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A manager sits down to write a performance review and discovers, mid-sentence, that she cannot say what
the job actually requires. There is a title, a salary band, and a job posting from three years ago that no
longer describes the work. So she does what most managers do: she evaluates the person against a
private, unwritten job description that exists only in her head — one the employee has never seen and the
next manager will not inherit. Every downstream people practice in that company is now running on a
foundation nobody can point to.

This is the least glamorous topic in people management, which is exactly why it is underrated. Goal setting,
feedback, coaching, calibration, promotion, and fair evaluation are all referential practices — they compare
a person's work to something. Job architecture is the something. This article covers fifty years of research
on what happens when the reference is missing, the distinction that makes "role clarity" measurable, and
why job analysis is the quiet foundation of legally defensible people decisions. It is part of Cadence's
People Science research pillar.

Key takeaways

1. Role ambiguity and role conflict have been formally defined and measured since Rizzo, House, and
Lirtzman's 1970 study in Administrative Science Quarterly — one of the most-cited papers in
organizational research, with over 3,500 citations recorded by Crossref. [!]

2. Jackson and Schuler's 1985 meta-analysis found role ambiguity and role conflict consistently
associated with lower job satisfaction, higher tension, and higher propensity to leave, establishing role
stress as a mainstream organizational variable. [2]

3. Tubre and Collins' larger follow-up meta-analysis found a negative relationship between role ambiguity
and job performance (corrected r = —.21), moderated by job type and rating source, and concluded role
ambiguity "ought not to be dismissed" as a performance variable. [3]

4. The same meta-analysis found role conflict's relationship with performance to be negligible (r ~ -.07) —
clear-but-competing demands hurt satisfaction more reliably than they hurt output. 2!
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5. Role clarity is not one thing: Sawyer's research separates goal clarity (knowing what outcomes are
expected) from process clarity (knowing how to go about the work), and the two can be measured and
managed independently. [4]

6. Systematic job/work analysis is the professional and regulatory foundation of defensible employment
decisions, per SIOP's Principles and the EEOC's Uniform Guidelines framework, with O*NET's content
model as the public reference vocabulary for describing work. [61 [71 [8]

7. Competency modeling done well — per Campion and colleagues' best-practice review — organizes the
behaviors, knowledge, skills, and abilities effective performance requires, and links them to the

organization's strategy so one architecture can support development, promotion, and career planning.
[9]

What is job architecture — and how is it different from an org chart?

An org chart tells you who reports to whom. Job architecture tells you what the jobs are: the job families,
the levels within them, the role definitions at each level, and the knowledge, skills, abilities, and behaviors
each role requires. The org chart answers "where does this person sit?" Job architecture answers "what
does this role demand, and what would growing beyond it look like?"

The public reference model here is ONET, the U.S. Department of Labor-sponsored occupational database,
whose content model describes work in terms of tasks, work activities, skills, knowledge, abilities, and
other worker characteristics. [¢! You do not have to adopt ONET's taxonomy to learn its lesson: work can
be described systematically, in a shared vocabulary, at a level of detail that supports real decisions. Most
organizations never do this. They accumulate titles the way old houses accumulate wiring — extension by
extension, until nobody knows which circuit feeds what.

The cost of not doing it is not abstract. It surfaces as three questions no one can answer: What is this
person actually supposed to be doing? What would "exceeding expectations" mean here? What is the next
role, and what is the gap? Every one of those questions is a coaching conversation, a calibration input, or a
promotion case waiting to fail for lack of a reference.

What does fifty years of research say role ambiguity costs?

Role ambiguity has a longer measurement pedigree than almost any construct in people management.
Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman formalized it in 1970: drawing on classical organization theory and role theory,
they argued that when the expectations of a role are unclear — what to do, how it will be judged, what
authority exists — people experience the gap as stress, cope by trial and error, and lose confidence in the
organization. Their role-ambiguity and role-conflict scales became the standard instruments for decades
of research; the paper has accumulated more than 3,500 citations in Crossref's index. [}

The distinction they drew still matters operationally. Role ambiguity is not knowing what is expected. Role
conflict is knowing exactly what is expected — by two parties whose expectations are incompatible. A new
hire with no onboarding has an ambiguity problem. An employee whose manager and dotted-line lead want
opposite things has a conflict problem. The interventions differ: ambiguity is fixed by definition and
communication; conflict is fixed by prioritization and organizational design.



