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THE ARCHITECTURE OF
WORKIS COLLAPSING.

Most organizations are still building ladders
for an infrastructure that no longer exists.

Based on the research of
Jonathan H. Westover, PhD.




THE STRUCTURAL METAPHOR OF THE CAREER LADDER
IS DEAD, BUT THE INFRASTRUCTURE REMAINS INTACT.

THE STRUCTURAL GASLIGHTING GAP DIAGNOSTIC GAUGES
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SPAN OF CONTROL
EXPANSION

Average span of control
expanded from 8.2 to 12.1
direct reports (Gallup, 2025).

VERTICAL ASCENSION GAP //
CRITICAL FAILURE POINT

MANAGER TIME
ALLOCATION // IC WORK

Managers now allocate 46%
of their time to individual
contributor (IC) work rather

than leadership. , 9

' STRUCTURAL GASLIGHTING: Preparing employees for vertical progression
_while the actual work demands horizontal capability.
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- THREE TECTONIC FORCES HAVE RENDERED TRADITIONAL HIERARCHICAL |
APPROVAL CHAINS OPERATIONALLY UNTENABLE

{1. Al Capability: Automating supervision and ]

coordination tasks that previously justified
human management layers.

{ { kY
2. Cost Pressure: 3. Execution Speed:
Forcing the Customer and
elimination of strategic demands
organizational making
layers faster than multi-tiered approval
the actual work chains a fatal
can be operational
redesigned. bottleneck (Charan,
2025).
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MOST ORGANIZATIONS CONFLATE COST-DRIVEN DELAYERING
WITH GENUINE CAPABILITY-DRIVEN COMPRESSION.

()

COST-DRIVEN | CAPABILITY-DRIVEN
DELAYERING COMPRESSION "
: Work system redesign around
PRIMARY DRIVER Labor cost reduction technology (Thompson & Autor, 2024)
' The primary engine for
AI'S ROLE lgNQredionSeCoRKATY coordination and supervision
: High-leverage strategic
MANAGERIAL FOCUS Absorbing unmanaged IC work direction and coaching
DECISION VELOCITY Slows due to authority ambiguity | /\ccelerates through distributed
y guity decision rights
CAREER PROGRESSION Broken vertical ladders Horizontal capability expansion
[ FINANCIAL OUTCOME 8-12% productivity loss S”Sta"\‘,j‘:g"ee ‘g’:g\?ﬁﬂ'ty and
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Removing organizational layers without redesigning
work processes guarantees systemic failure

Decision Velocity Collapse Coordination Fragmentation Capability Deficits
> <
Authority ambiguity produces longer Middle management coordination work 64% of executives fail when promoted
decision cycles than clear hierarchical doesn’t disappear—it fragments into through multiple traditional passages
structures (Bruch & Menges, 2010). cross-functional meeting bloat. without corresponding development
support (Zenger Folkman, 2023).

Financial Impact: Average productivity decline of 8-12% in the year following

cost-driven restructuring (Cascio & Boudreau, 2017)
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Pillar 1: Redesign the supervision architecture by shifting

administrative coordination to artificial intelligence. Field Test:
Mastercard
2 (Boudreau & Cascio, 2017) ———>
Lol bbb v ool Deployed Al platform
4*— 1 + O —§ B for developer task
B Highly | Partially | Minimally - | assignment and
| Automatable Automatable Automatable progress tracking.
H (Al Domain) . (Hybrid Domain) (Human Domain) H e anaGe e
: : /—— (A : entirely to code quality
W i assessment and career
- = *{@f;w:’aﬁf:f,t»r"/.z?f/»%:;af - :
= \ ‘ - planning.
o[ ! 2 R__— - = b
—= i s 0
|| Highly Automatable Partially Automatable Minimally Automatable Key Results
— I
-| | Scheduling, task ' Performance data Strategic direction, - Span of control
“| | assignment, progress compilation, quantitative || complex tradeoffs, expanded from 9 to 14
=< :trlzlackir:g, resource . | assessment intg[[pe{§onal l - Time-to-promotion
-| 1+ allocation | motivation %
B 1 | Vi / accelerated by 23
- e ————f
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Pillar 2: Replace vertical title advancement
with horizontal capability expansion as the
primary measure of value.

Business Context Breadth

Ability to operate across consumer,
enterprise, or varying business units.

¥....__ (sullivan & Baruch, 2009)

Z Stakeholder Range

Ability to manage frontline,
executive, and external
partner ecosystems.

Functional Expertise X

Depth of technical or
operational skill.

[

Field Test:
T-Mobile

Abandoned traditional
promotion pathways for
a 3D contribution matrix.

Compensation is tied to
demonstrated capability
across new business
contexts, not VP titles.

Key Results

- High-performer tenure
increased by 31%

- Time-to-competence
for critical roles
dropped by 40%
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Pillar 3: Distribute decision authority based on
information proximity and frequency rathe

than hierarchical rank.

-I_ 't } :250‘
(Core Architecture Shifts, Aghion & Tirole, 1997) i <] fexet-
The Bottleneck X The Distributed Network
P g v / Decision
= @ \ ) 7 (\/@‘_}@\ { Authority

DA
e
ARA

[
!’MAD

N

7 @ N
Decision = / Decision
Authority & Authority

r Frdm Rank to Domain: Assign decision 5

~ rights based on technical expertise, allowing

ICs to make architectural decisions without

executive approval.

From Title to Frequency: Grant higher
- spending authority to individuals making
frequent operational decisions over
executives making occasional ones.

P
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Field Test:
Mayo Clinic

Shifted clinical authority
to the specialist closest to
the patient, regardless of
seniority.

