How to Build Job Architecture and Career Paths: Step-by-Step Guide

The purpose of this guide is to help organizations understand and implement job architecture, sometimes referred to as a job leveling framework. Job architecture helps leaders make consistent decisions about roles, compensation, and advancement, while giving employees a clear view of how they can progress within the organization.

Job architecture can benefit organizations of all sizes, but it is especially valuable for growing employers, typically those with 50 or more employees, who want to formalize structure, improve internal equity, and create transparent career pathways. Smaller organizations can also adopt simplified frameworks as a foundation for future growth.

At its core, job architecture defines how an organization’s roles are structured and how they work together within the organization’s ecosystem. Think of it like designing a house: most homes have an entry, living space, kitchen, and bedroom. Some homes are more complex, with multiple bedrooms, living areas, or unique layouts like townhouses or multifamily designs. Just as a well-designed house places each room for maximum comfort and function, mapping an organization’s jobs ensures roles are structured for smooth collaboration and productivity.

Job architecture provides a structured framework for organizing jobs and defining their hierarchy. It establishes consistent standards for the experience, scope, and impact expected at each level, ensuring roles are clearly defined, comparable, and aligned both vertically and laterally. Jobs are organized into job families, grouped by function or responsibility, and placed within a framework that defines expectations at each level.

In more complex organizations, job levels can be matrixed to account for varying combinations of experience, knowledge, and expertise. For example, a career track for a Specialist might include levels such as Emerging, Proficient, and Advanced. These defined levels create a transparent, easy-to-understand pathway for career progression.

Benefits of Job Architecture
A clear job architecture helps organizations:

· Understand how work is structured and how roles relate to one another.
· Support equitable pay practices and transparent career development.
· Facilitate informed workforce planning and succession planning.
· Provide employees with clarity on growth opportunities and advancement pathways.

By implementing a thoughtful job architecture, organizations can create a consistent, transparent framework that benefits both employees and leaders, fostering an environment of fairness, clarity, and opportunity. 



Key Components of Job Architecture
The following elements make up a job architecture and will be illustrated in the example that follows:

· Job Family Groups & Job Families: Clusters of roles with similar responsibilities and skills.
· Career Tracks: Paths that outline how employees can advance within a job family.
· Job Levels: Defined tiers that establish expectations for experience, impact, and scope.
· Pay Structures: Compensation frameworks aligned to job levels and career progression.

Example
This example shows how the elements of job architecture connect for a Programs Supervisor in the Youth Services job family, which is part of the broader Programs department.

This example shows how job family groups, job families, career tracks, job levels, and job titles align within a structured framework, and integrate with the organization’s compensation structure through defined pay grades.

In the visual, orange boxes highlight the pathway to the compensation profile for the Programs Supervisor, showing how the role fits within the organization’s job architecture and pay framework.
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To reach a point where a career path can be clearly defined, the job architecture must first be built by identifying and describing the organization’s job family groups, job families, career tracks, job levels, and job titles. When these elements are linked together, much like constructing a house, navigating roles and career progression across the organization becomes more transparent.

This clarity helps teams understand how jobs relate and collaborate, leading to more efficient operations and a greater return on investments in hiring and training. A well-designed job architecture also supports pay equity by ensuring that employees performing comparable work are compensated equitably, a principle increasingly regulated and expected in today’s employment landscape.

Job Leveling: Defining Expectations
Job architecture is the overarching framework that defines how roles are organized, how they relate to one another, and how they function within an organization. Job leveling is a critical component of this architecture. It involves defining clear and consistent expectations for responsibility, autonomy, impact, experience, education, and other essential role requirements at each level.

In other words, job leveling provides detailed steps and criteria that make the broader job architecture meaningful. By establishing levels, organizations can clearly communicate career development opportunities, the nature of work at each level, how roles fit within the hierarchy, and potential career paths for employees.

