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This book would not be possible without our many clients and
 training course participants around the world who have shared 
their ideas and challenges with us and pushed us to find practical 
and actionable solutions to their real problems. 
Thank you.
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Making the Matrix Work


Introduction to the Agile Remix




Combining matrix and agile methods into a new way of working


A lot has changed since publication of the first edition in 2013.


In 2013 we were seeing a wave of matrix organizations being introduced or tightened up, primarily to enable synergies and consistent global ways of operating. Change was often driven by the aftermath of the financial crash and cost savings were important.


Unsurprisingly, this was accompanied by a significant amount of centralization. Centralization is not caused by the matrix, though the matrix is often unfairly blamed for causing centralization.


In fact, the matrix is meant to be flexible and multidimensional. The whole point of the matrix is to give us the opportunity to constantly balance and rebalance the global and the local, the function, the business unit and the geography. If any one of these entities ‘wins’ the power struggle completely, then we no longer have a matrix.







From Centralization to Balance


Despite this, in many cases the early stage of a matrix implementation leads to more centralized global business units and functions, each introducing a lot of change intended to bolster their new role and authority. Sometimes this flows from a conscious decision to centralize; often it just happens organically.


By the late 2010s, organizations that had explicitly moved to a matrix to become more global and more integrated were seeing benefits in supply chain integration, less complex product portfolios, more focused global projects, and the transfer of learning across the traditional silos of function and geography.


However, in strategy and management there is no such thing as a free lunch. When you make a change, you take some benefits, and you pay some costs. The move to a more consistent and global way of working often led to a reduction in local flexibility. In most cases this was a deliberate choice – you cannot become more globally centralized and more locally flexible at the same time.


It was no surprise that many of the same organizations that operated the matrix in a centralized way became attracted by the idea of agility to restore flexibility, and we saw a significant rise in the adoption of agile working in the second half of the 2010s.


There is no evidence, however, that this replaced the need for the matrix. Organizations still need to be integrated and cost effective, and the rise of digital transformation meant that a more integrated business model and way of working were even more essential.


Digital processes are no respecters of the silos, and if you cannot operate laterally across the organization in a matrix you are unlikely to be able to sustain digital ways of working. Effective matrix management is therefore an essential precondition and enabler of digital transformation. A siloed culture and way of working can be digital’s worst enemy. The big trick, of course, is to be simultaneously integrated, connected and flexible – that is what this book is about.







A Rapid Change in the Nature of Collaboration


Then along came COVID-19, triggering a massive global experiment in new ways of working that proved that most knowledge work could be performed virtually, and that distance was not a significant factor in making many things work. It will take many years for the full implications of the move to virtual and hybrid working to become evident, but some things are already becoming clear:




	During the pandemic, virtual working increased siloed behaviour, with people putting more effort into maintaining the bonds within their teams at the expense of creating bridges to other parts of the organization. We will need a sustained effort to reconnect the organization across these new silos.


	As distance becomes less of a factor in getting things done, it starts to dismantle the geographic silos. This is already leading to new horizontal connections across international organizations and an increase in cross-cultural working. We expect it will lead to a resurgence in interest in global outsourcing and relocating work to lower-cost locations.


	COVID-19 has accelerated many organizations’ digital transformation efforts, in some cases by ten years or more. This requires the adoption of processes and ways of working and thinking that cut across the organization with little regard for traditional boundaries.


	As major economies start to exit from the pandemic into a period of high inflation, increased geopolitical risk and, in some areas, recession, the need to identify further synergies and cost-effectiveness will accelerate.


	Most major organizations are moving to a hybrid working model where people are in the office part of the time and working remotely for part of the time. This means that the practice of management and all the ‘soft’ skills involved will now be exercised in an environment where some people are physically present and others are joining virtually. This is going to have huge implications for communication, empowerment, meetings and other important leadership and management contexts.





In the past our clients saw a gradual evolution in the complexity of collaboration.
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Figure 0.1 The evolution of collaboration


It usually started with working in remote, virtual and hybrid teams as organizations became larger and created connections across locations.


Once distance is no longer the deciding factor, businesses become more integrated, and business processes, activities and virtual teams increasingly cut across traditional organizational boundaries. Internal siloes increasingly get in the way and a matrix becomes a logical next step.


As matrix organizations mature, they see the benefits of integration but often experience an increasing challenge in staying adaptable and flexible. They then develop an increased need for skills in agility and in digital ways of working.


