
Up the Career Path 
Career development takes on an activist tone in this variation on traditional 
techniques. 

By MICHAEL A. SJ1EPPKCK and CRAIG TAYLOR 

It's no secret that organizations which 
provide for career advancement stand 
a better chance of attracting top-notch 

personnel than those that do no t . Many 
of the former employ career counseling or 
a s s e s s m e n t cen t e r s to sat isfy such 

emplovees ' needs for professional growth. 
"Career pathing" is another al ternative. 

Organizat ions typically use o n e of two 
approaches to pathing: traditional/political 

or job/behavior . 
T h e traditional/political approach uses 

past m o v e m e n t pa t te rns of employees to 
chart future career development avenues. 
Tradi t ional m o v e m e n t pat terns a m o n g 
jobs often evolve within large job families 
(such as clerical positions) or clearly de-

fined industry groups (such as F.DP pro-
fessionals). T h e way these jobs historical-
ly have been structured and evaluated has 
resulted in widely accepted traditional in-
terrelat ionships. Political p rocesses also 
contr ibute to these pa t te rns since mana-
gers of ten dictate the avenues employees 
should t ake f rom one job to the next . 

Of this approach it can be said: 
• T rad i t i on , logical analysis or mana-
gerial discretion are usually its main 

drivers. 
• Movement among jobs is typically lim-
ited to single functions or organizational 

units. 
• Actual m o v e m e n t through the sys tem 
of jobs is of ten based on who knows 

w h o m . 
• Rate of movemen t through the system 

is of ten based on tenure . 
• It is very easy to develop the pa ths . 
• T h e pa ths are easy to maintain over 

t ime. 
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Figure 1 is an example of traditional/ 

political career pa ths in a ficticious E D P 
depa r tmen t . 

Organization cul tures that suppor t the 
traditional/political approach to career 
pa th ing are often more mechanis t ic than 
fluid. T h a t is, emp loyees are informed 
that career deve lopment is their respon-
sibility and they they should mee t the 
people who m a k e promotional decisions 
within the job classes to which they aspire. 
T h e organization claims little responsibil-

ity for career development beyond encour-
aging employees to pursue career ambi-
t ions. H e n c e , employees w h o have both 
t he ability arid interest to interact with 
managerial personnel th roughout the or-
ganization stand a better chance of making 
career moves than those with limited ac-

cess to managemen t . 

P rob lems with this approach occur be-
cause the paths are based on an organiza-
tion's past human resource needs and 
m e t h o d s and may not address current 
human resource issues. Fur ther problems 

surface because the traditional/political 
approach does not maximize all ot an 
organization's human resource s trengths. 
Employees do not gravitate toward the 
jobs they can perform and in which they 
are interested when a full disclosure of 
jobs and pa ths th roughout the organiza-
tion is not made. Even though the tradi-
tional/political approach is a relatively in-
formationless career pa th ing p rocedure , 
its practicality attracts many organizations. 

T h e job/behavior approach, on t he 
other hand , is based on analysis ot the 
similarities and dif ferences a m o n g jobs 
within the organization. In this approach: 
H 'Fhe focus is on job attr ibutes to deter-
mine similarities and dif ferences a m o n g 

jobs. 
• Job families or clusters of jobs are 

developed from the similarities and dif-

ferences . 
a Mult iple job funct ions and levels, i.e., 
job heterogenei ty , p roduce the best path-

ing. 
• Movement through the system is based 

Figure 1—Typical Traditional/Political Career Path in EDP Department 

Level Position 

7 EDP Director 

6 Operations Manager 

5 First-Line Supervisor 

4 Project Leader Sr. Systems Analyst 

3 Systems Analyst Sr. Programmer/Analyst 

2 Programmer Analyst 

1 Programmer 
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largely on match ing individual e m p l o y e e s 

to t he j obs t hey can do b e s t . 

• Rate of m o v e m e n t th rough the s y s t e m 

is based on in teres t and p e r f o r m a n c e be -

cause career p a t h s are ident i f ied clearly. 

An a d d e d benef i t of t h e j o b / b e h a v i o r 

approach is that it permi ts jobs th roughout 

t he en t i r e organizat ion to b e d r awn into 

a w e b of logical analysis . T h i s o p e n s up 

new avenues of m o v e m e n t for e m p l o y e e s 

whi le provid ing t h e m with m a x i m u m in-

fo rma t ion regard ing their op t ions . 

D e v e l o p i n g ca ree r p a t h s using t h e job/ 

behav ior a p p r o a c h requi res a n u m b e r of 

d is t inc t ive s t eps : 

• ident i f icat ion of the target j obs for 

s t udy ; 

• analyzing t h e j obs us ing var ious j o b 

descr ip tors ( employee behaviors required 

o n the j o b , or job a t t r ibu te r e q u i r e m e n t s 

such as e m p l o y e e k n o w l e d g e s , skills and 

abilities requ i red for success on t h e job) ; 

• deve lop ing j o b families cir c lus te rs of 

jobs using the information provided by the 

job desc r ip to r s . J o b s wi th in a c lus ter or 

family are similar, w h e r e a s job c lus ters 

have major d i f fe rences ; 

• deve lop ing career p a t h char t s that in-

dicate bo th vertical and horizontal mobi l -

ity a m o n g t h e j obs based on similarity. 