A job leveling framework may include defined elements such as:

· Responsibility: The scope of projects, programs, or initiatives assigned.
· Experience: Required knowledge, skills, attributes, and behaviors.
· Education: Degrees, certificates, licenses, or apprenticeships needed.
· Impact/Scope of Control: Areas of influence within the organization, budget responsibilities, or specific initiative ownership.
· Job Title: How the role’s level is reflected in the job title and the order of words used.
· Supervisory Responsibilities: Number of direct reports and reporting relationships.
· Type of Career Path: Role classification such as individual contributor (IC), specialist (S), management (M), or executive (E).
· Pay Range Correlation: Alignment with the organization’s compensation structure (e.g., Pay Group A, Grade 12, Professional Grade 9).
· Working Conditions: Physical or environmental factors, such as lifting requirements, office or field work, or exposure to extreme temperatures.

Job architecture framework can be visualized in various ways, including:

· Flow charts
· Ladders or scaled steps/stages
· Pyramids or vertical ascension visuals
· Roadmaps or pathways
· Written descriptions of levels and tracks
· Combinations of the above

In short, job leveling is the building block of job architecture. The levels define the rules and expectations for each role, and the job architecture framework organizes those roles into a coherent system, showing how positions relate, progress, and connect to compensation.

Determining Job Levels and Framework Elements
Unless you are crafting a new organization from scratch, you likely are facing some pre-existing complexities that require deep thinking and aligned decision-making at the leadership level. Starting with shared company values and the mission, vision and purpose of the organization is useful to understand the culture to develop, preserve, or continue to evolve. For example, a less hierarchical company may have a smaller count of job levels due to their organization’s position on hierarchy compared to a more traditionally hierarchical company. Defining where your organization is currently and documenting historical decisions that have led to the current state can be helpful to understand the organic evolution of the company and its next evolution. 



Change can be extremely difficult in some instances and circumstances, so being mindful of just how much any proposed new ideas or changes may be from the current norm can help with crafting effective change management strategies as the process unfolds. Many times, job architecture projects are several months to a couple of years in length, depending on the size and complexity of the organization. Typically, larger or more complex organizations with a greater variety of roles require longer timelines to fully implement the framework.

Defining the elements
· Will you follow a prescribed leveling framework or will you create something tailored and unique?
· What categories will you identify and define?
· How will each job element be weighted? 
· Who will be involved in defining each job element?
· How will you collect the information on current employees to incorporate into the framework? Who will have access to the raw information?
· Whose approval will be required to make changes to any current leveling framework?
· What legal and regulatory considerations are important to consider when defining the elements for each job level? (e.g., biological factors such as age are not to be included as an element in a job level)

How many levels to build
Varying levels of complexity will be relevant to different types and sizes of organizations, along with what behaviors and competencies the organization is trying to incentivize. Consistent job levels with clearly identified, consistently defined elements in each help remove bias by setting a standardized scale and repeatable process for equal application to all employees.

The honest answer is the number of job levels will depend on the organization based on overall culture (i.e., mission, values, purpose, vision, etc.), the available roles in the organization (i.e. the type and function of jobs), and the knowledge, behaviors, and authority engaged by each employee through their position on pursuit of delivering the organization’s offerings whether it be services, products, or something else.

Time in a position or specific job level is not required to be included and any career leveling framework should be revised and revisited as the organization changes. Length of experience does not always directly correlate with impact of experience. 

Career Tracks and Job Levels
This example graphic shows three separate, distinct pathways to career development depending on the track focus area and the number of levels within the tracks themselves. In the past, for many employees, the only path for career growth was to become a people manager. By holding three separate pathways to career advancement, the organization has created specific opportunities for development into a specialist role, a management or leadership role, and an executive leadership role. 




The following tables illustrate how career tracks and job levels interrelate, showing potential pathways for employee growth.

	Specialist Track
	Management Track
	Executive Track
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To summarize the graphic above:

· The Specialist track has 4 levels of individual contributor roles (IC) and two levels of specialist roles (S).
· The Management track has 3 levels of manager roles (M) and 2 leadership, non-executive roles (L). 
· The Executive track has 2 levels of executive roles (E). 

