.

2 Reshape it into a productized service or SaaS in the next 12 months.

3 Don't quit your job until the side income covers 60-80% of your expenses.

4 Plan for the compression to reach you in 24-30 months. Be ready.

If you're in Tier 2 (compressed in the medium term)
You have more runway, but more competition for the side time when everyone wakes up. The plan:

1 Build a side asset in the next 18-24 months. Use the time before everyone else realizes they need to.

2 Lean on AI heavily — you're competing with AI-augmented individuals, not unaided humans.

3 Specialize narrowly. The middle of every market compresses; the edges survive.

4 Develop a personal brand. The authenticity premium is your hedge against commoditization.

If you're in Tier 3 (resilient)
Your job is probably safe through 2030. The risk isn't displacement — it's stagnation. The plan:

1 Keep doing what you're doing. Don't panic into bad career moves.

2 But build a side asset anyway — optionality is cheap, and stagnation is the silent risk.

3 Invest aggressively in the platforms and infrastructure underneath the operator economy.

4 If you're young, consider whether the safe path leaves you under-leveraged for the post-2030

landscape.

If you're in Tier 4 (counter-cyclical) or building
You're ahead. The plan:



FREE  BUILDERAI and the Next Decade

free-builder.com 16

1 Lean into the position. The next decade is structurally favorable.

2 Compound. Reinvest revenue into infrastructure and stickiness.

3 Stack multiple products. The first one validates that you can. The third one is where freedom lives.

4 Stay calm. The compression will look dramatic at moments. Your position is durable.

Cross-cutting moves everyone should make
bulletReduce fixed costs. The compression makes income lumpier. Lower expenses give you more option

value.
bulletBuild a real audience. Anyone, in any tier, benefits from 1,000 people who trust them.
bulletLearn the AI stack. Not deep technical AI — the practical use of AI to multiply your output.
bulletSave aggressively while income is flowing. The runway for transition is paid out of past income.
bulletDon't catastrophize. Most people who navigate this well are calm. Panicked people make bad

decisions.

The framework, as a personal strategy: build the four pillars while your current income still
flows.
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The single highest-leverage move

Whatever your tier, the move that compounds the most is the same: build a side asset, alongside
your current income, that captures a fraction of the AI leverage that's about to redistribute the
economy. Start small. Start with what you have. Start before the obvious moment.
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What Could Make Me Wrong
Calibration matters. Here are the ways this forecast could prove wrong —
explicitly, so you can watch for them.

1. AI capability plateaus harder than expected
If current architectures hit a wall sharply in 2026, the compression slows dramatically. Junior roles

return. The window I describe for building closes less urgently. How to watch for it: capability

benchmarks stop moving. AI labs go quiet on new releases. Companies stop announcing AI

restructurings.

2. AI capability accelerates faster than expected
If the next paradigm shift hits sooner — say, true agentic systems by 2025 — Wave 2 happens

earlier and sharper. Senior IC compression starts in 2026, not 2027. The strategy map's timelines all

shift forward by 1-2 years. How to watch for it: agentic systems start handling complex multi-step

work reliably. SWE-bench-style benchmarks pass 80%.

3. Regulation slows things meaningfully
EU AI Act enforcement plus US state-level rules could slow enterprise adoption by 18-30 months.

The compression still happens; it just stretches out. How to watch for it: major regulation passes with

real teeth. Companies start announcing “we paused our AI rollout for compliance reasons.”

4. Labor markets adapt faster than expected
If retraining infrastructure ramps up quickly, displaced workers move to compatible roles smoothly.

The personal urgency I describe softens. How to watch for it: aggressive government retraining

programs. Strong UBI experiments. Major employers funding transition programs at scale.

5. Geopolitical disruption changes the variables entirely
A major conflict, financial crisis, energy shock, or other macro event reshuffles everything. AI

adoption could slow or accelerate. Capital flows change. The strategy needs new inputs. How to

watch for it: you'll know.
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6. I'm wrong about the operator economy
It's possible that solo SaaS doesn't capture the AI leverage I expect — that instead, platforms

capture it all and operators get squeezed out by free or near-free alternatives. How to watch for it:

indie SaaS revenues start contracting in 2027-2028. Platforms (Google, Apple, Microsoft) absorb the

verticals indie operators built. Stripe disintermediates indie operators with first-party tools.

What I'm most confident about
Even with all these failure modes, two things I'd still bet on heavily:

bulletWhite-collar entry-level hiring will be down 30%+ by 2028. Multiple paths get us there. Hard to

avoid.
bulletThe number of solo operators making meaningful income will multiply. The leverage is real.

Even modest adoption produces this outcome.

Build with those two facts in mind. The rest is calibration.

“I'm not selling certainty. I'm selling calibration. Even my main-case

scenario, even my counter-scenarios — in every version, the

highest-leverage move is the same: build a side asset using AI as

the multiplier, while income still flows.”
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09
Closing
Three sentences to take with you.

One: the compression is real, but it's not the whole story. The same AI compressing employment is

creating the largest opening for individual operators in modern history.

Two: the window for building cheaply is now — while you still have income, while everyone else is

still in denial. The cost of building rises sharply when the displacement becomes obvious.

Three: the personal strategy isn't complicated. Use your existing skill. Apply AI leverage. Build

something you own. Charge real money. Don't quit your day job until the system replaces it. Stay

calm.

Thank you
Thank you for paying for this. It's the kind of writing that only exists if some people pay for it; if you

found it valuable, the best thing you can do is mention it to one other person who'd find it valuable

too.

If you want the practical hands-on version, the Building Your SaaS with AI PDF is the companion

piece — the framework, the toolkit, the 90-day plan.

If you want to stay close, the weekly newsletter at free-builder.com goes out every Sunday with real

numbers from real builds. One signal-dense email at a time.

Build patiently. Build durably. Build alongside, not against.
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