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Making the Matrix Work 

This document is an introduction to the book Making the Matrix Work – how matrix managers 

engage people and cut through complexity by Kevan Hall, published by NB Books 

It will give an overview of the key themes of the book and some information on how 

organisations are applying the ideas to improve the way their people work together in this 

complex environment. 

You will find more information about Kevan Hall and his consulting and training organisation 

Global Integration who offer training programs, keynote speakers, consulting and other services 

on matrix management, virtual teams and global working at www.global-integration.com  

 

http://www.global-integration.com/
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Making the Matrix Work 

How matrix managers engage people and cut through complexity 

by Kevan Hall, 

Welcome to the matrix, where multiple bosses, competing goals, influence without 

authority and accountability without control are the norm. It is a world where skills, not 

structure, are the drivers of business and personal success. 

Most large organizations now operate some kind of matrix organization structure in 

order to serve global customers, coordinate international supply chains and run 

integrated internal systems and business functions. 

At its simplest a matrix reflects the reality that work no longer fits within the traditional 

“vertical" structures of function and geography. Today work is much more "horizontal"; it 

cuts across the traditional silos and even extends outside the organization to include 

suppliers, customers and other business partners.  

In a matrix we routinely work with colleagues from different functions, locations, 

business units and cultures in cross-functional and virtual teams. This type of matrix 

working is now everywhere and it requires different skills in leadership, cooperation 

and personal effectiveness.  

Most large organizations have reflected this new reality by introducing a matrix 

organization structure where we have formal reporting lines to more than one boss. 

This violates the traditional “unity of command” principle of organizations and formalizes 

shared accountabilities, competing priorities and a whole new level of complexity in the 

way people work together. 
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Why introduce a matrix? 

Matrix management is not the latest management and consulting fad, it has been 

around since the 1970s.  As soon as organizations have multiple locations, countries or 

business units that require coordination then some form of matrix evolves, even if only 

at group level. As organizations become more integrated and share systems, resources 

or talent then the matrix evolves deeper into the organization. 

Structure should always follow strategy. The four key advantages that organizations 

seek when introducing a matrix structure are. 

1. To break the silos - to increase cooperation and communication across the 

traditional vertical silos and to unlock resources and talent that are currently 

inaccessible to the rest of the organization.  

2. To deliver "horizontal work" more effectively – to serve global customers, 

manage supply chains that extend outside the organization and run integrated 

business regions, functions and processes.    
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3. To be able to respond more flexibly – to reflect the importance of both the global 

and the local, the business and the function in the structure and to respond 

quickly to changes in priorities. 

4.  To develop broader people capabilities – a matrix helps us develop individuals 

with broader perspectives and skills who can deliver value across the business 

and manage in a more complex and interconnected environment.  

 

The business logic is compelling, but introducing a matrix does mean a step up in 

complexity in the way people work together and many organizations have struggled to 

make it work. Some organizations even claim to have "abandoned the matrix” (though in 

reality they usually just move to a simpler form of matrix). The disadvantages they cite 

usually include. 

 

 Lack of accountability 

 Unclear goals and roles 

 Delays in decision-making (too many people getting involved) 

 Increase in bureaucracy (a proliferation of meetings and committees)  

 Increase in uncertainty and conflict  

Both the advantages and disadvantages of the matrix are fundamentally about people 

and the way they work together. Delivering the advantages and avoiding the 

disadvantages cannot be achieved through a structural change, only by building the 

skills and mindset necessary to cut through this complexity. 

A damaging preoccupation with structure 

Organizations seeking a structural solution to these problems can remain stuck in an 

endless cycle of reorganizations which not only fail to solve the problem, but make it 

worse by disrupting the networks and relationships that really get things done. 

In our work with over 50,000 people in 300 major multinationals in more than 40 

countries, we have learned that structure solves nothing. Much more important are 

the networks, communities, teams and groups that form within a matrix to get things 
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done. We believe that an excessive focus on structure has been positively damaging for 

the development of matrix management. Structural change is a blunt, slow and 

imprecise tool for forcing change.  