The graphic also shows us an IC3 is considered equal to an M1 from a job level perspective. The same conclusions can be drawn from the S2 being equivalent to an L1, which are both considered one job level below an E1 position’s job level. 

By aligning the job level with a code (e.g., S2), and putting all tracks in alignment with each other, relationships can be defined and determined. Expanding even further once we have our career tracks identified, we can create an additional, more complex table with each element defined at the specific career level within each track. 



See the sample table for the management track below:

	Title
	Job Level
	Responsibility
	Scope of Impact
	Experience
	Education

	Senior Director
	L2
	Manages L1 leaders
	· Develops strategy for an entire department
· Develops and manages a department budget
· Decisions impact entire department and have significant effects on company operations
	· 9-10 years in functional area
· 5+ years of team management experience - at least 3+ direct reports
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	Director
	L1
	Manages M2 and M3 leaders
	· Supports department strategy development and implementation
· Manages a manager who leads a team or department
· Decisions are made in collaboration with L2 Leader of department
	· 8-9 years in functional area
· 3+ years of team management experience at least 2 direct reports
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	Senior Manager
	M3
	Manages M1 leaders
	· Manages a team of at least 5 ICs and/or Team Lead
· Manages to a predetermined budget
	· 7-8 years in functional area
· 3+ years of management experience
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	Manager
	M2
	Manages M1 leaders
	· Manages a team of at least 3 ICs and/or Team Leads
· Manages to a predetermined budget
	· 5-6 years in functional area
· Previous experience as a Team Lead or Assistant Manager
	· Associate degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	Assistant Manager
	M1
	Manages ICs
	· Manages at least 2 direct reports
· Makes recommendations for budget uses to M3 Leader
	· 2-4 years in functional area
· Previous experience as a Team Lead
	· Associate degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area


Sample categories and definitions linking job titles to job levels via prescriptive job elements such as responsibility, scope, experience, and education.

Organizations must identify what elements are important to define within the unique and specific context of how the organization currently operates and seeks to operate in the future from a job function perspective. Some organizations may have more job elements than others – it depends on the complexity of the jobs in the organization and what is expected of them. It also depends on how many resources are available to do the work and to maintain its evolution, whether they are internal or external resources.

Aligning Job Levels with Compensation
Keeping internal equity in mind, positions which operate at the same job level (regardless of the specific title) can then be assigned systematically to pay ranges. This approach prioritizes a balance between staying externally competitive with the talent marketplace in tandem with ensuring jobs of a comparable character are and remain aligned internally. Tying the organization’s job leveling framework into a formal compensation structure being used to set and manage employee compensation co-supports the goals and outcomes of both competing in the market and providing meaningful development via work experiences and pay increases. The specifics of pay range amounts or values should be developed with trusted, verified data sources and always with the organization’s compensation philosophy and strategy in mind.

As each job level ascends in the defined job elements of responsibility, scope of impact, experience, and education, this updated version of the job leveling framework table shows ascension in the compensation structure’s pay grades and which pay grades are tied to which job level. 




	Pay Grade
	Title
	Job Level
	Responsibility
	Scope of Impact
	Experience
	Education

	21
	Senior Director
	L2
	Manages L1 leaders
	· Develops strategy for an entire department
· Develops and manages a department budget
· Decisions impact entire department and have significant effects on company operations
	· 9-10 years in functional area
· 5+ years of team management experience - at least 3+ direct reports
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	20
	Director
	L1
	Manages M2 and M3 leaders
	· Supports department strategy development and implementation
· Manages a manager who leads a team or department
· Decisions are made in collaboration with L2 Leader of department
	· 8-9 years in functional area
· 3+ years of team management experience at least 2 direct reports
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	19
	Senior Manager
	M3
	Manages M1 leaders
	· Manages a team of at least 5 ICs and/or Team Leads 
· Manages to a predetermined budget
	· 7-8 years in functional area
· 3+ years of management experience
	· Bachelor's degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	18
	Manager
	M2
	Manages M1 leaders
	· Manages a team of at least 3 ICs and/or Team Leads
· Manages to a predetermined budget
	· 5-6 years in functional area
· Previous experience as a Team Lead or Assistant Manager
	· Associate degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area