Fifteen years later, Jackson and Schuler meta-analyzed the accumulated evidence and delivered both a
synthesis and a critique. Across roughly 200 studies, role ambiguity and role conflict were consistently
associated with lower job satisfaction, lower commitment, higher tension, and higher propensity to leave.
[21 The relationships with job performance, however, looked weak and inconsistent in their data — which for
years let skeptics file role clarity under "affects morale, not output."

Honestly, how big is the effect on performance?

This is where intellectual honesty matters, because the answer is "real, modest, and conditional" — not the
"clarity transforms performance" line a vendor might prefer.

Tubre and Collins reopened the performance question in 2000 with a substantially larger database than
Jackson and Schuler had available, plus better reliability information for correcting the estimates. Their
meta-analysis found a corrected correlation of approximately —.21 between role ambiguity and job
performance — people who don't know what the job is perform it measurably worse — with the strength of
the relationship moderated by job type and by who does the rating. Role conflict, by contrast, showed a
negligible relationship with performance (about —.07), consistent across job types and rating sources. Their
stated conclusion: role ambiguity "ought not to be dismissed as an unimportant variable in the job
performance domain." [3!

Read plainly: a correlation of —.21 is not a silver bullet, and no honest reading of this literature supports "fix
role clarity, watch performance soar." Three things make the finding matter more than its size suggests:

¢ Itis an unforced error. Unlike talent or market conditions, role ambiguity is almost entirely within
management's control. A modest effect you can eliminate cheaply is worth more than a large one you
can't touch.

o The affective costs are bigger and more consistent. The satisfaction, tension, and turnover-intent
relationships from Jackson and Schuler onward compound the performance effect over time —
ambiguity degrades the team before it degrades the output. [?]

¢ Clarity is a precondition for other validated practices. Goal-setting research is explicit that specific,
challenging goals outperform vague direction only when feedback and commitment are present [s1 _
and you cannot set a specific goal, or give task-relevant feedback, against a job nobody has defined.
The -.21 understates the value of clarity because most of that value is delivered through the practices
clarity enables.

What's the difference between goal clarity and process clarity?

Sawyer's contribution was to show that "role clarity" is two measurable things, not one. Goal clarity is
knowing what outcomes are expected — the targets, the priorities, how success is judged. Process clarity
is knowing how to go about the work — how to allocate time, what procedures apply, how the pieces of the
job fit together. His structural-equation work modeled their distinct antecedents and consequences: they
respond to different management behaviors and fail in different ways. [4]

The distinction is diagnostic gold for managers. An employee can have perfect goal clarity and no process
clarity — they know the quota but not how the organization expects them to pursue it. The reverse also



occurs: immaculate process documentation wrapped around no discernible outcome. Treating these as
one "clarity" problem produces the wrong fix; a goals workshop does nothing for a process-clarity gap, and
a process manual does nothing for a goal-clarity gap.

Hybrid work has widened both gaps. Microsoft's 2022 Work Trend Index found 81% of employees said it
was important for managers to help them prioritize their workload — while less than a third said their
managers had ever given them clear one-on-one guidance on it. ['°1 When the ambient clarity of an office
disappears, clarity has to be produced deliberately — written down, versioned, and revisited in the
management rhythm — or it does not exist.

How do you know if your organization has a role-clarity problem?

Role ambiguity rarely announces itself. It shows up as symptoms attributed to other causes. Signals worth
auditing, mapped to the research constructs above:

¢ Evaluations cite different criteria than the ones the employee heard. The classic ambiguity
signature from Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman: the person did not know how they would be judged. [ If
review-season surprises are common, expectations were invisible.

¢ Two managers describe the same role differently. Ask a manager and a skip-level to sketch a role's
top three accountabilities independently. Divergence means the "shared" standard is private.