 It leads to the structure going too deep into organizations. A matrix structure 

usually only adds value for two or three senior to middle management layers in 

the organization. For the 85% or more of people who have purely local jobs 

(even in the most global organizations) the matrix is likely to cause unnecessary 

complexity. 

 It leads to endless reorganizations. Because we are looking for a structural 

solution to a problem that can only be solved through skills and ways of working, 

we keep tinkering with the structure hoping for success. 

 It leads to a lack of emphasis and under-investment in building the leadership, 

collaboration and individual skills that are really necessary to make the matrix 

work. 

 

Skilled people can make almost any structure succeed but even the most elegant 

structure will fail if people do not have the skills to make it work.  

Delivering strategy needs skills 

Effective organization change flows from strategy to structure to systems and skills. All 

four waves of change need to be completed and aligned in a successful matrix 

implementation. 

Once organizations are clear about their strategy they then focus on the formal 

structure and the high-level people moves necessary to make this happen. 

At the same time many organizations begin a necessary but expensive and time-

consuming journey toward common systems. A full-scale SAP, Oracle or Microsoft 

Business implementation can take several years and have a major organization-wide 

impact on business processes such as product lifecycles, customer relationship 

management (CRM), supply chain and human capital management.  



© Global Integration and Greystones Trust 2013                                                                           6 
 

In a large, global organization a full SAP implementation may take five years or more. 

Depending on the size of your business, and including company employee costs, such 

an implementation could cost tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars. 

But when we look at how we build the skills to cope with this higher level of complexity, 

many organizations do little beyond announcing the structure changes. Little thought is 

given initially to changing selection and promotion criteria, rewards, capabilities and 

training and development to reflect this increasingly complex environment. 

A successful matrix implementation requires the embedding of strategy, structure, 

systems and skills. A failure to successfully manage change in any of these four areas 

can lead to a failure of the overall implementation. Many organizations invest heavily in 

structure and systems and neglect skill development. When people find it difficult to 

operate the matrix they may blame the structure and reorganize again. 

A shift in power from structure to skills 

Because authority and power are shared between multiple bosses in a matrix, they 

become less effective as ways of getting things done. The individual with multiple 

bosses has to manage trade-offs and make decisions about where to invest their time 

and enthusiasm. Managers can feel they have lost the authority and control they had in 

the simpler, functional, single-manager structure of the past. 

Two common complaints from managers new to matrix working illustrate this concern; 

"how can I be accountable for something I do not control?" and "how can I get things 

done without authority?”  

I will introduce some tools and concepts for dealing with these challenges later, but for 

now let's think about the implications of these statements. Are these managers really 

saying that they cannot get things done without direct control and hierarchical authority? 

We call the people who raise these objections "matrix victims", their resistance is often 

rooted in a lack of confidence in their skills and capability to get things done without 

traditional control and authority.  
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In a modern organization, with skilled people, an overreliance on control and power can 

be counter-productive. It can create unwilling followership at best and is more likely to 

provoke disengagement, resentment and avoidance. A hierarchical and control based 

individual or corporate culture will really struggle to make the matrix work. 

During the implementation of a matrix organization, companies like IBM and Cisco 

reported losing around 20% of their managers through a combination of structural 

change and turnover of those who do not fit the new way of working. Most organizations 

see this turnover as an essential part of bringing about the necessary change in style 

and embedding matrix behaviors. If your leaders are over reliant on hierarchy and 

control, they may not be suitable for managing in the matrix. 

This shift in power from the structure of the past to the shared authority and more 

complex skills of the matrix does not go unopposed. Despite the reality that work has 

become more horizontal, many organizations have struggled to break the power of the 

traditional vertical silos. Traditional authority, control and power rested in the vertical 

functional and geographic silos and they still provide the career and progression route 

for most people. Powerful vertical managers may consciously or unconsciously resist 

the loss of power to horizontal processes and reporting lines. 

