
How Are Economic Losses Calculated In Georgia Wrongful Death Cases 

Involving High Earners? 

Why Do High-Income Wrongful Death Cases Turn Into Battles Over Math? 

If you’re searching for a Georgia wrongful death lawyer after losing someone who earned a high 

income, you’ve probably already felt it. The grief is real, the paperwork is relentless, and the 

insurance company often treats your loved one’s life like a spreadsheet they can “adjust” until 

the number feels comfortable for them. 

High-earner wrongful death cases don’t just involve bigger paychecks. They involve bigger 

arguments. Bonuses. Commissions. Equity. Business ownership. Promotion tracks. The value of 

benefits that never show up on a single pay stub. Then the fight shifts to assumptions, because 

assumptions are where insurers try to shrink a large claim into a smaller check. 

And in Georgia, those assumptions can shape what a jury sees, what a carrier offers, and how 

“full value” is framed from the start. 

What Does Georgia Mean By The “Full Value” Of A Life When Income Is High? 

Georgia wrongful death law focuses on the “full value of the life” of the person who died, 

viewed from their perspective. In practice, that often becomes two tracks that run together in 

real cases. 

One track is economic value, meaning the financial value of what the person would have earned 

and contributed over a lifetime. The other track is the intangible value of life, the part that isn’t 

a ledger entry. 

When families come to the Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C. after losing a high 

earner, the economic loss calculation is often where the case gets most aggressively disputed. 

And when the defense can shave the projection, they can shave the recovery. 

What Numbers Usually Drive Economic Loss Calculations For High Earners? 

High earners rarely have one simple income number. They have a compensation story, and the 

story is built from documents, history, and credible projections. 

The core building blocks often include the following: 

• Base Salary And Contract Terms: A steady salary is the foundation, but contract 

language matters. Employment agreements, partnership terms, or executive comp plans 

can show guaranteed raises, retention bonuses, or compensation floors that insurers 

love to pretend don’t exist. 
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• Bonuses And Incentive Pay History: A one-off bonus is easy to dismiss. A consistent 

pattern over years is harder to wave away. The key is showing how bonuses were 

earned, how predictable they were, and how they tracked performance. 

• Commissions And Variable Earnings: Sales and performance roles can swing year to 

year, so the calculation often looks at multi-year averages, trend lines, and the 

conditions that drove increases or decreases. 

• Benefits That Replace Real Money: Health insurance, retirement matches, pensions, 

employer-paid premiums, and other benefits can be worth far more than people realize. 

If those benefits would’ve been there for decades, the value adds up fast. 

• Equity And Long-Term Incentives: Stock options, RSUs, profit-sharing, carried interest, 

and deferred compensation can dwarf salary for executives and founders. These often 

require careful documentation and careful explanation so they’re not treated like 

“maybe money.” 

• Career Trajectory And Promotion Path: Titles change, roles expand, and earning 

capacity grows. If your loved one was on a clear upward track, the projection shouldn’t 

freeze them at a single point in time. 

When these building blocks are supported the right way, the economic loss picture becomes 

clearer. When they’re not, insurers try to label the future as “speculative” and push the family 

toward a number that ignores reality. 

How Do Economists And Financial Professionals Project Future Income In A Wrongful 

Death Case? 

A good projection isn’t a guess. It’s a model built on facts, patterns, and conservative reasoning 

that can survive cross-examination. 

Economists commonly analyze work-life expectancy, expected career duration, historical 

earnings, expected growth, and the time value of money. In plain terms, they’re answering 

questions like these: 

• How long would this person likely have worked? 

• How would their income likely have changed over time? 

• What benefits would have continued? 

• What is the present value of that future stream of earnings? 

That’s where assumptions come in. Growth rates, discount rates, and the treatment of variable 

compensation can swing the final number dramatically. Insurers know it, which is why they fight 

about “the assumptions” more than they fight about anything else. 



What Makes Bonuses And Incentive Pay So Contested After A Fatal Accident? 

Insurers often treat bonus income like it’s a lottery ticket. Families know better, especially when 

bonuses were tied to clear KPIs, company performance, or recurring annual plans. 

The real fight tends to land in three places. 

First, the insurer claims bonuses aren’t guaranteed, so they shouldn’t count. Second, they 

cherry-pick a low year and pretend it’s the “true” pattern. Third, they argue future bonuses 

would’ve dropped, even when the person’s track record shows consistent growth. 

In bonus disputes, insurers tend to fall back on a few repeat arguments: 

• “It Was Discretionary, So It Doesn’t Count”: Discretionary doesn’t mean imaginary. If 

bonuses were paid year after year, and tied to performance metrics, that history 

matters. 

• “Use The Lowest Year, Not The Average”: They’ll highlight an outlier year and call it the 

norm. A multi-year view is usually the honest view. 

• “No One Can Predict Future Performance”: That’s true in a vacuum, but wrongful death 

calculations aren’t built in a vacuum. They’re built from documented performance, role 

trajectory, and industry patterns. 

• “The Company Could’ve Changed Policies”: Sometimes companies do change plans.  

That’s why plan documents, HR communications, and historical practice can matter as much as 

payroll records. If the bonus was part of how the person was actually paid for their work, it 

needs to be treated that way in the valuation. 

How Does Business Ownership Change Economic Loss Calculations In Georgia? 

Business ownership changes everything because income doesn’t always flow as W-2 wages. 

