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Part 1: What is a “career pathways tool” and why do we need one? 
One of the most common questions clients seek our help on is how to think about promotion decisions within 
their organization. These questions come in various flavors such as...  
 

● “I have a staff member who has been here for a while and wants a promotion. I don’t think they’re 
ready. How do I tell them that without it seeming like an arbitrary assessment on my part?” 

● “I have a staff member who is doing really well and I would like to promote her to recognize her impact. 
But promotion means she will be in a managerial role—I don’t think that’s a good role for her. Plus, she 
doesn’t want to be a manager of people. I’m stuck.” 

● “I have a key person on the team who’s very good but wants to leave because he doesn’t feel he can 
grow and progress here. I think I can get him to stay if I offer him a ‘Senior Director’ title—can I do that 
to keep him?” 

 
Each of these circumstances might seem very different, but the managerial tool to think through these 
questions is one and the same—the career pathways tool. While there is no single tool that will solve all of 
your promotion challenges, we can show you how to build and use a career pathways tool to address several 
of them. 
 
A career pathways tool (sometimes referred to as a “competency model” in HR circles) is a framework 
for defining the must-have competencies—the required skills, knowledge, behaviors, or mindsets—of a 
job. For example, a finance professional might need “analytical skills,” specific knowledge of accounting laws 
and the mindset of “detail orientation.” With this framework, you can articulate what someone needs to do in 
order to be successful and progress in a job. 
 
With this framework, staff members get clarity on the following questions: 
 

● (Short-term) What do I need to be successful in my current role? 
● (Medium-term) What do I need to do or learn to get to the next level? 
● (Long-term) What options might I have to shape my career in line with the organization’s plans and 

strategy? 
 
A career pathways tool is like a road trip atlas for staff that can help them understand how to get from point A 
to B (or C), what exits are available to whom, and how fast (or slow) they can go.  
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Benefits of a Career Pathways Tool  

For Staff For Managers For the Organization Overall 

● Sets expectations about what 
defines success in their given 
role 

● Helps staff understand and 
explore career paths available 
to them 

● Encourages staff to embrace 
“zigzag career paths” instead 
of assuming that “straight-up 
career ladders” are their only 
option to grow 

● Brings a level of transparency 
to promotion decisions (“Why 
were they promoted and not 
me?”) 

● Identifies the right level at 
which to bring in an external 
hire 

● Better articulates promotion 
decisions on the basis of 
demonstrated competencies 
vs. “gut feel” alone 

● Helps managers be more 
equitable and objective while 
making promotion decisions  

● Explains and calibrates 
compensation 

● Helps with structured career 
pathing and growth 
discussions with staff 
members 

● Helps integrate talent 
management processes such 
as recruiting, staff 
development, succession 
planning, and performance 
management 

● Helps bring consistency to 
performance evaluations  

● Ensures better candidate fit, if 
the career pathways tool is 
used consistently in the hiring 
process (by translating it into 
a hiring rubric) 

● Enables organizations to 
strengthen the leadership 
bench, and helps identify 
future leaders 

 

Part 2: A step-by-step guide to building a career pathways tool  
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Step 1: Define your career management philosophy 
A good career pathways tool makes the implicit explicit about your organization’s philosophy—the 
core beliefs and values—on staff advancement and development. It’s an opportunity to share your 
commitment to equity and inclusion. The process of writing it down also brings out any misalignment and 
misconceptions amongst your senior staff or leadership team.  
 
Here are examples of key beliefs a career pathways tool might convey: 
 

1. We believe in and are committed to helping staff develop and grow in their careers (even if that 
means that the steps for growth are outside of our organization). To that end, we want to clearly 
articulate what potential career paths could look like for a staff member at our organization. We also 
want to be clear about what opportunities might not exist within our organization.  

2. We are committed to preventing inequitable outcomes and disparities in how opportunities are 
awarded to staff. This means we’ll set guardrails to mitigate bias and checkpoints to examine possible 
unintended consequences. 

