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What do these items have in common: dial-
up modem, slide projector, cassette player, 
rotary dial phone, floppy disk, boom box?

Well, if you guessed they all represent 
technologies that were popular in the 
1970’s and are no longer in widespread use 
today, you’d be right. 

Dual-reporting was also a new technology 
introduced in the 70's, created to 
deal with the problem of leaders and 
workers needing to work outside their 
vertical, siloed reporting relationships. 
Those relationships show up on the 
organizational chart, but in short, it’s a 
map of who reports to whom – who has 
authority over whom.

The problem of this vertically oriented 
management technology is that is doesn't 
provide a pathway for people to work 

across silo boundaries. Technically, if you 
wanted to work with someone in another 
group, you'd have to go up the chain of 
command until you got to a common boss 
and then scale back down until you got to 
the person you wanted to work with.

This was way too cumbersome and so 
a new idea was born. What if you could 
report to your vertical or functional leader 
and also to someone in another silo, 
someone who might be a business partner 
or an internal customer? For example, if 
I reported to IT but was leading a large 
project for the Marketing group, I could 
have two bosses, my IT leader as well as a 
Marketing leader.

This neat, new dual-reporting invention 
was also known as "matrix management."

Matrix Management is NOT Dual Reporting
—By Paula Martin, Chief Operating Officer, Matrix Management Institute

https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/matrix-structure/operationalizing-your-matrix
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Lots of organizations thought this was 
a great idea – a solution to a problem 
they were all facing, and so they gave it 
a go. And they tried. But by the 1980's, 
the experiment of dual-reporting, AKA 
matrix management was kaput - deemed 
a complete failure. It was tossed in the 
management technology junk pile.

But why? Did they lack the skills to make it 
work?

Actually, it didn't work because there is a 
fatal flaw in the whole idea that you can 
have two lines of authority in the first 
place.

If you Google the definition of authority, 
you get this, "the power or right to give 
orders, make decisions, and enforce 
obedience." So authority is the tool that 
leaders use to make decisions and 
delegate those decisions. Major problems 
occur in a dual-reporting situation when 
the decisions made by the authority 
figure are in conflict. Many times, the 

authority figures are in constant conflict 
with each other to begin with, and when 
one demands more attention, there's no 
mediator in the middle.

Therefore, the employee is stuck in the 
middle, constantly being pulled in different 
directions. These situations are common 
in dual reporting structures and don't 
serve the goals of the organization as a 
whole.

In fact, that's exactly what happened in the 
1970's and 1980's and so the whole idea 
was dropped.

But fast forward to 2017 and the obsolete, 
failed management technology, this 
dual reporting approach that is known 
as matrix management, has been 
resurrected. For approximately 10 years, 
companies have been reinstalling this 
technology into their organizations.

But why would they do that when the 
process was clearly a failure?
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The Need to Work Cross-
Functionally Is Still There
The ability to work cross-functionally is 
paramount to a company’s competitive 
advantage today. It’s much stronger than 
it was 30 years ago as companies now 
see themselves as more of a network 
of relationships than what the static org 
chart portrays.

So the need is real, but the dual reporting 
solution is still flawed. It’s like bringing 
back Betamax video tape - sure, you could 
still use it if you had an old Betamax video 
player, but why wouldn’t you go digital if 
you could?

The New Matrix 
Management
It’s time to upgrade to a new matrix 
management technology, something we 
call Matrix Management 2.0™. It’s still 

about working cross-functionally, but there 
are way better tools and techniques for 
making that happen than having someone 
reporting to two bosses or drawing lots of 
dotted lines on an organizational chart.

Don’t get me wrong, shifting to a truly 
horizontal or cross-functional way of 
working is not easy, which is probably one 
of the reasons dual reporting has had a 
resurrection. But for innovative leaders 
that really want to set their organizations 
up to succeed and be able to respond to 
changes in the environment quickly, to 
provide a base for a culture of innovation, 
for creating a collaborative culture of 
success, then the shift is the only way to 
achieve those results.