¢ Goals restate the job title instead of outcomes. A goal like "own marketing operations" is goal
ambiguity wearing a goal's clothing — nothing specific enough to direct effort or support feedback. [

¢ Promotion cases argue from adjectives. "Ready for the next level" without a documented next-level
definition means the architecture stops one level above wherever anyone currently is.

¢ Matrix roles generate chronic escalation. Recurring escalations about whose priority wins are role
conflict, not ambiguity — clear but incompatible demands — and the fix is organizational design, not
another goal-setting workshop. [2]

¢ New hires take months to learn what the job "really" is. When the real role is transmitted by oral
tradition rather than by document, every departure destroys institutional definition and every arrival
rebuilds it from scratch.

None of these requires a survey instrument to detect; each is visible in artifacts an organization already

produces — reviews, goals, promotion packets, escalation threads. That is also why role clarity belongs

inside the management rhythm rather than in an annual HR project: the artifacts that reveal the gaps are
generated weekly.

Why is job analysis the legal-defensibility foundation?

There is a second, colder reason job architecture matters: it is what stands between your people decisions
and the claim that they were arbitrary.

The professional standard is explicit. SIOP's Principles for the Validation and Use of Personnel Selection
Procedures treats systematic job/work analysis — establishing what the work actually requires — as a
foundation for defensible employment decisions. [7 The regulatory frame points the same direction: under



the EEOC's Uniform Guidelines framework, selection procedures that disproportionately screen out
protected groups require validation, and validation means demonstrating that the procedure measures
something the job genuinely demands. [8! You cannot demonstrate job-relatedness without a documented
account of the job.

Two implications follow that most organizations under-appreciate:

1. "Selection procedure" is broader than hiring. Performance evaluations, promotion decisions, and
talent-review outcomes feed employment decisions, which places them inside the same defensibility
discipline. An evaluation against an undocumented, manager-specific mental model of the job is
difficult to defend precisely because there is nothing to point to.

2. Job analysis is the cheapest insurance in HR. The work of writing down what roles require — before a
dispute, not during one — converts "the manager felt" into "the role requires, and here is the
documented gap." That is the difference between a contested judgment call and an evidence-backed
decision.

What does competency modeling done well look like?

Job analysis describes jobs; competency modeling organizes what effective performance requires into a
usable architecture. Campion and colleagues' best-practice review defines competency models as
collections of the behaviors, knowledge, skills, abilities, and other characteristics needed for effective
performance in a job, and — critically — distinguishes good practice from the laminated-poster version:
effective models are tied to organizational strategy, use rigorous methods, distinguish top from typical
performance, are written in language managers actually use, and are deployed across HR systems
(development, selection, promotion, career planning) rather than filed. [

The failure mode is familiar to anyone who has seen a "competency framework" die: generic virtues
("drives results," "communicates effectively") copied across every role, at every level, connected to
nothing. Campion's practices point the other way — competencies should vary meaningfully by level,
describe observable behavior, and plug into the decisions the organization actually makes. A competency
model that never changes a development plan, a promotion case, or a coaching conversation is
documentation, not architecture.

Done well, the payoff is that one shared structure serves every referential practice at once: the same role
definition that anchors a job posting anchors the 1:1 coaching conversation, the goal tree, the promotion
packet, and the calibration discussion.

Why does everything else depend on this foundation?

Here is the argument this article exists to make: nearly every validated people practice is a comparison
against the job, and the comparison is only as good as the reference.

e Goal setting works through specific, challenging goals %1 — specificity requires knowing what the role
is accountable for.



¢ Feedback and coaching work when they are task-relevant — relevance is defined by the role's
requirements, not the manager's taste.

¢ Evaluation and calibration are defensible when they compare evidence to shared criteria — the criteria
live in the job architecture. (Cadence's 9-box talent calibration workflow, where these criteria will be
applied, is roadmap — Coming Q3; see the 9-Box Talent Calibration Guide for the practice itself.)

e Career development and internal mobility require a visible map of what the next role demands —
otherwise "growth" is a vibe negotiated manager by manager.

e Fair process — the organizational-justice foundation covered in the People Science hub — depends on
employees being judged against expectations they could actually see.

