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By NICK SHREIBER and MIKE ROSENBERG

How to Make 
the Matrix Work 

ANSWERING TO MULTIPLE BOSSES

C onsider this scenario: John works 
for the multinational conglom-
erate, Acme Corporation, as the 
country managing director for the 

United Kingdom. In this role, he reports to 
the head of the Europe, Middle East and Af-
rica (EMEA) region. However, because Acme 
U.K. deploys a number of different product 
lines, John also has to report to the heads of 
the various product divisions located at the in-
ternational headquarters in Chicago. All these 
managers have a strong say and influence over 
John’s activities and responsibilities, as well as 
his priorities and performance.

For someone in John’s situation, the old  

adage that “no one can serve two masters” 
would seem to apply. Yet a matrix organization-
al structure like John’s need not result in dys-
function, provided that managers understand 
the strengths and weaknesses of this complex 
way of working, which for multinational con-
glomerates is increasingly the norm. 

Based on our experiences of matrix orga-
nizations, we identify five keys to successful 
matrix management: a strong and positive 
corporate culture; the right people in the right 
places; clear roles and responsibilities in deci-
sion processes; shared performance measures 
and rewards; and extraordinary communica-
tions. In this article, we analyze each of these 
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with the idea of having several reporting lines.
Those good experiences notwithstanding, 

too many companies continue to operate a 
matrix organization by the seat of their pants, 
without carrying out the deep work needed 
to make it function correctly. Frequently, top 
leaders don’t even acknowledge that they op-
erate within a matrix, sticking their heads in the 
sand, which only makes matters worse. 

As the globalization of markets continues 
apace, and as M&A activity drives ever greater 
complexity, the problems for multinational 
companies will be compounded unless they 
learn to do something about the matrix.

Matrix Organizations 
Are Here to Stay
Because the term “matrix organization” can be 
construed in a variety of ways, for the purposes 
of this article we describe a matrix as a form of 
organization in which different members of 
the senior management team have overlapping 
responsibilities. Executives may have a remit 
for a certain region like North America or Asia-
Pacific; others for a specific business group or 
product family, with global responsibilities. In 
either case, these executives will have overlap-
ping functional responsibilities for finance, HR 
or quality management. Additional dimensions 
may be global customer accountability or areas 
of practice. See Exhibit 1 for an illustration us-
ing the case of John and Acme.

From the point of view of middle manage-
ment and employees, certain field operatives 
will have at least two bosses. Since it is difficult 
for people to deal with the ambiguity of having 
multiple reporting lines, it is also customary to 
think of some of these lines as being primary 
and others secondary.

Think of the organizational chart as having 
solid and dotted lines. A solid-line relationship 
would be to the primary supervisor, and a dot-
ted-line relationship to one or more different 
bosses. In the example of John, he might report 
through a solid line to his EMEA boss and have 
dotted-line relationships to the bosses of vari-
ous product groups located at headquarters.

The important thing is to realize and accept 
that John does not only have responsibilities to-
ward his solid-line boss. He also has important 
responsibilities, sometimes even more impor-
tant than the geographical reporting line, to the 
respective heads of product groups. 

The normally accepted differentiation be-
tween solid-line and dotted-line relationships 
is that the solid-line boss is the person who 

keys, stressing how all five must work in concert 
if they are to enable the smooth functioning of a 
matrix organization.

The Problem That Never Went Away
During the 1980s, as multinational conglomer-
ates found themselves having to balance mul-
tiple product lines and geographies, matrix 
management became popular. Unfortunately, 
their attempts at matrix management failed 
as managers discovered that operating a ma-
trix organization was far more complex and 
required more finesse than the hierarchical 
forms they were used to. Many reverted to the 
old forms they knew best – but the need for a 
matrix did not go away.

During the 1990s, there was a general re-
focusing of product portfolios and a greater 
concentration on core competencies. Yet even 
after streamlining their portfolios, these inter-
national companies remained fairly complex 
beasts that did not respond easily to hierarchi-
cal, top-down management styles. They contin-
ued to be, in one form or another, matrices.

Happily, the years of trial and error with 
matrix organizations did yield some positive 
results. A number of international companies 
got the hang of how to operate in other than a 
hierarchical manner. Processes were developed 
and refined. Books were written. Above all,  
executives at all levels began to get comfortable 

Managing a multibusiness 
enterprise on a global scale 
brings a level of complexity 
that is virtually impossible to 
handle with a simple straight-
line, top-down hierarchy. A 
matrix offers a solution – yet it 
is tricky to manage. In a matrix 
organization, senior managers 
have overlapping responsibili-
ties, frequently answering to 
two bosses: one with a remit 
for a certain region, another for 
a business group or product 
family, with solid-line and 
dotted-line reporting relation-
ships to each. 