3. We believe that career progression doesn’t always look like a ladder—success can be achieved 
via many different paths. Some roles are individual contributor or “destination” roles (you get there and 
you stay as long as you want), while others are “stepping stone” roles (you’ll probably move on to other 
roles over time). Also, not everyone has to become a manager of people to reach the next level—you 
might get there by increasing or deepening your expertise.  

Step 2: Pick the role(s) you are going to build career pathways for 
Here are some questions to help you think through the scope of your career pathways project: 
 

● Do we have 1-2 role types that are prevalent in the organization? If so, do we have people with different 
skill levels or responsibilities within those roles? (e.g. Junior Operations Analyst vs. Senior Operations 
Analyst) 

● Do we have a critical mass of staff that sees their role in our organization as a stepping stone to bigger 
and greater things? 

● Are we in a competitive job market? 
 
Using TMC as an example, the two largest roles are “Coaches” and “Trainers” and we have critical mass in 
each role. However, we only have four people on our “Knowledge Team.” Hence, it would make a lot of sense 
to build career pathways for Coaches and Trainers, but not yet for the Knowledge Team. 
 
 TMC Tip: Start with just one or two roles. Don’t try to write career pathways for all roles in your 

organization at the same time. 

Step 3: Identify the competency set 
For the chosen role, list the competencies and define them. You may already have competencies outlined in 
job descriptions or past performance evaluations. Define each competency and provide examples for how it 
shows up in the context of that role—for example, what does it mean for a Fundraiser to have relationship skills 
(as opposed to, say, a Campaign Manager)? 
 
At TMC, both Coaches and Trainers need relationship-building skills. For Trainers, it manifests as “owning a 
room” and “gaining the participants’ trust” for the duration of the training. For Coaches, it means building deep 
and ongoing trust over a period of time. 
 

TMC Tip: Try to keep the number of competencies per role between four to six. Eight is pushing 
it! 
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If you’re the impatient sort, jump straight to the examples. 

Step 4: Write down the levels in each role 
Again, pull from what you already have—look at the number of different titles people in that job “family” already 
carry, or look at past promotion decisions.  
 

TMC Tip: Restrict the number of levels between three to five. More importantly, try to keep the 
number of levels the same across equivalent roles. 
 

At TMC, both Coaches and Trainers have the same three levels—and consistent titles (Vice President, 
Partner, and Senior Partner). 
 
While theoretically you could have a different number of levels for different job types, we have seen that it is 
simpler/less confusing to have the same number of levels in job roles that are seen as equivalent. For 
instance, one of our client organizations has an Admin team with five levels (Associate, Senior Associate, 
Manager, Senior Manager, and Director). They also have Policy and Research teams; staff typically tend to 
move between these two teams, and they are broadly seen as “peer roles.” In this case, the organization 
decided to keep both Research and Policy teams to three levels (Analyst, Manager, and Director). They made 
this choice to help establish the roles across the teams (Policy and Research) as peers, and prevent the risk of 
people trying to move across just to get to a “higher” or “more prestigious sounding” title.  

Step 5: Show what changes from one level to the next 
Clearly show what changes from level to level on a competency basis. Here’s a “litmus test” to help you 
figure out if your career pathways tool passes muster. 
 
When a staff person reads the competency model for their role, can they… 
 

● Articulate why they’re at their current level? 
● Identify two to three competencies they need to get better at to get to the next level? 
● Self-assess where they are on each competency for their job reasonably well? 

 
Sample Competency Grid for Role X 
 
 Level 1: 

Associate 
Level 2: 
Senior Associate 

Level 3: 
Manager 

Level 4: 
Director 

Competency A     

Competency B     

Competency C     

 
Between levels (say from Senior Associate to Manager), some or all of the following would change: 
 

● scope of what they’re responsible for 
● complexity of activities they are expected to handle 
● efficiency expectations/volume of work 
● level of independence they demonstrate 
● how much visibility or leadership they have inside/outside the organization 
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Think carefully about which dimensions matter for each role and for each competency. For instance, 
“efficiency” might be the big change for an Events Associate (“manages 6 events a year”) vs. a Senior Events 
Associate (“manages 12 large events a year”). Someone who is a manager might grow by increasing their 
scope (“manages 8 junior staff”) to (“manages entire department”), while someone who is in an individual 
contributor role such as a Policy Analyst might grow by increasing their visibility (“prepares talking points”) to 
(“is the go-to person for media”).  
 

