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(source)

https://safesitehq.com/osha-ladder-safety/


● Why this talk?

● Disclaimers

• Career ladders, job titles, and responsibilities are not standardized

• The talk is illustrated on software engineering

• The talk is generic with no Gen specifics

Before We Begin...
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● Programmer

● Software Developer

● Software Engineer

● Software Development Engineer (SDE)

Can You Spot the Difference?
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https://softwareengineering.stackexchange.com/a/182147/96619

(source)

https://softwareengineering.stackexchange.com/a/182147/96619
https://imgflip.com/memegenerator/274492652/There-is-no-difference


Introduction
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What Is a Career Ladder?
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https://www.levels.fyi/     https://progression.fyi/

https://www.levels.fyi/
https://progression.fyi/


● Engagement – career progression

● Clarity, especially for individual contributors (ICs)

● Encourage companies to become clearer in what they expect from people

● A tool for managers (performance management, individual development)

● Consistent and more transparent promotion handling

● Help with recruiting (hiring bar, apples-to-apples comparisons)

● Help with compensation ranges for HR

Why Do We Need Career Ladders?
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(source)

https://emojiterra.com/thinking-face/


An Example Career Ladder – "Starter Pack"
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An Example Career Ladder – People Management Track
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Petr Zemek: To Manage or Not To Manage? That Is the Question... – GDC 7 (2025-06-05)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpjLO0ckRZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpjLO0ckRZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpjLO0ckRZo


An Example Career Ladder – Technical Leadership Track
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Petr Zemek: Staff+ Engineering – GDC 6 (2025-01-29)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qw9fc6nosfc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qw9fc6nosfc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qw9fc6nosfc


Let's Dive In
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● Identification

• Titles (Senior Engineer)

• Numbers (L5 engineer, grade 8 engineer) – c.f. L2 manager

● Senior <blank> vs I/II/III

• Engineering Manager (EM) and Senior EM, Engineer I and Engineer II

● Internal vs external titles (job vs business titles)

• Senior Director vs Global Head of Platform Engineering

● Grade/level vs position

• Grade 10: Engineering Manager or Staff Engineer

● Position vs role

• Project Manager, Architect

● Beware: Job titles might not correspond to the actual position or may be inflated

● Beware: Same job title can mean different things

Fundamentals
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● How many levels there should be?

● Should compensation be directly tied to levels?

● Do level changes come with more responsibility?

● When should a person be promoted?

● Who should a person report to?

● Should people aim to get as high as possible?

● Which levels are considered “final” (so-called career positions)?

● What does “senior” mean?

● What are the responsibilities and expectations from different positions?

Common Questions
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● Option 1: Job descriptions

How To Specify Expectations on Positions
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https://studylib.net/doc/6824639/software-engineer

https://studylib.net/doc/6824639/software-engineer
https://studylib.net/doc/6824639/software-engineer
https://studylib.net/doc/6824639/software-engineer


● Option 2: Competency matrices / career path matrices (CPM)

How To Specify Expectations on Positions (Continued)
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https://dresscode.renttherunway.com/blog/ladder

https://dresscode.renttherunway.com/blog/ladder


● Option 3: Other

How To Specify Expectations on Positions (Continued)
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https://snowflake.medium.com/ (now defunct)

Example:

https://snowflake.medium.com/


Usually, the higher up you go:

● The broader your scope and area of impact are

● The more power you have to influence things

● The more responsibility you have

● The more strategically you have to think

● The higher your compensation package is

● The more you have to deal with people

● The more soft skills matter

● The more meetings you have

● The less hands-on work you do

● The fewer people on that position there are

● The more abstract the job descriptions are

What Lies Beyond
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(source)

https://co.pinterest.com/pin/man-climbing-up-a-mountain-motivation-and-inspiration-concept--729935052129045019/


● Team Lead

● Tech Lead

● Architect

● Product Manager

● Project Manager

● Program Manager

● Scrum master, Product owner

● Fellow

● C-level executive (CTO, CFO, ...)

● ...

Some Other Positions, Roles, and Names
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● What needs to happen for a promotion:

• You need to prove your worth

• There has to be a business need + opportunity

• There has to be a budget

● Moving into leadership/management is more a different job than a promotion

● You might not want to aim for a promotion

● Requirements/expectations are no a checklist

● Comparing yourself to others is tricky

● Expectations concerning the number of available positions

Managing Expectations
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Conclusion
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● My blog posts:

• My Career So Far (2023-12)

• Choosing a Software-Engineering Career Path (2022-04)

• Not All Developers Want to Be Managers, and That’s OK (2019-09)

● My talks:

• To Manage or Not To Manager at GDC7 (2025-06)

• Staff+ Engineering at GDC6 (2025-01)

• A Look at Software-Engineering Career Ladders (2021-04)

● And, of course, there is a myriad of available books, articles, videos, … ;-)

Related Reading and Watching
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ChatGPT: 'Generate an image suitable for 
a presentation slide titled "Related 
Reading and Watching"'

https://blog.petrzemek.net/2023/12/29/my-career-so-far/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2023/12/29/my-career-so-far/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2022/04/19/choosing-a-software-engineering-career-path/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2022/04/19/choosing-a-software-engineering-career-path/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2022/04/19/choosing-a-software-engineering-career-path/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2022/04/19/choosing-a-software-engineering-career-path/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2019/09/02/not-all-developers-want-to-be-managers-and-thats-ok/
https://blog.petrzemek.net/2019/09/02/not-all-developers-want-to-be-managers-and-thats-ok/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpjLO0ckRZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JpjLO0ckRZo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qw9fc6nosfc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qw9fc6nosfc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pa2_-6Ec5kU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pa2_-6Ec5kU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pa2_-6Ec5kU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pa2_-6Ec5kU


● General:

• Daniel Heller: Building a Career in Software (2020)

• Gergely Orosz: The Software Engineer's Guidebook (2023)

● Staff+ engineering:

• Tanya Reilly: The Staff Engineer's Path (2022)

• Will Larson: Staff Engineer: Leadership beyond the management track (2021)

● People management

• James Stainer: Become an Effective Software Engineering Manager (2020)

• Camile Fournier: The Manager's Path (2017)

Recommended Books
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https://www.amazon.com/Building-Career-Software-Comprehensive-Industry/dp/1484261461
https://www.amazon.com/Software-Engineers-Guidebook-Navigating-positions/dp/908338182X
https://www.oreilly.com/library/view/the-staff-engineers/9781098118723/
https://staffeng.com/book/
https://pragprog.com/titles/jsengman/become-an-effective-software-engineering-manager/
https://www.oreilly.com/library/view/the-managers-path/9781491973882/


● Career ladders, job titles, and responsibilities are not standardized, and there is a lot of confusion

● There are many reasons for having career ladders (engagement, clarity, development, hiring, …)

● Presented an example ladder with two tracks: People management and Technical leadership (Staff+ engineering)

● Explained common topics (identification, grade vs position, job title vs business title, position vs role, …)

● Covered common questions (how many levels, which are final, when to promote someone, …)

● There are two common ways of specifying requirements: Job descriptions and Competency matrices (CPM)

● The higher up you go on the ladder, the more differences there are

● You need to manage your own expectations (requirements for a promotion, higher levels are not for everyone, …)

● There are many different positions or roles available on top of the common ones (Tech Lead, PM, …)

● There are additional resources for you to read or watch if you want to learn more

Summary and Q&A
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