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Dotted line reporting relationships, project teams 
and cross-functional teams are the landscape of 
organizations today. The “matrix” organization, born 
out of a need for 1960s aerospace project teams to 
stay connected to projects as well as their “home 
base” engineering groups, is alive and well and 
sprouting up everywhere. Today even small, single-
country enterprises and not-for-profit organizations 
are utilizing matrix frameworks to deliver increasing-
ly complex products and solve increasingly complex 
problems. 

Matrix structures are intended to bring together dis-
parate parts of the organization to create solutions, 
products and decisions that meet the needs of the 
enterprise and its customer base, rather than serving 
just one part of the organization. Matrix managers, 
those who are at the center of these intersections 
between global businesses and local resources, 
between technical expertise and business units and 
across multiple functions, are the front lines to mak-
ing the potential of the intersections a reality. But 
they can feel more like labyrinths than intersections 
to those attempting to navigate them, especially 
when matrix structures pop up informally and aren’t 
managed in a purposeful way. 

When you have multiple bosses and/or a maze of 
resources (that you don’t have formal authority over) 
to work through to get things done, the game has 
changed, and traditional methods won’t necessarily 
bring you success. As leaders, we often fail matrix 
managers because we assume that working in these 
roles should be second-nature, and we don’t see the 
need to fill roles with people who have matrix-specif-
ic skills or provide the right support for them to suc-
ceed. In addition, we fail to anticipate the challenges 
inherent in matrix roles and the different approaches 
they require. 

A new book by Susan Z. Finerty, Master the Matrix: 7 
Essentials for Getting Things Done in Complex Organi-
zations, aims to arm people in what she calls “matrix 
roles” with a new set of tools to tackle the unique 
set of problems they encounter regularly in their 
organizations. The book is based on her surveys and 
interviews of over 100 experienced matrix practitio-
ners. It distills their years of insight working in matrix 
roles into straightforward approaches that anyone 
can learn and apply. 

Formal project matrix
Comprised of a project management office 
structure combined with a functional or 
business reporting structure. 

Cross-functional team matrix
Brings in multiple disciplines/departments 
to address specific and often short-term 
projects or issues. 

Reporting relationship matrix
Most often seen as an outgrowth of 
globalization—it involves reporting to 
multiple bosses across functions, 
businesses or geographies. 

Customer hub matrix
Involves teams dedicated to meeting 
internal or external customer needs across 
a product line or business, with a center 
of the hub coordinating resources. 

VIEW FROM THE TOP

A View from the Top: 
The Leader’s Role in Building Matrix Mastery
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Intuitively, we know that matrix roles need to exist—
the complexity of products, regulatory issues, econo-
mies of scale and globalization all call for dotted line 
reporting relationships, cross-functional teams and 
shared services. But we don’t often step back to de-
fine why these roles are necessary—we fail to ask the 
question or assume the answer is inherently obvious 
to those residing in the roles.

The first responsibility of leaders and leadership 
teams is to use matrix roles wisely. It is no longer a 
matter of being a matrix organization or not—it is 
all about finding the places in the organization that 
require or would benefit from a matrix role. The roles 
should be used strategically and with a clear intent. 
Both the people who serve in  and have expectations 
for these roles must understand why they exist.  

Questions to consider

What parts of the organization do 
we want to pull together through this 
role and what is the intended impact 
on the business? 

What obstacles might present 
themselves? 

What needs may conflict, and what is 
the overarching enterprise goal that 
serves as the tie-breaker?

Asking questions like those listed at right is the first 
step toward setting matrix roles up for success. Often 
these exploratory questions are replaced with our 
organizational obsession with rearranging boxes on 
organization charts. We put a lot of stock into shuffling 

and reshuffling the organizational deck, but attempt-
ing to remedy organizational problems by re-shuffling 
roles will not have the lasting impact of investments 
in culture change and skill-building. The architecture 
of a matrix is important—like a house built on a faulty 
foundation, no amount of individual skill or diligence 
will keep an illogical, nonsensical structure standing. 
But the fact is, although matrix structures start as 
boxes on paper, they rely on people to work. Where 
we often fail is in the work required to align how we 
get work done formally (our policies and processes) 
and informally (our culture and skills).

Six organizational obstacles stand in the way of suc-
cess in a matrix, and it is your job to clear this path by 
looking critically at the 6 P’s of your organization:

Pay
Incentive systems in organizations are a powerful 
pull. If that pull is not lined up with your direction, it 
is nearly impossible to change course. For example, if 
someone is incentivized to drive results for a solid-
line boss that conflict with those of their dotted-line 
boss (or vice versa), they will struggle to find success. 
Pay and reward systems must reflect the intent of the 
matrix.