For many of our clients, this has been an ongoing development over the last 20 years or more. If you were a manager in these organizations, you usually had the chance to learn at one level of complexity before progressing to the next. Today all these changes to ways of working can be happening at the same time. Many companies and the managers within them are becoming more virtual, hybrid, matrixed and agile all at the same time. It is a huge transformation and a significant upskilling challenge.




What are we transforming to? That is my first job to work out!


Newly appointed transformation manager, packaged goods, UK





These changes are also happening to a much wider range of types of organization. Companies are adopting the matrix much earlier in their life cycle, and we have been working on matrix management with everyone from the world’s largest commercial organization, Walmart, with 2.2 million employees through to start-up organizations with fewer than 100 people. While the scale is different, the people issues are remarkably consistent across scale, industries and cultures.


You may read occasional articles in the press about how a particular company has ‘abandoned the matrix’. We always investigate these and invariably find that, though they may have changed the power balance of various parts of the organization, they are still operating a multi-dimensional structure, just calling it something different.







What Changes Have We Made in the Second Edition?


There is nothing in the first edition that suggests that the matrix should be centralized, and in fact most of the tools and techniques are about empowering people further down the organization and map well onto agile principles.


In the second edition we wanted to reflect that the objectives of many organizations for operating a matrix have changed, away from purely becoming more global and more integrated, towards finding the right balance between this integration and local flexibility, and an understanding that this balance will change constantly over time.


We wanted to create a synthesis between the latest ideas in working with agility and the need for organizations to stay both connected and integrated.


We have also been concerned about the way that some organizations have introduced agile working in a way that creates more siloed behaviours, with autonomous agile teams focusing so strongly on their own goals that they are losing connection to the broader organization.


Finally, we wanted to bring some of the insights from agile and digital ways of working into the matrix manager’s toolkit, and vice versa.







The Essence of Agile


Our clients use the word ‘agile’ to describe a wide variety of things, from general flexibility through to the introduction of a formal Agile methodology.


General agility means having more flexibility, responsiveness, and an ability to respond faster to change. When we are talking about this, we will use a lowercase a – agile.


Agile methodology is a set of principles and tools originating in software development projects that are being widely adopted in other settings. This usually includes some or all the SCRUM project framework and tools. When we are commenting on specific techniques from the Agile methodology, we will us an uppercase A – Agile.


We think there are things to learn from both approaches and have borrowed freely from both strands of thought.


We do think that many organizations have focused too much on introducing the specific tools rather than on reinterpreting the principles for their specific context. This is something the pioneers of the Agile method were keen to stress – principles before tools.


Here are the key principles behind Agile:




	Customer-obsessed


	Shift focus from products to creating value for customers (internal and external)


	Adaptable


	Embrace unpredictability and adapt to the market


	Continual, quality delivery without overburdening the team


	Experimental: test and learn at speed


	Iterative fast development to increase speed to market and deliver what people want and need


	Transparent


	Clear, visual representation of progress


	Frequent communication, sharing current work and blockers


	Small, autonomous teams


	Minimize handoffs and hurdles


	Waste repellent


	Minimal viable bureaucracy.





In this book, when we talk about being customer-centric, it will mainly be from the perspective of internal customers, as we are focusing on the internal functioning of the organization.


However, the matrix may extend to include customers, suppliers and other stakeholders. Bringing the voice of the customer deeper into the organization is a terrific way of cutting through internal silos.


Kevan remembers this conversation between a major customer and a CEO when they saw that the next topic on their conference agenda was ‘Matrix Management’:




Customer: Oh, are you going to be talking about your organization structure next?


CEO: Yes.


Customer: Well, could I just say as a customer that I do not care one bit about your organization structure? Just focus on getting things done.





We could not agree more.


We have not tried to detail the impact of hybrid and remote working on each of these elements, as we dealt with that extensively in our recent book Leading Remote and Virtual Teams, and this would have made the content of the book unmanageably long. We do expect that the matrix will normally operate within a hybrid and remote environment, as this has been the reality for most of our clients for some time.


We have taken the opportunity to take out some of the chapters from the first edition – around managing difficult decisions, dealing with daily dilemmas and polarities, and coping with conflict – not because these topics are not relevant, but to keep the size of the book manageable while allowing us to introduce some new content that seems even more important to today’s matrix managers.


