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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
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