These challenges are, at heart, a problem of power and control which many 

organizations have tried to solve through structure - by introducing a matrix organization 

that gives equal weight to the horizontal and vertical. 

The employee engagement upside  

Whilst the move from structure to skills can be uncomfortable for managers, it can 

provide a significant upside in employee engagement. Employee engagement is critical 

in all organizations. High levels of engagement increase "discretionary effort," people 

are prepared to go the extra mile in the achievement of their goals. Engagement 

correlates with high levels of performance, retention and learning. 

The matrix often gets a bad press for increasing complexity and even conflict, but it also 

allows us to engage some powerful drivers of employee engagement.  
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I will show how matrix success requires that individuals take more ownership of their 

goals and roles; creates broader and more meaningful jobs, requires higher levels of 

trust, increases communication and networking and provides new opportunities for 

learning and development. A well-run matrix should enable higher levels of employee 

engagement. 

A poorly managed matrix, however, can create "matrix victims" who feel disempowered 

in the face of competing goals, lower levels of clarity, multiple bosses and a more 

complex working environment.  

Building the skills to pay the bills 

We cannot expect managers and individuals to be comfortable and effective in this new 

environment without giving them the skills to be successful.  

 Traditional management prioritizes clarity, predictability and control. In a matrix 

we need to be able to balance this with the ability to tolerate ambiguity, manage 

change and decentralize control.  

 Individuals have been used to clear goals and roles. In the matrix they need to 

take more ownership and leadership of their own activities and collaborate with a 

more diverse and distributed set of colleagues. 

People need an expanded toolkit to help them move from the hard to the soft, from the 

concrete to the ambiguous and back again depending on the situation. They need to be 

able to cut through complexity and engage others to get things done. 

In this book I will introduce some concepts, tools and examples to help in four critical 

areas of matrix leadership and matrix working. 

1. Leading people beyond the limits of clarity 

2. Streamlining cooperation - being connected, and effective 

3. Getting more control by giving it away 

4. Building the matrix mindset and skillset 
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Part 1. Leading people beyond the limits of clarity 

Traditional management emphasizes clear goals, roles and direction. What could be 

wrong with that?  

However, in a matrix we deliberately trade some clarity for increased flexibility. We need 

to balance competing goals and priorities and the balance today may be different to the 

correct balance tomorrow. 

We have worked with several organizations who have responded to the matrix with 

lengthy role definition and RACI analysis (a process for clarifying roles and job 

descriptions). At times this can be helpful, but it can also lead to an expectation that the 

new world is as clear as the old. In a more complex, flexible and fast changing 

environment, can we afford the kind of people who need their boxes to be tightly drawn 

and who want comprehensive job descriptions, or does this become an unrealistic 

expectation and an unnecessary constraint?  

People want clear goals but, when we have multiple bosses, we may be the only one in 

a position to fully understand our own role, priorities and constraints. SMART (specific, 

measurable, achievable, realistic and time-bounded) goals set in January may be too 

simplistic for a complex fast changing environment and may be out of date by February. 

As matrix managers we need to create sufficient clarity and alignment, and we will 

introduce some tools for doing this. At the same time we need to give people the ability 

to manage trade-offs, dilemmas and conflict as these become more likely in matrix 

working. If we could completely define and align goals and roles, we would not need a 

matrix; we could simply cascade our perfect view of the world down from the top. 

Employee engagement comes when individuals feel a sense of ownership for 

meaningful goals; not from rigid job descriptions and goals set by others. By giving 

people more freedom to shape their goals and role and higher levels of capability for 

dealing with ambiguity, we can build even higher levels of ownership, commitment and 

employee engagement. 
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Part 2. Streamlining cooperation - being connected, and effective 

As we have seen, one of the critical reasons for introducing a matrix is to increase 

cooperation and communication across the traditional silos. To encourage this 

companies regularly accompany a matrix implementation with some form of "one 

company" or "one team" initiative. 