Based on the authors’ 
experiences of matrix organi-
zations, they identify five keys 
to successful matrix manage-

ment: a strong and positive 
corporate culture; the right 
people in the right places; clear 
roles and responsibilities in 
decision processes; shared 
performance measures and 
rewards; and extraordinary 
communications. 

This article analyzes each 
of these keys, stressing how 
all five must work in concert if 
they are to enable the smooth 
functioning of a matrix organi-
zation. As the globalization of 
markets continues apace, the 
need for matrix management 
will only intensify, demanding 
that leaders adopt the right 
mind-set and commit the time 
and effort required to make the 
matrix work.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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ACME CEO

Who’s the Boss? Managing in a Matrix
EXECUTIVES LIKE JOHN WILL HAVE OVERLAPPING REGIONAL 

AND FUNCTIONAL RESPONSIBILITIES, AND MULTIPLE REPORTING LINES.

EXHIBIT 1

North 
America
Region

A C M E  R E G I O N S

South 
America
Region

Asia
Pacific
Region

EMEA
Region

ACME UK
“John”

Other EMEA
Countries

Product
Division 1

Product
Division 2

Product
Division 3

makes the final determination of the managing 
director’s remuneration. As we will see, howev-
er, the opinion of the dotted-line boss(es) can, 
and should, carry a great deal of weight.

We believe that three related phenomena 
will ensure that matrix organizations, and the 
need for excellence in matrix management, are 
here to stay. 

THE CONTINUING GLOBALIZATION OF MARKETS. 
The trend that precipitated the need for ma-
trix management in the first place will only in-
tensify as companies pursue scale and growth: 
scale, to achieve economies in areas such as 
purchasing, manufacturing, administration 
and R&D; growth, as an overall catalyst for 
productivity, profitability and motivation. 
Corporations relentlessly pursue expansion 
in world markets – be it North America, Eu-
rope, Japan or the emerging economies of 
Eastern Europe, South America and Asia – 
simply to stay in the game.

GLOBAL LEVERAGE AS A SOURCE OF COMPETI-
TIVE ADVANTAGE. The second driver is the rec-
ognition that heads of global business units  

increasingly need to satisfy global customers, 
and they must lead organizations that have 
the size and complexity of stand-alone mul-
tibillion-dollar companies. If managed well, a 
matrix organization can deploy the expertise 
of these global product groups where needed 
and transfer best practices from one location to 
another in a highly effective manner. This can 
become a vital competitive advantage.

CENTRALIZATION. The third driver is the poten-
tial for centralized corporate functions, as well 
as the more recent phenomenon of shared ser-
vices, to generate enormous efficiency gains. 
Largely confined to the finance function during 
the ’80s, most corporate functions – from sup-
ply chains to HR to quality management – are 
candidates for centralization. Because these 
functions must be implemented by field opera-
tives, the result will be a matrix organization.

While many organizations might not use the M-
word due to some negative connotations from 
the past, we argue that any organization that 
has geographic unit heads, global managers of 
different businesses and functional managers 
with global responsibilities is, in fact, a matrix. 

Potential Problems
The issue, as mentioned before, is that many 
matrix organizations simply do not work very 
well, for the following reasons:

 
EXPENSIVE. A full matrix can be an expensive 
proposition unless the cost of duplicated posi-
tions (corporate vs. field) is offset by the ruth-
less pursuit of productivity enhancements that 
can be obtained from centralized functions.

UNWIELDY & SLOW. Furthermore, in the ab-
sence of proper processes to coordinate vari-
ous viewpoints and clear guidelines to make 
decisions, matrix organizations can become 
unwieldy and slow, requiring mind-numbing 
meetings and conversations to take into ac-
count competing agendas, different cultures 
and various locations. This sluggishness can 
be devastating: lethargic decision-making, 
unhurried responses to rapidly changing mar-
ket conditions and demotivation, among other 
consequences.

IGNORED IN EXTREMIS. Finally, in many instanc-
es, even when the matrix is used properly, it is 
adhered to during good times, such as during 
economic expansions, or in periods of stability 
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