Dimensions of Change in 
Skill Level 

Examples 

Scope “Individual contributor” vs. “Manages a team”  
“Responsible for US East fundraising” vs. “Responsible for all of US 
fundraising” 

Complexity “Manages typical clients” vs. “Manages high-stakes clients” 

Efficiency “Authors 10 briefs a year” vs. “Authors 20 briefs a year” 

Independence “Can develop campaign plans with strong manager support” vs. ”Can 
develop campaign plans independently” 

Visibility “Provides talking points to ED” vs. “Is our recognized expert and first port of 
call for media interviews” 

 
At TMC, we talk about “change in complexity” of type of clients handled or client situations handled as one of 
the markers of difference between levels for Coaches. 

Step 6: Set compensation bands  
Ideally, for each level, you should define a compensation band—for example, Level 2 may have a 
compensation band of $40,000-$55,000. Level 3 might have a band of $45,000-$70,000. Defining a 
compensation “band” vs. a specific number helps you be flexible with offers depending on a candidate’s 
experience—for instance, a Level 2 candidate with less experience might start at the lower end of the band, 
while another Level 3 candidate with three years of experience might start at $60,000. 
 

TMC Tip: Setting overlapping compensation bands across levels helps you remain flexible, 
competitive, and equitable as you source candidates through internal promotions and external 
hiring at each level. 

Step 7: Add examples to show the possible paths 
Provide a few examples that bring the key messages to life. Here are a couple to get you going: 

 
Galadriel started as an Associate on the Fundraising team at Org A and was promoted to Senior 
Associate in two years. She was then promoted to Director (individual contributor track) after three 
years, with responsibility for managing 12 top-tier donors. Galadriel left the organization to run the 
fundraising team at another organization for three years. She returned to Org A when the previous 
Senior Director of Fundraising left and the position opened up. 
 
Frodo joined Org A as Director of Policy Research on the manager track. He was responsible for 
managing three Policy Associates. Frodo had been in the role for two years when his partner found 
their dream job and they decided to move to the West Coast. The Director of Policy Research position 
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requires the person to be in the same office as the Policy Associates, so Frodo decided to make a 
lateral switch to an individual contributor role of Policy Research Specialist. 

Step 8: Use career pathways to inform your hiring rubrics and performance evaluations 
The rubber meets the road when you start using career pathways as a reference point for hiring rubrics and 
performance evaluations. You can use them to make hiring and promotion decisions and pressure test 
performance ratings. Some clients might prefer to assign weights to the different competencies (for example, 
relationship skills might be weighted at 30%, while resourcefulness is weighted at 10%). By referring to career 
pathways in your hiring and performance evaluations, you’re following through on the promise of transparency 
and clarity that a career pathways tool provides. 
  
(Don’t have a performance evaluation template or a hiring rubric? We’ve got you covered!) 

A Note on Process 
As you think through each step of building a career pathways tool for your organization, make sure you set 
aside ample time to include and seek the perspective of staff at all levels during the development process. You 
can do this through one-on-one interviews, focus groups or small group discussions, and surveys. Once you’ve 
created the tool, make sure you provide opportunities for staff to fully understand what it is and how it’ll be 
used in your organization.  
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 Part 3: Career Pathways Tool Examples 

Example 1: Sample Career Pathways Tool for Campaign Organizers 
Centaurus is a 75-person national non-profit that does advocacy and direct action on immigrant rights issues. 
Thirty employees (plus volunteers) are part of the Organizing team, where they run campaigns across the 
country on local and national immigration issues. Centaurus has four distinct organizing roles—from Organizer 
(an entry level, individual contributor role) to National Organizing Director (an executive role reporting to the 
Executive Director). 
 