Figure 2—Employee Relations 
Functions Analyzed 

• General Employee Relations 
• Compensation 
• Benefits 
• Equal Employment Opportunity 
• Labor Relations 
• Staffing 
• Human Resources* 
• Community Relations 
• Safety 
• Communications 

• Includes Training, Organization 
Development. Planning Employee 
Records and Research 

E m p l o y e e re la t ions jobs ( see F igure 2) 

in a large M i d w e s t e r n e lec t ron ics f i rm 

w e r e ana lyzed us ing t h e s t eps ident if ied 

a b o v e . S e v e n dis t inct c lus ters of supe r -

visory/manager ia l j obs were d e v e l o p e d 

(see F igure 3) . Each c lus ter c o n t a i n e d 

jobs w ith specif ic charac ter i s t ics tha t dif-

fered f rom the jobs in o ther c lusters . Each 

cluster , there fore , was given a descr ipt ive 

n a m e . C a r e e r m o v e m e n t wi th in a given 

cluster is relatively easy d u e to t h e simi-

larities a m o n g j o b s in t h e c lus te r . M o v e -

m e n t b e t w e e n c lus te rs would requi re the 

p e r f o r m a n c e of new du t i e s and , in mos t 

cases , t he acquis i t ion of n e w k n o w l e d g e 

or skill. 

A n o t h e r major a d v a n t a g e of this ap-

proach is that career-planning t ime f rames 

can be c o n s i d e r e d as a part of t h e overall 

career deve lopmen t process . By analyzing 

jobs using e m p l o y e e behav iors and speci-

fic desc r ip t ions of jobs , j obs with similar 

du t i e s can be c lu s t e r ed . This allows 

e m p l o y e e s to cha r t career d e v e l o p m e n t 

m o v e m e n t in small s t eps . E m p l o y e e s are 

able to identify jobs that are highly similar 

to their cur ren t pos i t ions . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , by ana lyz ing the j o b s 

using j o b a t t r ibu te d e s c r i p t o r s ( i .e . , 

knowledge , skill and ability requi rements) 

pa ths can be ident if ied b e t w e e n jobs that 

appear to b e highly dissimilar bu t that re-

qu i re similar c o m p e t e n c i e s . E m p l o y e e s 

are m o r e likely to ident i fy jobs toward 

which t hey would like to work and to 

p r e p a r e for t h e m by ob ta in ing necessa ry 

c o m p e t e n c i e s . 

T h e major p r o b l e m s with this approach 

include d e v e l o p m e n t and m a i n t e n a n c e of 

Figure 3—Supervisory/Managerial Job Clusters 

I II III IV V VI VII 

Managers Employee HR Labor Employee Staffing Division Division 
Services Research Relations Informa- Communi- Training 

tion cations 
Services 

Safety Corp. EEO Education 
Training General Programs 

ER 

HR Compen- Health/ 
Planning sation Benefits 

Analysis 

Benefits 
Corp. 

Comm. 

Supervision Medical Compen- Staffing Communi-
Disability sation cation 

Cluster Employee Program Hourly Informa- Selection Communi- Program 

Name: Service Planning Relations tion and Place- cations Imple-
Policies ment mentation 
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Traditional movement patterns among jobs often evolve 
within large job families or clearly defined industry groups 

Figure 4—Traditional/Political Versus Job/Behavior Approaches 

Traditional/ 
Political Job/Behavior 

When to Use 

• Single function; few 
jobs 

• Strong political over 
tones or traditions 

• Multiple functions, 
levels or jobs 

• Analytical map seen 
as useful 

Method of Data 
Gathering 

• Content experts 
chart paths 

• Observations and 
interview 

• Questionnaire 

• Statistical analysis 

Development Time 
Frames 

• One or two 
meetings 

• Two-three months 

Maintenance Ability 
• Easy; new content 
experts 

• More difficult; re-
issue questionnaire 
and reanalyze data 

the results. T h e analysis process is t ime-
consuming and expensive in the develop-

mental phase . All targeted jobs must be 
analyzed and the ou tpu t of the analysis 
reviewed bv con ten t experts . 1 he result-
ing information is difficult to maintain due 
to its analytical na ture . As jobs change, 
new information m u s t be ga thered , more 
of a challenge in this process than in the 

traditional/political approach . 
Both approaches contain e lements 

necessary for success in any organizational 
cul ture (see Figure 4 for a compar ison of 
the two). T h e traditional/political approach 

thoroughly uses organization decision 

makers and obtains their accep tance of 
the p rogram. T h e job/behavior approach 
thrives on information regarding jobs 
throughout the organization. A combina-
tion of these e lements is necessary in any 
successful program. Managerial decision 
makers must accept the pa ths deve loped 
for organizational m o v e m e n t , and those 
paths should b e based on detailed infor-
mation regarding the organization and its 
jobs. The re fo re , when determining a stra-
tegy for career pathing, the positive 
features of both approaches might be syn-
thesized into a hybrid career pa th ing 

model . 
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