	17
	Assistant Manager
	M1
	Manages ICs
	· Manages at least 2 direct reports
· Makes recommendations for budget uses to M3 Leader
	· 2-4 years in functional area
· Previous experience as a Team Lead
	· Associate degree or equivalent years of expertise in functional area


Sample categories and definitions linking job titles to job levels via prescriptive job elements such as responsibility, scope, experience, and education with the addition of pay grade assignment by job level.

This updated example graphic shows the expected job elements both for each job’s general title and the pay range assignment associated with these defined behaviors, knowledge, skills and/or attributes. If we were looking at a complete job leveling framework, we’d expect to see the same information defined in the table above for each of the other two tracks, specialist and executive, along with where those positions land in terms of the overall compensation structure as well.

In terms of variable pay plans, such as a bonus program, some organizations may tie bonus target percentage in with the job level as well. For example, an organization may decide that since all roles at the M1 level are the entry-level step in the management track, all M1 roles are eligible for a 5% bonus target, all M2 roles are eligible for a 7% bonus target, and so on. This can help with prioritizing investments in the workforce in pursuit of equitable pay practices while still allowing for differentiation via performance and the opportunity to reward exceptional work or successes.



Developing Prescriptive Job Levels Within Career Tracks
Sometimes organizations want to do something a little different. In this example, a highly complex organization has created a specialist career track as a non-managerial path of growth. The individual contributor (IC) can develop into a specialist (S) as shown. For this specific example, career levels have been further divided into Emerging, Proficient, and Advanced.

Looking at this career matrix, we can predict the length of career paths by how much internal influence and types of experience an employee must acquire to ascend the defined levels. In this example, an entry-level employee for this organization begins on Emerging IC1, then moves to Proficient IC1 upon meeting the level expectations for Proficient IC1, then progresses to Advanced IC1 upon achieving the definition of Advanced IC1. Upon completing the behaviors defined in Advanced IC1, they would move into Emerging IC2.

	Career Track: Specialist 
	Career Level: 
Emerging
	Career Level: 
Proficient
	Career Level: 
Advanced

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	S3
	· 0-1years in level•
· Responsible for department/function outcomes 
· Thought leader and/or trusted internal advisor to L2 leaders 
· Most specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 1-2 years in level
· Responsible for department/function outcomes
· Thought leader and/or trusted internal advisor to L2 leaders
· Most specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 3+ years in level
· Responsible for department/function outcomes
· Thought leader and/or trusted internal advisor to L2 leaders
· Most specialized, expert knowledge in functional area

	S2
	· 0-1 years in level
· May be responsible for sub-department/function outcomes
· Specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 1-2 years in level
· May be responsible for sub-department/function outcomes
· Developing thought leader and/or trusted internal advisor to L1 leaders
· Specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 3+ years in level
· May be responsible for sub-department/function outcomes
· Developing thought leader and/or trusted internal advisor to L1 leaders
· Most specialized, expert knowledge in functional area

	S1
	· 0-1 years in level
· Specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 1-2 years in level
· Specialized, expert knowledge in functional area
	· 3+ years in level
· Specialized, expert knowledge in functional area

	IC5
	· 0-3 months in level
· Works on high-impact, high visibility initiatives/projects
· Advanced knowledge in functional area
	· 3-6 months in level
· Works on high-impact, high visibility initiatives/projects
· Advanced knowledge in functional area
	· 6-12 months in level
· Works on high-impact, high visibility initiatives/projects
· Advanced knowledge in functional area

	IC4
	· 0-3 months in level
· Works on cross-team initiatives/projects
· Solid knowledge in functional area
	· 3-6 months in level
· Works on cross-team initiatives/projects
· Solid knowledge in functional area
	· 6-12 months in level
· Works on cross-team initiatives/projects
· Solid to advanced knowledge in functional area