But be careful what you wish for! Matrix implementations are often followed by an 

increase in the number of meetings, conference calls and e-mails and a slowdown in 

the speed of decision making. People become more connected to a wider range of 

colleagues and reporting lines and the risk is that all of these additional connections 

invite you to their meetings, copy you on their emails and involve themselves in your 

decision making. 

At the same time, the cost of cooperation increases sharply. Matrix teams can often 

involve high levels of travel and more diverse groups of colleagues. Coordinating diaries 

for meetings, conference calls and webinars can be a challenge, particularly across time 

zones. 

Normally, economics dictate that when the cost of something increases, the demand for 

it decreases. However, when we introduce a matrix, often both the cost and the amount 

of cooperation increase together – and companies rarely budget for these increases in 

travel, meetings and communication costs. 

Companies typically focus on increasing "teamwork", but in working with tens of 

thousands of managers in this environment we have learned that teamwork is not the 

only form of cooperation, and is, in fact, often the most complex and expensive way to 

organize cooperation within a matrix.  

There is tremendous value in understanding when it does not add value to be a team, 

this can speed up decision making and delivery and improve accountability and job 

satisfaction. 

Engaged people enjoy high-quality working relationships with their colleagues but they 

also value meaningful work. Nobody enjoys sitting in unnecessary meetings or wading 
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through irrelevant e-mails. By cutting out unnecessary cooperation we can create more 

time to focus on the critical relationships and areas of cooperation. 

We will look at four distinctly different ways of cooperating in the matrix; networks, 

communities, teams and groups. Each of these four modes of cooperation should be 

used for specific types of goals, each needs to be established, managed and engaged 

differently and should be supported by different types of communication technology.   

An understanding of these alternatives in cooperation will help you be both connected 

and effective. 

Part 3. Getting more control by giving it away. 

Managers new to the matrix can often find their trust and confidence in their people 

undermined. They are increasingly working with people they do not know well and over 

whom they do not have direct control. They become reliant on others for their success, 

and many managers find this uncomfortable. 

Our clients are leading multinationals and they rarely report a systemic problem with 

trust. However, there are many factors in matrix working that can subtly undermine trust 

and confidence; cultural differences and communicating through technology can cause 

misunderstandings, competing goals can cause conflicts and a lack of face-to-face time 

can delay the process of developing trust with new colleagues.  

Faced with this environment many managers, often without a conscious decision, tend 

to gradually increase control in an attempt to return to their comfort zone. They 

introduce more monitoring and reporting, they stay involved in more decisions and call 

more meetings and reviews. Many organizations experience an increase in central 

control in the period after introducing a matrix. 

Centralized control can be very dangerous in a matrix; it leads to high levels of 

escalation, which can cause delay, additional cost and dissatisfaction. It can also 

prevent the very flexibility that we seek in adopting the matrix.  
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Decentralized control is faster and more immediate to the situation. By giving away 

control to the point closest to the action and to the earliest point at which it can be 

exercised, we build engagement by demonstrating trust and enabling empowerment, 

and we gain better, faster control. 

Many organizations have promoted empowerment and decentralization for decades. In 

a global matrix we really have no choice, otherwise our leaders will have to make 

perfect decisions, understand all local cultures, priorities and situations and be available 

24/7 to deal with escalation and decisions. At best this will be slow and expensive; in 

reality it is unsustainable. 

Managers will not empower people they do not trust and trust is a critical component of 

employee engagement. Trust used to be a free by-product of proximity; we built, 

maintained and repaired trust over lunch and after work. Today we have to structure our 

activities and relationship building to generate trust quickly and to identify and deal with 

trust challenges in a complex, diverse and distributed world.  

Matrix managers need the skills to develop competent and confident people across 

barriers of distance, cultures, time zones and technology. They also need to find the 

right balance of trust and control and change it systematically to prevent inflexible 

central control and to allow people to grow.  

We need to give those managers who are concerned about their ability to deliver 

accountability without control and influence without authority the tools and skills to be 

effective in an environment where this is completely normal. 

Part 4. Building the matrix mindset and skillset 

Being successful in this complex working environment requires what we call the "matrix 

mindset."  