Owners may take draws, distributions, profit shares, or keep earnings inside the company. They 

may also have equity value tied to the business itself. 

In many cases, the economic loss analysis looks at what the person contributed to the business 

and how their death impacts future earnings. That can include salary plus distributions, or it can 

involve deeper valuation questions. 

This is also where carriers try to confuse things on purpose. They’ll point to a lower “salary” 

number and ignore distributions. Or they’ll act like retained earnings mean the person “didn’t 

really earn it,” when retained earnings can be part of long-term business strategy. 



Business cases often require coordinated work between economic analysis and business 

financial review, because tax returns, K-1s, financial statements, and ownership documents 

usually tell a very different story than a single pay stub. 

What Documents Should Families Preserve When The Decedent Was A High Earner Or 

Business Owner? 

The strongest wrongful death cases are built early, because high-earner proof often disappears 

into systems that employers and insurers control. 

The records that tend to carry more weight than people realize often include: 

• W-2s, 1099s, And Full Tax Returns: These show total compensation and can capture 

income that payroll summaries miss. 

• Pay Stubs And Year-End Statements: They help verify patterns, timing, and the 

breakdown between salary and incentives. 

• Bonus Plan Documents And Award Letters: These can show how bonuses were 

calculated and whether they were tied to objective benchmarks. 

• Equity Grant Agreements: RSUs, options, vesting schedules, and deferred comp details 

are often the difference between a “good claim” and a “complete claim.” 

• Employment Contracts And Partner Agreements: These documents can establish 

expected compensation, severance, buyouts, and profit-sharing rights. 

• Business Financials And Ownership Records: Profit-and-loss statements, balance sheets, 

K-1s, operating agreements, and buy-sell provisions can all matter. 

• Benefits Documentation: Retirement plan summaries, match information, health 

insurance costs, and employer contributions can materially change the economic 

analysis. 

When families don’t have these records, our attorneys often work to obtain them through 

formal requests and legal process. But when families do have them, it can prevent delays and 

cut off insurer arguments before they get traction. 

Why Do “Assumptions” Drive Large Verdicts In High-Income Wrongful Death Cases? 

A projection is only as fair as the assumptions behind it. And insurers know they can’t usually 

erase a person’s earnings history, so they try to reshape the future. 

You’ll often see the same playbook in different clothing. 

They’ll argue the person would’ve retired early, switched careers, burned out, or plateaued. 

They’ll apply conservative growth rates that ignore real promotion tracks. They’ll use higher 
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discount rates to reduce present value. They’ll downplay benefits. They’ll treat equity as “too 

uncertain.” 

This is where the case becomes about credibility. A jury isn’t just weighing math. They’re 

weighing whether the numbers reflect a real life, or whether they reflect a negotiation tactic. 

How Do You Push Back When The Insurance Company Tries To Shrink Future Income? 

When it comes to wrongful death claims involving high earners, you push back against an 

insurance company with proof, context, and a projection that makes sense in a courtroom. 

That means showing the full compensation picture, not just the base salary. It means tying 

career trajectory to documented patterns, not wishful thinking. It means supporting 

assumptions with real records and reasonable methodology. 

And it means anticipating the arguments the insurer will make before they make them, because 

by the time a family hears “that’s speculative,” the carrier has usually been building that 

narrative for weeks. 

What If The High Earner Was Also The Primary Caregiver Or Provider At Home? 

High-income wrongful death cases still involve real-life contributions that aren’t neatly labeled 

as “income.” Many families lose more than wages. They lose stability, daily support, and the role 

the person played inside the household. 

Economic loss discussions can include the financial value of services the person provided, 

especially when those services will now require paid help or create measurable costs. Insurers 

tend to dismiss this because it’s harder to quantify, but juries understand it quickly when it’s 

presented clearly. 

The goal isn’t to turn a loved one into a list of numbers. It’s to make sure the financial reality of 

what the family lost is honestly recognized. 

What Should Families Expect If A Wrongful Death Case Requires Litigation? 

High-income wrongful death cases are often fought harder, not because the loss is less real, but 

because the carrier has more to lose. That may sound harsh, but it’s the cold, hard truth. 

As such, families should expect more scrutiny of employment history, deeper discovery 

requests, and more intense battles over financial documentation. They should also expect the 

defense to hire its own economists and financial witnesses to argue for lower assumptions. 

That doesn’t mean the case can’t resolve. It means the case needs to be built like it may go the 

distance, because serious preparation is often what forces serious offers. 

https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/lost-wages-in-georgia-personal-injury-claims/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/loss-of-consortium-claims-after-serious-injuries-in-georgia/
https://www.garymartinhays.com/articles/loss-of-consortium-claims-after-serious-injuries-in-georgia/


Georgia’s Billion Dollar Wrongful Death Lawyer Protects the Rights of Grieving Families 

When a wrongful death claim involves a high earner, the case often turns into a tug-of-war over 

assumptions and spreadsheets, even though your family is living through something that no 

chart can capture.  

At Law Offices of Gary Martin Hays & Associates, P.C., our Georgia wrongful death lawyers don’t 

let insurers reduce your loved one’s legacy to the lowest possible number. If you’re trying to 

protect your family’s future after a fatal accident, we’re ready to listen, step in, and pursue the 

accountability and compensation you deserve. To learn more about you potential legal options, 

contact us today for a free consultation. 
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