We have also removed a previous chapter on cooperating through technology, as a lot has changed in this area (we have also addressed this in Leading Remote and Virtual Teams).


This has made space to update the existing chapters with more on balancing connectedness with agility, and to add new chapters on creating alignment, coping with constant change, managing autonomous teams, and understanding the role of middle management in making the agile matrix work.


We are optimists on the value of applying many of the principles and tools from both matrix management and agile working. We have focused not only on Agile methodology, but also the broader literature and practice on increasing agility and flexibility.


At the same time, we are not zealots for the introduction of specific agile tools, methods or structures. The originators of Agile working were clear that they preferred the reinterpretation of principles for your reality rather than the mindless adoption of specific tools – we strongly agree. Please apply the insights in this book thoughtfully to your particular context. Run some experiments, and see what works in your world.


We hope this book will be a practical addition to the toolkit for those trying to create an organization that is both connected and flexible.


You can find out more about our training and how we inspire and enable people to succeed in complex organizations at www.global-integration.com


Good luck!


Kevan and Alan Hall







Introduction to the First Edition


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.


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 silos and even extends outside the organization to suppliers, customers, and other business partners.


Most large organizations now operate some kind of matrix organizational structure in order to serve global customers, coordinate international supply chains, and run integrated internal systems and business functions.


In a matrix, we routinely work with colleagues from different locations, business units, and cultures in cross-functional and virtual teams. Matrix working is now everywhere – and it requires different skills in leadership, cooperation, and personal effectiveness.
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Figure 0.2 From vertical to matrix working




Matrix Advantages and Disadvantages


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, some form of matrix evolves, even if only at group level. As organizations become more integrated and share systems, resources or talent, the matrix evolves so that it reaches deeper into the organization.


Structure should always follow strategy. The four key advantages that organizations seek when introducing a matrix structure are:




	
To break the silos: to increase cooperation and communication across traditional vertical silos and to unlock resources and talent that are currently inaccessible to the rest of the organization.


	
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.


	
To find the right balance of coordination and flexibility: to reflect the importance in the structure of both the global and the local, the geography, the business, and the function, and to respond with agility to changes in priorities.


	
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 with implementation. The disadvantages they cite 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


	A reduction in flexibility and agility.





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 alone, only by building the skills and mindset necessary to cut through the complexity.







A Damaging Preoccupation with Structure


Organizations that ignore skills and seek a structural solution on its own 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 training over 100,000 people in 400 major multinationals in more than 40 countries, we have learned that structural change does not solve everything, and that an excessive focus on structure has been positively damaging to the development of matrix management. Much more important are the networks, communities, teams, and groups that form within a matrix to get things done. Structural change is a blunt, slow, and imprecise tool for forcing change:




	It leads to the structure going too deep into the organization. A matrix structure usually only adds value for two or three senior to middle management layers. For the 85 per cent 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 different skills and ways of working, we keep tinkering with the structure in the vain hope of success. We are seeing this happen once again with the drive of many organizations to implement agile structures across their businesses in the hope it will embed flexibility.


	It leads to a lack of emphasis and underinvestment in building the leadership, collaboration, and individual skills that are vital to make the matrix work.


	It tends to reflect an obsession with power and control: who owns people and resources and who gets to make decisions. The tendency then is to try to solve problems through power rather than collaboration.





Skilled people can make almost any structure succeed, but even the most elegant structure will fail if the people within it do not have the skills and culture to make it work.







Delivering Strategy Requires Skills


Effective organizational change flows from strategy to structure to systems to 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 can then focus on the formal structure and the high-level people moves necessary to make their goals happen.


At the same time, many organizations begin a necessary but expensive and time-consuming journey towards 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 life cycles, customer relationship management (CRM), and supply chain and human capital management. In a large, global organization a full SAP implementation may take five years or more. Depending on the size of your business, and including employee costs, such an implementation could cost tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars.


Nevertheless, many organizations do little beyond announcing the structural changes, and fail to consider how to build the skills to cope with this higher level of complexity. Insufficient thought is given initially to changing criteria for selection and promotion, rewards, capabilities, and training and development to reflect the new environment.


A successful matrix implementation requires the embedding of strategy, structure, systems, and skills. A failure to manage change in any of these four areas can lead to a failure of the overall implementation.


In our experience, many organizations invest heavily in structure and systems and neglect the development of skills. When people find it difficult to operate the matrix, they may blame the structure and reorganize again, instead of realizing they lack the necessary skills.