 

1. Active self-management – being a matrix manager (of yourself and others) 

not a matrix victim 
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2. Breadth – taking a perspective and sense of ownership that cuts across the 

silos 

3. Comfortable with ambiguity  

4. Adaptive – flexible and open to new ideas and ways of working 

5. Influencers who can establish and engage networks and do not depend on 

role or authority to get things done 

 

The development of this matrix mindset is intimately linked to the development of a 

matrix skillset. We have a saying in training, "If you are only trained to use a hammer, 

all of your problems look like nails."  

If leaders only have a traditional skill set that emphasizes, for example, teamwork and 

more communication as a solution to everything and insists on complete clarity of goals 

and roles; they may work very hard to introduce solutions that are counter-productive to 

developing the skills and engagement levels we need to make the matrix really work. 

Matrix management represents a significant increase in complexity from the 

management of traditional organizations and we need new skills adapted to this more 

complex reality. 

A matrix needs to be dynamic and fast changing and a formal structural response to 

change is usually too slow. Increasingly we will rely on behavioral flexibility and ways of 

working to cope with the speed of change we need.  

The matrix does bring higher levels of complexity and ambiguity but it also brings 

opportunity. By creating a sense of ownership, autonomy and personal development the 

matrix can create more interesting, fulfilling and engaging work. 

In order to grasp these opportunities we need to learn some new skills and ways of 

working, and to unlearn some of the traditional approaches that no longer work. 

We will start by looking at how we create clarity and alignment in the matrix, and what to 

do when we move beyond the limits of clarity into the world of trade-offs, dilemmas and 

conflict. 
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Making the Matrix Work continues with detailed chapters introducing ideas, tool and 

practical examples of how managers are making their matrix really work…. You can get 

your copy from major book sites and stores or, if you have any problems getting a copy, 

or you need bulk copies please contact us@global-integration.com   

How are organisations using the ideas from the book? 

The book is based on extensive consulting and training experience with hundreds of 

major organisations around the world so the ideas are already tried and tested.  

Global Integration offer consulting and training around the ideas in the book and from 

their 19 years of expertise in matrix management, virtual teams and global working.  

Some examples of how Global Integration supports leading organisations in this area 

include  

 Designing strategic communication sessions for organizations introducing a new 

organizational structure to help people fully understand the consequences of the 

new structure, to defuse misunderstandings and bring clarity to how people will 

work together in the future. 

 Providing keynote speakers for company and public conferences and events. 

 Providing matrix leadership, matrix team and matrix personal effectiveness 

training - either on an open enrolment basis for corporate universities and central 

learning and development functions, or to intact teams. 

 Supporting organization development specialists in fine tuning their matrix or 

other complex organization structure to make it easier for people to work in and 

head off some of the common pitfalls in a matrix implementation.  

 Working with senior leadership teams to define the behaviours and style of matrix 

they need to be successful. 

 Designing and delivering specific organization-wide interventions to solve specific 

matrix challenges such as cutting out unnecessary bureaucracy or speeding up 

decision making. 

mailto:us@global-integration.com
http://www.global-integration.com/matrix-management
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 Working with intact teams, projects and departments to build their matrix 

management capability and resolve specific challenges. 

 Offering webinars, video, podcast and other distance learning resources to help 

people build their matrix management capability. 

 Providing benchmarking surveys to see how your organization and teams 

compare with others and how they improve over time. 

Global Integration are deep content specialists in these areas with existing 

intellectual property and training modules in all the themes covered by the book and 

many others. We can quickly tailor a solution to your specific needs and challenges.  

We work worldwide with major multinationals from our hub locations in Europe, 

North America and Asia – you can talk to a specialist in your region. 

If you recognize some of the challenges in this summary and want to find out more, 

or contact us, please visit www.global-integration.com or join our social networks – 

"matrix management" group on LinkedIn or @GlobalInteg on Twitter 

http://www.global-integration.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/groups/Matrix-Management-2827035?gid=2827035&trk=hb_side_g
https://twitter.com/GlobalInteg