Strategic decisions shifted
from permanent executive
committees to rotating
operational teams.

Key Results

- Administrative layers
reduced from 7 to 4

- Clinical decision speed
improved by 47%

]
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Pillar 4: Replace time-based progression with intensity-based ]
capability scaffolding for compressed leadership passages

The Passage Scaffolding Model (Petrie, 2014)

The Old Way (Sequential Progression)

Senior Leader

! ! | : |

Key Results

Year 1 Ye‘ar 2 Ye‘ar 3 Year 4 YeTar 5 YeTar 6 Ygar 7 YeTar 8 Ye‘ar 9
Senior Leader
The New Way (Intensity-Based Compression) Comprassed
Passage Intensity
Capability
Scaffolding
Duration difference
. s N [l | L L ]
Week 0 Week 6 Week 12
90 days
I

2. Simulation-Based Practice:
Safe sandbox environments for
managing through managers and
cross-functional conflict.

1. Structured Complexity Exposure:
90-day intensive exposure to the full
range of challenges spanning
multiple skipped levels.

3. Embedded Coaching:
Bi-weekly executive coaching
during the first six months of a
compressed transition.

Field Test:
Schneider =
Electric s

Replaced sequential
promotions with 90-day
passage acceleration
programs (P&L
reviews, simulated
peer leadership).

- Successfully
compressed two
CELES D REVES

- Maintained a 91%
promotion success
rate (up from 67%) -

—— >
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Pillar 5: Communicate the new structural reality explicitly to prevent
psychological contract violations and engagement collapse.

(Communication Imperatives, Elving, 2005)

o

L The Old Reality ~ =——

| Sy
14— CAPABILITY —p|
LATORAL MOVEMENY FLOW ! SInsT )

The New Reality ‘E

= : 2 ALF ;
Honesty in Design: Compensation Transparency:
* Explicitly state that the * Document exactly how pay
progression logic has scales advance based on
changed; do not just horizontal capability range
announce headcount rather than title changes.
reductions.
L 1 ]

" Success Spotlighting:

» Model the new behavior by
heavily promoting stories of
employees who advanced
through lateral, cross-
functional mastery.

Field Test: Unilever

Launched “Careers
Reimagined” campaign
comparing old vs. new
career logic before layer
reduction.

reported clear
understanding of
how to build careers,
compared to just 31%
in previous
uncommunicated
restructurings.
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Authentic architectural compression functions as a _
closed-loop system of capability, tools, and authority. =

. gy

o=

Al-Augmented | / || | Horizontal Talent =
Supervision *J| \3 2 \IL" Architecture :
(The Tools) @_ n; E—‘ (The People) -

Frees human capacity T\ , Repurposes freed capacity | —

from administrative drag. l toward cross-functional

value creation.

5%

(The Process) =

Ensures horizontally capable talent has the
power to execute without bottlenecks.

J Distributed Decision Authority

=0 & Synthesis Insight: Eliminating layers without aligning all three nodes creates the =
structural fraud of a compressed organization chart running uncompressed processes. =

||'|'|'|'|‘|'l|'|'|'|'|'|'|'|'|'I'|'|'|'I'||'|'|'|'|
Clnnovatlons



Treat architectural compression as a continuous capability
feedback loop, not a one-time rlestructuring event.

=

Step 1: Al Capability
Monitoring R
Track new supervision and

coordination automations.

0 1 3 (=) \ 0
Step 4: Rapid \ Step 2: Quarterly
—-+ Redesign Protocols . Role Audits —
Adjust decision rights without \ l Identify newly automatable
enterprise-wide initiatives. tasks across all role types.
(]} - 11

‘ Step 3: Work ,
Distribution Analytics ||

Measure actual time spent
' vs. formal role design.

1 0
Wil

WARNING: Less than 30% of employees using Al tools have received formal training on effective human-Al interaction
or output assessment (IBM, 2024). True capability requires building human-Al partnership skills (Jarrahi et al., 2023).
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Replace the motivational void of the lost career ladder
with purpose-driven contribution visibility.

=, {]

The Motivational Shift, Grant, 2008 "Field Test:
Kaiser Permanente

Redesigned administrative
work to include quarterly
clinical observation days
and monthly patient

- 4 outcome summaries.
AST X
{ @ ll ! (. )
= 28% increase in
From Hierarchical Meaning: To Contribution Meaning: engagement
“My work matters because of where | “My work matters because of the problems

sit in the structure.” it solves and the impact it creates.” * 41% faster
. administrative process
speed despite wider
~ spans of control

[Mission-aligned
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_ cross-functional projects] |

Ly

||'|'I'I'I'I'II'I'I'I'I‘|'|‘|'|'|'I'I'I'I'II'I’I'I'I
Cnnovatlons




poa ot et b baaaly TR T (I SRR | RTINS RO IR IRy pia il | st Bl | PO TRTET RN AT TS WS NN R

Audit your organizational architecture: Are you
1 managing a redesign, or disguised cost reduction?

Are managers spending 40% or more of their time on individual - —
contributor work to cover execution gaps? :

Have spans of control widened without the deployment of —
Al-augmented administrative coordination? :

Were layers eliminated without explicitly redistributing signing ML 3
authority and decision rights downward? v

Are employees still being evaluated and compensated primarily on
vertical progression readiness?

O

Do high performers frequently derail because they are pushed through
compressed passages without structured capability scaffolding? L

O

HiNjEIn.

The ladder is not dying slowly. It has already collapsed.

Ladder-era tools cannot manage post-ladder reality.
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