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. Individuals with multiple bosses have to manage trade-offs and make decisions about where to invest their time and enthusiasm. Managers can feel as if 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 don’t control?’


	‘How can I get things done without authority?’





We will introduce some tools and concepts for dealing with these challenges later, but for now let us 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.


In a modern organization, with skilled people, an overreliance on control and power is usually counterproductive. It creates 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 a matrix work.


As digital transformation accelerates, organizations are realizing that, if we cannot manage work that cuts horizontally across the organization, then we cannot introduce and run truly digital processes. Digital is no respecter of organizational silos and is naturally horizontal. Matrix management capability is therefore an essential precursor to successful digital transformation


During the implementation of a matrix organization, companies such as IBM and Cisco reported losing around 20 per cent of their managers through a combination of structural change and turnover of those who did 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 behaviours. If your leaders are overreliant on hierarchy and control, they may not be suitable for managing in the matrix and in a digital future.


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 vertical silos. Traditionally, authority, control, and power rested in vertical functional and geographic silos; and they still provide the route for career progression for most people. Consciously or unconsciously, powerful vertical managers may resist the loss of power to horizontal processes and reporting lines.







The Employee Engagement Upside


While the move from structure to skills can be uncomfortable for managers, it can provide a significant upside in employee engagement, critical in all organizations. High levels of engagement increase ‘discretionary effort’, meaning that people are prepared to go the extra mile to achieve their goals. Greater engagement correlates with high levels of performance, retention, and learning.


Matrix structures often get a bad press for increasing complexity and even conflict, but they do allow us to engage some powerful drivers of employee engagement.


This book will show that matrix success requires individuals to 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.


The introduction of agile working with flatter structures, higher levels of autonomy, and increased work focus also tends to improve employee engagement. For example, McKinsey research highlights that employees ‘who have clear missions, are empowered, and are clearly focussed on customers’ as part of an agile transformation can have an increase of 20–30 basis points in employee engagement.


Both matrix management and agile working require higher levels of autonomy and self-direction, and therefore both have the potential to create more engaged ways of working.







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 they need 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.


In agile working we encourage higher levels of clarity on immediate deliverables and more iterative development loops to accelerate learning and to reduce risk.


In an agile matrix we need to find the balance between creating ‘good enough’ clarity and tolerating higher levels of ambiguity.


Individuals in a traditional siloed organization were used to clearer goals and roles. In a 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 require 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 we will introduce some concepts, tools, and examples to help in four critical areas of matrix leadership and agile matrix working:




	Leading people beyond the limits of clarity


	Streamlining cooperation: being both connected and flexible


	Getting more control by giving it away


	Building the agile matrix mindset and skillset.










Leading People beyond the Limits of Clarity


Traditional management emphasizes clear goals, roles, and direction. What could be wrong with that?


In a matrix, we deliberately trade some clarity for increased flexibility. We need to balance competing goals and priorities – and the balance required today may be different from the best balance for tomorrow.


We have worked with many organizations and teams that have responded to a matrix structure with lengthy role definitions and ARCI 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?


If you have introduced formal Agile methodology, you may have noticed that there are many role definitions, processes, and practices designed to create clarity in the relatively short term. However, agile teams and structures still exist within a dynamic matrix environment where we need to take into account the needs and perspectives of other teams, functions, geographies, and business units. Once we get above the level of the individual agile team, the complexity of the matrix resumes.


People want clear goals, but where an individual has multiple bosses, that individual may be the only person to have a full understanding of their role, priorities, and constraints. Goals set in January to be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bounded) may be too simplistic for a complex, fast-changing environment and may be out of date by February.


Matrix managers need to create sufficient clarity and alignment to be effective, and this book introduces tools for doing this. At the same time, we need to give people the ability to manage ambiguity as this 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.


Managers new to the matrix nearly always notice an increase in the need for alignment across the organization. We should not be surprised that this happens as we are explicitly trying to create more cooperation and communication horizontally across the traditional organizational silos. However, we do need to find ways to make this more effective, otherwise we can spend our whole week in alignment meetings. We will explore what alignment means and the limits to alignment in a large organization.


Employee engagement comes when individuals feel a sense of ownership of meaningful goals, not from rigid job descriptions and goals set by others. By giving people more freedom to shape their goals and their role as well as a greater capability for dealing with ambiguity, we can build even higher levels of ownership, commitment, and engagement.