This is why we call job architecture the underrated foundation. It has no demo-day wow moment. It simply
determines whether every other practice is running against a shared, inspectable standard or against a
thousand private ones.

Where Cadence fits, with availability labeled per our evidence map: job-architecture CSV import is live
today — you can load your existing role structure into Cadence now. Versioned role definitions and
career maps are in preview — the architecture becomes a living, versioned reference rather than a static
document. Role recasting is roadmap — restructuring a role around a person when the fit is wrong but the
work still matters. Inside the management rhythm, the role definition surfaces where the comparisons
happen: in 1:1 preparation, in goal alignment, in evaluation context. The Al's job is to keep the reference in
front of the manager at the moment of the conversation — Al develops managers, not replaces them.

For a practitioner's build guide, see Job Architecture From Scratch.

The strongest objection: doesn't job architecture just calcify
bureaucracy?

Steelman the skeptic, because the objection is serious:

Real roles change faster than any architecture can. The job description is obsolete the week it's
approved; in a startup, it's obsolete before it's approved. Over-specified roles teach people to work
to the letter of the document — "not my job" as a system feature. And the research is hardly
overwhelming: —.21 with performance is a modest correlation from cross-sectional studies, and role
conflict barely registers at all. Aren't you building a cathedral on a footnote?

Honest responses:

1. The failure described is static architecture, not architecture. A job description written once and
filed is obsolete by design. The remedy is versioning — treating role definitions like living documents
with history, review triggers, and an owner — not abandoning definition altogether. "The map goes
stale" is an argument for updating maps, not for navigating without one. (This is exactly why Cadence
builds versioned role definitions — in preview — rather than a document locker.)
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2. Clarity is not prescription. Sawyer's goal/process distinction shows the resolution: you can hold goal
clarity high — outcomes, standards, evaluation criteria — while deliberately leaving process latitude for
judgment and adaptation. [4! Defining what a role is accountable for does not require scripting how the
person works.

3. The modest correlation is conceded — and is not the main argument. We reported —.21 and the
negligible conflict-performance link ourselves, because the meta-analysis says so. [3] The case for job
architecture does not rest on ambiguity-reduction as a direct performance lever; it rests on architecture
being the precondition for goal setting, coaching, calibration, and defensible evaluation to function at all
— plus the consistent affective costs [? and the legal-defensibility foundation 71 [8] neither of which
depends on the performance correlation.

4. "Not my job" is a real risk with a known countermeasure. Competency models that describe levels
of contribution and growth — rather than exhaustive duty lists — orient people toward the next level's
behaviors instead of the current level's minimums. [®1 Architecture that shows the path up is an engine
for ambition, not a ceiling.

What would change our mind: longitudinal evidence that organizations with well-maintained role
architecture see no advantage in evaluation quality, dispute outcomes, or internal mobility over
organizations without it. We have not seen that evidence; if it appears, this page will change.

What Cadence should not claim

Do not claim:
e "Cadence's job architecture improves performance by X%." (No Cadence customer outcome data
exists, and the underlying research shows a modest correlation, not a guaranteed lift.)

e "Role clarity is the biggest driver of job performance." (It is not; the meta-analytic effect is real but
modest.)

e "Cadence makes your evaluations legally defensible." (Documented job analysis is a foundation for
defensibility; no software makes a decision defensible by itself.)

e "Versioned role definitions and career maps are live." (They are preview. CSV import is live; role
recasting is roadmap; 9-box calibration is roadmap, Coming Q3.)

Safe to claim:

e Role ambiguity has a measured, replicated negative relationship with performance and a stronger one
with satisfaction and retention intent.

e Job analysis is the professional and regulatory foundation for defensible employment decisions.

e Cadence imports your job architecture today and is building the versioned, living reference layer on top
of it — labeled preview and roadmap accordingly.