	IC3
	· 0-3 months in level
· Able to complete work on own/minimal direction
· Proficient knowledge in functional area
	· 3-6 months in level
· Able to complete work on own/minimal direction
· Proficient knowledge in functional area
	· 6-12 months in level
· Proficient knowledge in functional area
· Contributes to cross-functional team projects

	IC2
	· 0-3 months in level
· Beginning to build knowledge in functional area
	· 3-6 months in level
· Continuing to build knowledge in functional area
	· 6-12 months in level
· Solid, proficient knowledge in functional area

	IC1
	· No previous work experience
	· 0-3 months' relevant work experience
	· 4-6 months' relevant work experience



Example of a career pathway for an individual contributor to become a specialist in the organization. Levels within a designation advance across the row from left to right (green arrows) and then starts over at the beginning of the next row (dashed blue line).  
Most experienced, highest level is advanced S3; most junior, least experienced level is emerging IC1.


In this example:

· An Emerging IC1 will need 6 months of internal work experience to become eligible for moving into the Emerging IC2 job level.
· This strategy can be helpful for accelerated early learning and rapid career level progression to show progression via achievement of competency.
· Pay increases may only be given at specific movement points vs. upon each movement.
· For example, pay increases may be awarded only when moving from an Advanced level to the next Emerging level or from the Proficient level to the Advanced level, etc.
· An Emerging IC3 will need at least 1 year of experience to become an Emerging IC4
· A Proficient IC5 will need at least 1 year of experience to become a Proficient S1

An organization which prioritizes rapid career growth may choose to follow a leveling framework which builds in advancement opportunities sooner than a traditional one-year performance review cycle. Defining the progression through a career track can help develop and set standard expectations for managing individual performance as the individual develops and is exposed to more complex work and higher levels of impact and responsibilities. It theoretically maps out exactly what to expect in terms of career development so it can be clearly communicated with leaders, managers, and employees.

Differentiating Management and Leadership Paths
Not everyone aspires to manage other people, but some absolutely do. Allowing for paths of development that do and do not include the responsibilities of directly managing another individual provides choices and for employees to self-select their career journey by what is most important and meaningful work in their own eyes. Some employees really enjoy interpersonal leadership, and others would prefer to become a subject matter expert, so build in advance for these preferences to accommodate the benefits each type of work brings to the dynamics of how work gets done in the organization. Specifically note which roles at which level are expected to manage direct reports and conduct performance management activities for clarity between roles which may have a similar level of responsibility, experience, education, etc.

What to Include in a Job Architecture Project 
A job architecture project varies in its complexity and length of time but often are a multi-year process. Many individual elements support and inform a job architecture project. Here is a list of a few key elements recommended to develop and/or align through a project like job architecture development:

1. Compensation philosophy.
2. Compensation strategy.
3. Up-to-date job descriptions for each position.
4. Career level definitions/career level framework (see examples in guide).
5. Standardized approach to job titles via career levels.
6. Compensation structure and/or variable pay plan(s).
7. Governance of responsibility areas for the architecture elements.
8. Use cases for the job architecture framework (e.g., recruitment, organization design, performance management, pay equity analysis, audits, data reporting requirements, strategic decisions, etc.)
9. Organizational training and resources.

Closing Thoughts
Job architecture projects are detailed, time-intensive, and require buy-in from executives and leadership to implement successfully. However, this investment provides significant value. By providing clear, structured information about roles, responsibilities, skills, and career paths, organizations empower employees to take ownership of their development and proactively pursue growth opportunities. When employees ask how to earn higher pay or where to focus their skill development, the organization can provide clear guidance, aligning individual development with business objectives.

With an approach grounded in transparency and clarity, the entire organization can support employees through individualized, tailored journeys while ensuring alignment with organizational goals. Meaningful work drives engagement and performance, and by fostering career development and growth, organizations create a culture where both employees and the business succeed.
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