Power and Politics
In some organizations, the culture is such that power 
is out of balance—business units have the voice and 
functions have no say, or there are fierce struggles 
for power between leaders at the top. Decisions may 
be centralized at the top, where nothing gets done 
without a title. To work, matrix organizations and 
roles must have some balance of power (though not 
necessarily 50/50), and decision-making rights must 
exist below the top floor. If not, efforts in a matrix 
role may be beset by minefields that are difficult to 
anticipate or recover from and that can reduce risk-
taking and initiative to near zero.

MASTER THE MATRIX

Setting matrix roles up for success 
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Process and Policy
When formal processes for sharing information, mak-
ing decisions or completing tasks are very hierarchical, 
requiring multiple layers of approval, or when cen-
tralization causes a bottleneck, matrix roles can break 
down. Operating in matrix roles requires both individ-
ual and organizational flexibility. An organization with 
matrix roles but hierarchical process and policy is like 
an orchestra conductor attempt to lead a jazz improv 
group—frustrating and constantly out of sync.  

Pedigree
Some organizations have widely held assumptions 
over who can influence decisions (which is an indis-
putable necessity for success in matrix roles). It may 
be a matter of experience. If you haven’t carried the 
bag—been a sales rep—then you’ll never influence 
the commercial side. If you’ve never worked in a 
plant, good luck influencing anyone in manufactur-
ing. If you haven’t worked in the industry, then your 
opinion is discounted. It may be where a person 
grew up, organizationally speaking—what business, 
function, etc. They may eventually hold influence, 
but it will take an extended period of time—and 

time is not necessarily on our side in matrix roles. 
Matrix managers need to be able to influence with-
out confronting organizational stereotypes.

Avoiding the barriers of the “6 Ps” makes success 
achievable in matrix roles, but by no means makes it 
easy. The matrix turns traditional assumptions about 
responsibility and authority upside-down. Lines that 
are clear in traditional hierarchies are blurred or even 
completely erased in matrix roles. When you report 
to two or more managers, how do you juggle their 
competing demands? When you lack the authority 
to implement a change on your own, how do you 
negotiate to get it done?

People in matrix roles need to be able to answer 
these questions and act on them; this is their reality. 
Matrix roles aren’t for everyone. Leaders must select 
for matrix mastery—look for comfort with ambiguity, 
initiative, and ability to influence and see the bigger 
picture— and also provide support to help employ-
ees develop these skills. Some matrix masters are 
born, but most are made through years of experi-
ence and trial and error.

VIEW FROM THE TOP

The Essentials of matrix mastery are a start to nam-
ing what it takes to achieve results in matrix roles. 
They can be applied in all types of matrix roles, and 
at all levels of an organization. The Essentials are not 
a specific set of instructions for how to succeed, but 
rather a strategy to gain traction in handing any set 
of issues.

Those at the top play an especially important role in 
setting the course for the first four essentials. If these 
essentials are absent at the executive level, don’t ex-
pect them to appear elsewhere in the organization.

Partnerships
Fractured partnerships at the executive level can 

You have to start with
PARTNERSHIPS

to
get...

All of this 
requires 
you to...

GOALS
ALIGNED

DECISIONS
MADE

ROLES
CLEAR

FLEX YOUR
INFLUENCE MUSCLE

TREAT MEETINGS
LIKE THEY MATTER

COMMUNICATE
WITHOUT ASSUMPTION

First, master your own matrix
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splinter the organization. Your partnerships are not 
your own—they set the tone for partnering between 
your team and other teams in the organization.

Goals
At organizational intersections, misalignments of 
goals and strategies are unavoidable—sometimes 
even intentional. For example—often a matrix role is 
in place to reconcile the goals of the local operation 
with those of headquarters. The matrix manager’s role 
is to bring these competing goals together to estab-
lish strategies that find the best of both worlds. With-
out leaders at the top who are artful in seeing conflict-
ing strategies and goals, and making the necessary 
trade-offs that go with this, matrix practitioners will 
not be able to do it further down in the organization.

Roles
Role clarity gets a lot of press in matrix discussion. 
However, often it is not clarity that is lacking, it is 
acceptance. People know who does what, they just 
don’t like it very much. When role acceptance is lack-
ing at the top, it cascades into the organization and 

can undermine matrix operations by creating tension 
and shadow processes.

Decision-making
In matrix roles, decisions tend to be complex, and 
there are high expectations for transparency and in-
clusion. How leaders at the top make and implement 
decisions and the decisions they choose to take on 
(versus delegate) can’t help but impact the “what” 
and “how” of decisions throughout the organization. 
In decision-making, like so many aspects of life, we 
tend to give what we get. If we are on the receiving 
end of decisions that are made exclusively, made at 
the wrong level or implemented poorly, we will do 
the same.

The executive level of an organization is both a micro-
cosm of the organization as a whole and a determi-
nant of the effectiveness of the matrix below. If you 
are having problems with the matrix that you manage, 
look to your own matrix to see what is working or 
not. This self-assessment will give you much greater 
insight into the issues arising in your teams.