Streamlining Cooperation – Being Connected and FLEXIBLE


As we have seen, one of the critical reasons for introducing a matrix is to increase cooperation and communication across 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 emails 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 these additional connections invite you to their meetings, copy you into their emails, and involve themselves in your decision making.


At the same time, the cost of cooperation increases sharply. Matrix teams can involve higher levels of travel and more diverse groups of colleagues. Coordinating diaries for face-to-face and virtual meetings and calls 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 in advance for these increases in travel, meetings, and communication costs.


In addition, companies typically focus on increasing ‘teamwork’, but 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 teamworking does not add value, as the alternatives can speed up decision making and delivery and improve accountability and job satisfaction.


In introducing agile working most organizations are experimenting with increased team autonomy. There are powerful benefits to giving teams autonomy and we will explore how we can do this. However, at the same time, no team operates in isolation, and we will explore the limits to autonomy in a connected organization.


People who are engaged in what they do enjoy high-quality working relationships with their colleagues, but they also value meaningful work. Nobody enjoys sitting in unnecessary meetings or wading through irrelevant emails. By cutting out unnecessary cooperation, we can create more time to focus on the critical relationships and areas of cooperation.


This book 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 the alternatives in cooperation will help us be both connected and effective.







Getting More Control by Giving It Away


Managers new to the matrix can often find that their trust and confidence in their people are undermined. They are increasingly working with people they do not know well and who they do not have direct control over. They become reliant on others for their success, which many managers find uncomfortable.


Global Integration’s 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 making a conscious decision, tend gradually to increase control in an attempt to return to their comfort zone. They introduce more monitoring and reporting, they stay involved in more decisions, and they 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 in the first place.


In the last 15 years we have observed that many matrix implementations have created more centralization. Sometimes this was deliberate, but often this was an accidental by-product of creating new reporting lines, entities, and structures.


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.


Agile iterative working, with its faster feedback loops and quicker connection to customers, has given powerful tools to teams to reduce risk and increase control, while at the same time accelerating innovation.


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, working in this way 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 need to structure our activities and relationship building to generate trust quickly and to identify and deal with challenges to trust in a complex, diverse, and distributed world.


During the COVID-19 lockdowns, millions of managers and individuals around the world received a crash course on the need to maintain trust and relationships while working remotely. At the time of writing, organizations are starting to return to a hybrid pattern where people spend some of the time working in an office and some of the time at home. An important part of the rationale for spending time in the office has become the need to maintain informal communication, relationships, and trust.


It is, of course, possible to build these things remotely; international and sales teams have done it for decades. Our own organization has operated ‘remote first’ for nearly 30 years with a distinct corporate culture and strong, trusting relationships. However, this is new for many managers.


Matrix managers need the skills to develop competent and confident people across barriers of distance, culture, 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.


When managers are concerned about their ability to deliver accountability without control and influence without authority, we need to give them tools and skills to be effective in an environment where this is completely normal.


We also need to find the right role for our middle managers in an agile matrix. Middle managers are crucial to making the matrix work but find themselves under pressure after nearly 50 years of delayering and undermining of their roles.


We want to recognize and celebrate their crucial role in the matrix and look at how we encourage more leadership behaviours to emerge at every level in the organization.







Building the Matrix Mindset and Skillset


Being successful in this complex working environment requires the ‘agile matrix mindset’:




	
Active self-management: being a matrix manager (of yourself and others), not a matrix victim


	
Breadth: taking a perspective and sense of ownership that cut across silos


	
Being comfortable with ambiguity: getting used to lower levels of clarity


	
Adaptability: being flexible and open to new ideas and ways of working


	
Influencers: who can establish and engage networks and do not depend on role or authority to get things done


	
Experimenters: treating everything as an opportunity to learn, connect with their customers, and evolve


	
Customer-centric: focused on creating value for internal and external customers.





The development of this agile matrix mindset is intimately linked to the development of the agile and matrix skillset. There is a saying in training that ‘If you are only trained to use a hammer, all your problems look like nails.’ If leaders only have a traditional skillset 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 hard to introduce solutions that are in fact counterproductive to developing the skills and engagement levels they need to make the matrix work.


Matrix management represents a significant increase in complexity over the management of traditional organizations, and new skills are required that are adapted to this more complex reality.


