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How to… Survive in the matrix 
he matrix is back. This is not 
a call to Neo to go and  
confront the agents again in 

the latest Wachowski brothers epic. 
The matrix organisation structure is 
back after some decline in 
popularity in favour of more 
hierarchical structures where there 
is easier communication and 
simplicity. It is back, along with its 
sister structure, the project based 
organisation, because it reflects the 
complexity of the business 
environment that demands 
organisations innovate faster and 
leverage their resources more 
effectively. But the matrix also 
brings frustrations and confusions 
caused by dual (and often multiple) 
reporting relationships.  

Matrix organisations do work, but 
they need to be well structured and 
managed. And the people in them 
need to know how to make them 
work. They improve the quality and 
speed of business decisions. They 
focus cross-functional expertise in 
responsive, customer facing 
groupings that reflect the fluid and 
complex environment in which the 
organisation operates. They cause 
frustration when people have not 
been adequately trained in the 
different ways of working needed, 
or when it has been implemented 
badly. Too often managers waste 
their energy in a fight for control in 
a structure where confusion and 
conflict is inherent. If those 
managing do not understand how to 
get results in the structure, there is 
little hope for the rest of the staff. 

There are six key strategies for 
survival in the matrix: 
1. FOCUS ON ORGANISATION 
GOALS 
Conflicts of role and responsibility 
need to be resolved by negotiation 
in the context of the organisation’s 

goals. Replace territorial fights over 
who’s in charge with collaborative 
working to best achieve the overall 
goal. 
2. KNOW YOUR STAKE-
HOLDERS 
Everyone seems to have an interest 
in the decision. This is only a 
problem if you have not identified 
the stakeholders and their interests. 
Ignoring their influence won’t make 
them go away, in fact it will 
probably intensify their interest. Be 
proactive – identify everyone who 
may have an interest in your project 
or objective, what their interest is, 
and their importance. Then draw up 
a strategic influence plan to build 
their support and make sure their 
interests are addressed in what you 
do. 
3. COLLABORATE DON’T 
COMPETE 
Collaboration does not come easy. 
Hierarchies lead to competitive and 
individualist  behaviour – 
competing for limited resources, 
fighting for control, individual 
performance targets and bonuses. 
Collaboration is not natural in this 
environment, and is often seen as a 
weakness and ‘soft’. The success of 
a matrix is based on a win:win 
approach which requires highly 
developed skills in listening, 
agreement building, collaboration, 
negotiation, strategic thinking, and 
self awareness. 
4. GET ON THE SAME 
WAVELENGTH 
Matrix working requires that you 
have skills in communicating 
effectively with people from 
different functions and cultures, and 
understand your impact on others. 
What do your matrix colleagues 
want? Do they like lots of detail, or 
are they happy with an overview? 
Do they like lots of contact or to be 

left on their own? We all have our 
different preferences – failure to 
adapt to others’ preferences means 
you can’t build a good relationship. 
5. SPEAK A NUMBER OF 
LANGUAGES 
Not literally - though if your matrix 
is international, this will help 
enormously! Learn how the people 
in your matrix like to communicate. 
Learn a range of different 
communication and influencing 
styles to deploy in the range of 
situations you face in the 
complexity. The greater the range of 
your and flexibility in your 
approach, the more people you will 
be able to influence. And at the 
same time you will build trust and 
relationship.  
6. INFLUENCE AND 
NEGOTIATE – DON’T 
PERSUADE 
There is no one right way in a 
matrix; if there is, then the situation 
is not complex enough for a matrix 
structure. With complexity come 
options. The matrix is no place to 
try to tell people what to do – this 
only leads to resistance, both active 
and passive, or a power struggle. 
You do not have the authority, so 
don’t try to use it. Instead, you need 
to grow your influence and 
negotiate mutually acceptable 
outcomes.  

 
References: 

Surviving the Matrix: The Déjà Vu 
Challenge by Marybeth Tahar, 
Interaction Assoc. San Francisco, CA 

Challenges and strategies of matrix 
organizations: top-level and mid-level 
managers' perspectives, by Laura Sue 
D'Annunzio, HR Planning magazine 

Cracking the matrix code, The Hay 
Group 

Getting Results Without Authority, 
Geof Cox, BookShaker 2010 

T 



CUTTINGS is edited and published by Geof Cox of New Directions Ltd.. The contents are the property of the publisher but may be used if 
the publisher is identified and if copies of such use are sent to the publisher.  

 

 
 

 
 
 
A bumper collection of thought 
provokers and quotations for the 
holiday season…  
 “You can't depend on your eyes 

when your imagination is out of 
focus.” Mark Twain 

 “Unlike physical progress, which 
is subject to natural restrictions, 
the qualities of the mind can be 
developed limitlessly.’ Dalai 
Lama 

  Barbara Frederickson from the 
University of North Carolina has 
research to support that our 
positive emotions can lead to 
better health and increase our 
resilience to adversity. This 
research is that a 3 to 1 ratio of 
positive to negative thoughts is 
the healthy balance that we need 
to see possibilities and to achieve 
more. 