Innovative companies are already moving 
in this direction, so the question becomes, 
how long do you wait? How many failed 
restructures are you going to throw time 
and money at before you realize that isn’t 
going to solve your fundamental problem?

https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/blog/working-cross-functionally
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/about-matrix-management/matrix-management-2-0-operating-system
https://cta-service-cms2.hubspot.com/ctas/v2/public/cs/c/?cta_guid=b8deee26-6acd-4fed-b6df-7d313003e7df&placement_guid=6317feee-ca6c-47e9-8ae6-c9857f93ba7f&portal_id=2551862&redirect_url=APefjpHy-UuSOeyIYYEEtrYKJFo_S-5HVoTxjiSUuPp-9U1E2ydUDkbhbnqG-FTuoJCWADf9CcT6wI4O5lyxPxLFnv_Zo81pB1W_hHCYExfnpKSS_MssY9Fml8JEAtm8GEG5nnQy62LdLP4yY_f5ALA0zxljkj_u0JfSl6a7EdyoKWLoyX36gXnZ-f72ZtsiupCKMITy_A6q&hsutk=1cf49383d7ad2b094efc8f19ca009eaf&canon=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.matrixmanagementinstitute.com%2Fblog%2Fmatrix-management-is-not-dual-reporting&click=ced01dfa-105b-4963-93e7-668b9e9aa269&__hstc=143206122.1cf49383d7ad2b094efc8f19ca009eaf.1503068198082.1503068198082.1503068198082.1&__hssc=143206122.1.1503068198083&__hsfp=1869754836
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It Starts with the Leadership Team
What if your leadership team isn't ready for a big transformation and you're stuck with 
this dual reporting approach?

Not to worry - there are several things you can do to make it work better than it did in 
the 1980's. Some of the ways to improve organizational and individual functioning in 
spite of the old matrix management technology include:

1.	 Train people in how to work effectively in horizontal relationships such 
as between internal customers and suppliers, between team leaders and 
team members, between sponsors and project leaders. This requires 
a set of tools and skills for working more horizontally. People who are 
going to be effective navigating the rocky waters of dual reporting need 
to be more skilled in negotiating, influencing, collaborating, etc.

1.	 Introduce a new approach to accountability 
that doesn't depend on having authority or 
control and that leads to more collaboration 
between customers and suppliers and team 
members. We call this matrix accountability 
and it helps tie people together who report to 
different bosses.

1.	 Set up a cross-functional prioritization 
process. If you can set cross-functional 
priorities that all leaders have the 
accountability to support, you eliminate 
the tug of war that many direct reports 
experience.

There is a better way. The three suggestions listed above will help move your 
organization towards the new technology, even if senior leaders don’t quite understand 
what that new technology is just yet, and they will make your organization more fluid 
and less stressful.

The most important aspect is to identify training programs that start your organization 
in this direction. Dip your toes in the water. I think you’ll find that the water is much 
more refreshing than you might imagine.

Have questions? We’d be happy to talk with you about what this Matrix Management 
2.0™ technology can do for you.

Send us a Message! Or Give us a Call at (512) 900-5511

https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/training/matrix-leadership/leading-teams-matrix
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/training/matrix-leadership/matrix-accountability
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/training/matrix-leadership/matrix-management-base-camp
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/training/matrix-leadership/matrix-management-base-camp
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/contact
https://www.matrixmanagementinstitute.com/contact


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The material appearing in this website is for informational purposes only and is not legal advice. 
Transmission of this information is not intended to create, and receipt does not constitute, an 
attorney-client relationship. The information provided herein is intended only as general information 
which may or may not reflect the most current developments. Although these materials may be 
prepared by professionals, they should not be used as a substitute for professional services. If legal or 
other professional advice is required, the services of a professional should be sought. 

The opinions or viewpoints expressed herein do not necessarily reflect those of Lorman Education 
Services. All materials and content were prepared by persons and/or entities other than Lorman 
Education Services, and said other persons and/or entities are solely responsible for their content. 

Any links to other websites are not intended to be referrals or endorsements of these sites. The links 
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