Help them master their matrix
The complexity of organizational webs has grown 
rapidly, but most people working within a matrix, if 
they are even aware that they are in one, have little 
guidance on how to navigate it. A matrix represents 
a departure from the hierarchical structure of tra-
ditional organizations. But for the most part, when 
problems arise in matrix organizations, “traditional” 
solutions are the only tools applied to solve them.

Tackling the problems that arise in matrix roles with the 
strategies designed for traditional roles will limit rela-
tionships, narrow perspectives and result in unsophisti-
cated solutions. It can also unintentionally create politi-
cal rifts and disenfranchisement within an organization.

Here are five basics to helping employees succeed in 
matrix roles:

1. Manage expectations. Matrix roles are inherently 
ambiguous and require persistence to succeed. 
Prepare employees for these realities so that all their 
frustrations don’t turn into an indictment of the ma-
trix or themselves. It is the nature of the beast.

2. Provide clarity (on roles, goals, etc.) but be clear 
that managing ambiguity is the name of the game 
and key to their success.

3. When they get stuck in a matrix situation, help 
them get to the root cause. For instance, if they come 
to you with role clarity complaints, find the real is-
sue—which is often trust (“I need crystal clear roles 
because I don’t trust the other person”).

4. Don’t allow endless elevation. The ambiguity of 



matrix roles causes some people to throw up their 
hands and just elevate all issues and decisions to 
you. Set ground rules on what and when to elevate. 
Make it clear that they don’t have a blank check on 
this. One leader I worked with gives his team a “six 
shooter.” They have six bullets per year for elevation, 
and he advises that they hold at least a few until the 
4th quarter, because that’s usually when the scram-
ble starts and things need to get settled.

5. Be a good solid/dotted line boss. When you “share” 
an employee, get straight on when they should go 
to you versus the other person. Dotted and solid line 

definitions vary, but the illustration and ground rules 
included here are a good starting point for most.

It is time to change the conversation. Too much talk 
about the matrix involves complaints and criticism. 
The 7 Essentials provide a framework and language 
for discussing the matrix constructively. Combined 
with alignment of your organization’s formal way of 
doing things (processes, policies, procedures) and 
informal way of doing things (culture) the 7 Essen-
tials can set-up these complex roles and help organi-
zations move from “matrix-as-scapegoat” to realizing 
the true potential of these organizational structures.
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Learn to share: You do not “own” the employee; they 
are a shared resource.

Build the partnership: Without trust between the two 
managers, the connection will splinter and fall apart.

Get roles clear: Know why the matrix role is in place 
and define your role vis-à-vis the other manager, but 
remember that role clarity doesn’t replace trust.

Go slow to go fast: Include, involve, inform the other 
manager. It will help you pick up speed in the long run. 

Be tentative, assume best intent and be ready for 
trade-offs: Go into all situations with a tentative 
mindset—your first intention must be to understand. 
In order to ask the right questions and truly listen you 
also have to assume best intent.

Don’t put the employee in the middle: 
Engage the other manager directly when conflicts 
arise—don’t put the matrixed person in the middle 
to represent or defend a particular side.

Get out of your silo and up on the balcony: 
You need to constantly step up to see the goal, 
conflict, issue or decision at an enterprise level.

Pick your battles: Decide what to let go or tackle 
based on its true impact on the business, not your 
personal feelings. Willingness to be influenced 
also loosens things up for negotiating a conflict 
down the road.

A few basic ground rules of solid/dotted line reporting relationships

SOLID LINE MANAGER
supports the employee by:

DOTTED LINE MANAGER
supports the employee by:

Managers share 
responsibility for:

Directing day-to-day 
activities, helping to 
resolve local issues, 

make decisions.

Goal Setting 
Prioritization 

Performance Review 
Compensation 

Planning Promotions 
Career Planning

Connecting local plans, 
decisions, and issues 
to corporate standards, 
strategies, initiatives, 
goals.
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The Research

The research for Master the Matrix included 
surveys and interviews with over 100 matrix 
practitioners, from across a variety of industries. 
Subjects had an average of 10 years of experience 
working in a matrix environment. The four matrix 
roles were equally distributed among the respon-
dents. Although their specific roles and experi-
ences were unique, a number of common themes 
appeared in the data.

Key Findings

Top 5 Challenges:
1. Competing goals
2. Prioritization of work
3. Holding people accountable
4. Getting decisions made
5. Power struggles

Top 5 Key Skills Required:
1. Building relationships
2. Building trust
3. Deciding what is most important
4. Influencing without authority
5. Political savvy

Susan Z. Finerty, MA is the author of Master the 
Matrix:  7 Essentials for Getting Things Done in 
Complex Organizations.  She is the Principal 
Consultant of Finerty Consulting, a consultancy 
focused on organizational, team and individual 
effectiveness based in Chicago.

Master the Matrix:  7 Essentials for Getting Things 
Done in Complex Organizations can be pur-
chased on Amazon.com.

Download free resources and connect with other 
practitioners:

www.MasterTheMatrixBlog.com