 “It's not stress that kills us, it is 
our reaction to it.” Hans Selye 

 “Genius is spread throughout 
humankind somewhat like in a 
gold mine. The more you mine, 
the more metal you extract.”. 
Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot 

 “Doubts are more cruel than the 
worst of truths.” Molière 

 “The greatest mistake you can 
make in life is to be continually 
fearing you will make one.” 
Elbert Hubbard 

 “It was on my fifth birthday that 
Papa put his hand �on my shoulder 
and said, 'Remember, my son, �if 
you ever need a helping hand, 
�you'll find one at the end of your 
arm." ��Sam Levenson 

 “No one can make you feel 
inferior �without your consent.” �� 
Eleanor Roosevelt 

 “Keep away from people who try 
to belittle your ambitions. Small 
people always do that, but the 
really great make you feel that 
you, too, can become great.” 
Mark Twain 

 “Silence is golden when you can't 
think of �a good answer.” 
Muhammad Ali 

 “The world only exists in your 
eyes - your conception of it. You 
can make it as big or as small as 
you want to.” F. Scott Fitzgerald 

  “You just have to decide if 
you’re a Tigger or an Eeyore.” 
Randy Pausch 

 “From adversity we can learn the 
value of patience.” Dalai Lama 

 “Most people do not listen with 
the intent to understand; they 
listen with the intent to reply. 
They’re either speaking or 
preparing to speak. They’re 
filtering everything through their 
own paradigms, reading their 
autobiography into other 
people’s lives.” Stephen Covey 

 “When you reach the heart of 
life you shall find beauty in all 
things, even in the eyes that are 
blind to beauty.” Kahlil Gibran 

 “The only way to predict the 
future is to have the power to 
shape the future.” Eric Hoffer 

 “A successful individual typically 
sets his next goal somewhat but 
not too much above his last 
achievement. In this way he 
steadily raises his level of 
aspiration.” Kurt Lewin 

 “Anything that is of value in life 
only multiplies when it is given.” 
Deepak Chopra 

 “A happy life consists not in the 
absence, but in the mastery of 
hardships.”  Helen Keller 

 “f you're not part of the problem, 
you can't be part of the solution.” 
Bill Tolbert 

 “You can't fake caring. If you 
really understand why leaders 
fail, it's because they are unable 
to care.” Len Roberts 

 “A friend is a person with whom 
I may be sincere. Before him, I 
may think aloud.” Ralph Waldo 
Emerson 

 “Only those who will risk going 
too far can possibly find out how 
far one can go.” T.S. Eliot 

 “Many a truth has lain unnoticed 
for a long time, ignored simply 
because no one perceived its 
potential for becoming reality.” 
Albert Schweitzer 

  “To exist is to change, to change 
is to mature, to mature is to go on 
creating oneself endlessly.” 
Henri Bergson 

  “The best index to a person's 
character is �(a) how he treats 
people who can't do him any 
good, and �(b) how he treats 
people who can't fight back. �” 
Abigail van Buren 

 “Remember, today is the 
tomorrow you worried about 
yesterday.” Dale Carnegie 

  “The most beautiful things in the 
world cannot be seen or even 
touched, they must be felt with 
the heart.” �Helen Keller 

Gift ideas 
My website offers a couple of gift 
ideas for the managers in your life, 
and at a discount… 

Buy a copy of Getting 
Results Without 
Authority (RRP 
£12.00) for £10.00 
including p&p. 

Buy a copy of Getting Results 
Without Authority bundled with a 
copy of my previous book Ready-
Aim-Fire Problem Solving (RRP 
£16.00) at a special promotion price 
of £16.00 including p&p. 
Go to www.newdirections.uk.com 
and click on Shopping cart to place 
your order. 

2011 Public courses 
Dates for the 2011 public courses 

in Getting Results Without Authority 
are now published on my websites. 
They include a new location in 
Frankfurt, as well as the usual 
London and Brussels venues. 

Don’t forget that the course is 
also available in Australia through 
our partnership with Hargraves 
Institute. www.hargraves.com.au  
MORE INFORMATION 
Cuttings is published by New 
Directions and distributed through an 
international network of consultants 
and trainers who work together to 
learn, research, design and provide 
consulting and training in individual, 
management, and organisation 
development.  
On our website you will find 
downloadable copies of all past issues 
of Cuttings a discussion blog, articles 
and information on our network and 
services, plus links to our partners’ 
sites. 

--------------------------------- 
To discuss any ideas and to access the 
network, please call me direct: 

Geof Cox 
New Directions Ltd, 

26a Downleaze, Bristol BS9 1LZ, UK 
phone: +44 (0)117 968 1451 
mobile: +44 (0)7753 626284 
email: geofcox@newdirections.uk.com 
web: www.newdirections.uk.com 
www.gettingresultswithoutauthority.com 
         www.learningconsortium.eu 
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