How to cite this document

Suggested citation: Cadence, "Job Architecture and Role Clarity: The Underrated Foundation of
Everything Else" (2026). https://cadencehr.ai/resources/role-clarity-job-architecture

Methodology and provenance. This synthesis was drafted in July 2026 by Cadence as part of the People
Science research pillar. Sources were selected with a preference for the foundational primary study (Rizzo,
House & Lirtzman) and successive meta-analytic iterations (Jackson & Schuler; Tubre & Collins),
supplemented by construct-level research (Sawyer), professional and regulatory standards (SIOP, EEOC,
O*NET), and best-practice reviews (Campion et al.). Every citation below was verified to resolve to the
named source as of 2026-07-27; effect sizes are reported as published, without inflation, and correlational
findings are not restated as causal. Product claims are labeled with current availability (live / preview /
roadmap).

References
1. Rizzo, J. R., House, R. J., & Lirtzman, S. I. (1970). "Role Conflict and Ambiguity in Complex Organizations." Administrative
Science Quarterly, 15(2), 150-163. d0i:10.2307/2391486

2. Jackson, S. E., & Schuler, R. S. (1985). "A Meta-Analysis and Conceptual Critique of Research on Role Ambiguity and Role
Conflict in Work Settings." Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 36(1), 16—78. doi:10.1016/0749-
5978(85)90020-290020-2)

3. Tubre, T. C., & Collins, J. M. (2000). "Jackson and Schuler (1985) Revisited: A Meta-Analysis of the Relationships Between
Role Ambiguity, Role Conflict, and Job Performance." Journal of Management, 26(1), 155-169.
doi:10.1177/014920630002600104

4. Sawyer, J. E. (1992). "Goal and Process Clarity: Specification of Multiple Constructs of Role Ambiguity and a Structural
Equation Model of Their Antecedents and Consequences." Journal of Applied Psychology, 77(2), 130-142.
doi:10.1037/0021-9010.77.2.130

5. Locke, E. A., & Latham, G. P. (2002). "Building a Practically Useful Theory of Goal Setting and Task Motivation: A 35-Year
Odyssey." American Psychologist, 57(9), 705-717. doi:10.1037/0003-066X.57.9.705

6. ONET Resource Center, "The ONET Content Model." onetcenter.org/content.html

7. Society for Industrial and Organizational Psychology, Principles for the Validation and Use of Personnel Selection
Procedures, 5th ed., 2018. APA-hosted PDF

8. U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, "Employment Tests and Selection Procedures" (fact sheet on the Uniform
Guidelines on Employee Selection Procedures, 29 C.F.R. Part 1607). eeoc.gov

9. Campion, M. A., Fink, A. A., Ruggeberg, B. J., Carr, L., Phillips, G. M., & Odman, R. B. (2011). "Doing Competencies Well: Best
Practices in Competency Modeling." Personnel Psychology, 64, 225-262. doi:10.1111/j.1744-6570.2010.01207.x

10. Microsoft WorkLab, "Hybrid Work Is Just Work. Are We Doing It Wrong?" 2022 Work Trend Index Pulse Report.
microsoft.com/worklab

This is a research synthesis, not a Cadence customer-outcome claim. Module availability is labeled
because this page covers both live and roadmap concepts.

This article is part of Cadence's People Science research pillar.

See how Cadence turns people science into operating rhythm at cadencehr.ai/product, or check plans at
cadencehr.ai/pricing.


https://doi.org/10.2307/2391486
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(85
https://doi.org/10.1016/0749-5978(85
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920630002600104
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.77.2.130
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.57.9.705
https://www.onetcenter.org/content.html
https://www.apa.org/ed/accreditation/personnel-selection-procedures.pdf
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/employment-tests-and-selection-procedures
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.2010.01207.x
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/worklab/work-trend-index/hybrid-work-is-just-work
https://cadencehr.ai/resources/people-science
https://cadencehr.ai/product
https://cadencehr.ai/pricing

© 2026 Cadence. This document is a research synthesis, not a Cadence customer-outcome claim. Product availability is labeled per module at
the point of mention; roadmap capability is marked as such and is not sold as available today.