 Level 1: 
Organizer 

Level 2: 
Lead Organizer 

Level 3: 
Regional 
Organizing 
Director 

Level 4: 
National 
Organizing Director 

Competency A: 
Relationship 
Building 

Excels at meeting 
with and building 
relationships with 
people from 
different 
backgrounds 

Excels at meeting 
with and building 
relationships with 
people from 
different 
backgrounds 

Is empathetic; 
Understands what a 
day-in-the-life of an 
organizer or lead 
organizer looks like 
and uses their 
knowledge to build 
deep trust with team 
members 

Able to build 
relationships at the 
highest levels of the 
organization; 
Effectively 
collaborates with the 
CEO and executive 
team on 
organizational 
strategy and 
execution 

Competency B: 
Capacity 
Building 

 Develops other 
people's skills 
through coaching, 
training, and 
feedback 

Can build, retain, 
and grow a strong 
organizing team; 
Proficient in all 
aspects of 
recruitment and 
hiring 

Can build, retain, 
and grow a strong 
leadership bench; 
Proficient in all 
aspects of 
recruitment and 
hiring 

Competency C: 
Racial Equity & 
Inclusion 
Competency 

Deeply believes 
that racial equity 
and social justice 
are important and 
acts on this belief 

Deeply believes that 
racial equity and 
social justice are 
important and acts 
on this belief 

Able to manage 
team with a racial 
equity and social 
justice lens; Works 
diligently to ensure 
that marginalized 
staff can thrive  

Able to manage 
team with a racial 
equity and social 
justice lens; Works 
diligently to ensure 
that marginalized 
staff can thrive; 
Works to make 
systems and 
structures within the 
organization more 
equitable 

 
Here's the full example.  
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Example 2: Sample Career Pathways Tool for Staff Attorneys 
The Delphinus Group is a 30-person non-profit that provides legal services to social justice organizations. 
Twenty of the 30 employees are staff attorneys that work in two key practice areas—Immigration and Wrongful 
Incarceration. 
 
A full two-thirds of the Delphinus Group staff are attorneys with varying levels of experience and job 
responsibilities, so the leaders of the Delphinus Group have decided to create a career pathways tool for staff 
attorneys. 
 
They have defined four role levels for staff attorneys—Level 1, 2A, 2B, and 3. Each level corresponds to a title. 
We consider this a “201 level” career pathway example because Delphinus defines multiple tracks—Levels 2A 
and 2B are equivalent, but people in those two roles do different things. 2A is an individual contributor while 2B 
is a manager.  

 
 
They have defined two roles at the same level (Level 2). One is called “Senior Staff Attorney (Expert Track)” 
and the other is called “Senior Staff Attorney (Management Track).” These two roles are meant to be peers. 
While some attorneys would like to move into management roles (i.e. change in scope) as they progress in 
their career, others define career progression as deepening their expertise. Delphinus leaders want to send a 
clear message that they need both types of people and that they are equally valued.  

 
Note that at Delphinus you can become Managing Attorney only after gaining experience in the Management 
Track. That is, you can get to Level 3 only from Level 2B and not directly from Level 2A. If you are in Level 2A 
and you want to eventually get to Level 3, you should first gain relevant management experience by moving 
into a Level 2B role. You could also achieve that management experience by moving out of the organization, 
working elsewhere, and “boomeranging” back to a Level 3 position. 
 
Here’s the full example. 
 

If you are defining “tracks,” clearly show which roles are considered equivalents by designating 
them with the same level number. This helps prevent staff from wondering, “Am I taking a step 
back by moving to this other role?” 

 
At TMC, both Coaches and Trainers can stay on as individual contributors—or, they can apply for any 
managerial roles that open up. Both Coach and Trainer roles are considered “destination” roles. 
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