A matrix needs to be dynamic, flexible, and fast changing, and a formal structural response to change is usually too slow. In the future we will increasingly rely on behavioural flexibility and new ways of working to cope with the speed of change we require.


A matrix does bring higher levels of complexity and ambiguity, but it also brings opportunity. By creating a sense of ownership, autonomy, and personal development, a matrix can create more interesting, fulfilling, and engaging work.


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.






PART I

Clarity

An organization sets up a matrix because it needs to be good at multiple things at the same time: the global and the local, the function and the business unit. Each of these competes for time, attention, and resources, and the balance changes regularly.

The matrix is a deliberate choice to sacrifice some clarity for increased flexibility. In this part we introduce tools and ideas to help individuals manage successively higher levels of ambiguity – from things that can be made clear to managing dilemmas and conflict.

CHAPTER 1 Trading Clarity for Flexibility – The View from the Middle

CHAPTER 2 Islands of Clarity – Dealing with Competing Goals

CHAPTER 3 Owning Your Role – Clarifying Roles and Decision Rights

CHAPTER 4 Is Alignment the Enemy of Agility?

CHAPTER 5 Leading Never-ending Change


Chapter 1

Trading Clarity for Flexibility

The View from the Middle

We need clarity in organizations so that we know what we are supposed to be doing and who is supposed to be doing it. We need flexibility to be able to cope with change and complexity.

We set up a matrix organization because we need simultaneously to be good at different things that compete for our time, attention and money – the local and the global, the function and the business unit, the product and the market. A matrix structure reflects the requirement for balancing both, not just choosing one or the other.

Clarity on goals, priorities, and roles is important to employee engagement, but achieving clarity in these areas is always going to be a dynamic process in a fast-changing environment with multiple reporting lines. The balance that gives the right answer today may not be the right answer tomorrow.

If we could create complete clarity and alignment, we would not need a matrix; we could simply publish our objectives and cascade them from the top down.

In this chapter, we will see that the issue of clarity looks very different from the top, the middle, and the bottom of the matrix. We will identify the importance of the ‘matrixed middle’ and how different perceptions can undermine trust in management. The chapter covers:


	Clarity on WHAT we should be doing

	Clarity on HOW we should be doing it

	Clarifying the what and the how – life for the matrixed middle

	How different perceptions can undermine trust.




Clarity on WHAT We Should Be Doing


The view from the top

Senior leaders spend a great deal of time discussing the ‘what’ – the goals of the organization. For them, the strategy is clear. They spend months developing the ideas and discussing the options, usually through some form of strategic planning process. They also tend to know each other quite well and have longstanding relationships and networks that allow them to manage conflicts and produce a broad agreement on what needs to be done.

Senior leaders often think that goals are ‘clear enough’ because they are used to operating in an environment where strategic goals may not always be completely clear. These leaders are accustomed to more ambiguous roles and have a high level of personal and positional power that they can use to get things done.

Because they are comfortable with this kind of environment, senior leaders often underestimate the impact further down the matrix when they expose people to this more ambiguous and flexible world. They can even be frustrated by matrixed middle managers asking for more clarity.


Frankly, I am sick and tired of hearing that you are not clear about priorities. I have told you a dozen times what the strategy is! We published it, we have had town hall meetings, and we have answered your questions. It is clear! You are experienced people, and I expect you to get on with it and stop complaining.

CEO, global banking, in response to question from one of his middle managers, UK



If you are right at the top of a matrix organization, then the matrix structure does not really change things that much for you. You are still the boss, and everyone still reports to you! Because of this, senior leaders can underestimate the impact of the matrix on other members of the organization, which can cause problems of perception both ways.




The view from the shop floor

By the time we communicate detailed goals to people in operational roles, we need to make sure that clarity is high or there will be chaos when implementing the plans in manufacturing, retail, and other more structured environments.

At this level, goals should be tangible and measurable. The strategic choices have been made; this is about execution.




The view from the matrixed middle

Managers in the matrixed middle will have competing goals, priorities, and demands on their time.


I agree that my goals are clear. I have a very clear set of goals from my business unit – for example, I know that it is essential to recruit three senior people as quickly as possible to support this year’s business plan.

I also have a very clear set of goals from my HR functional line – one of them is to reduce the cost of recruitment. Both are clear, but they are not aligned. The fastest way to recruit would be to use an executive search firm, but that would be the most expensive. So, which set of clear goals should I give priority to?

HR business partner, financial services, Singapore
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