The Return of the Matrix
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The relentless changes businesses face can pose a curly resourcing challenge: How best to staff the continual stream of projects undertaken in an enterprise? In anticipation of the ongoing demand for project professionals such as business analysts, testers and project managers, organizations often establish resource pools. Unfortunately, this can then give rise to familiar matrix management tensions that require delicate negotiation.
The advantage of a pool is that it helps avoid resource churn by providing ballast for the variable resource demands of projects. As a permanent base for practitioners, a pool offers trained and familiar resources to quickly fill a project’s resource needs. Practitioners then return to the pool, which may be alternatively termed a practice group or centre of excellence, at the end of their assignment. While a pool clearly offers benefits for professional development and knowledge transfer, the unvarnished truth is that pools are essentially an economic construct. 
A negative aspect of the pool is that roles and individuals can become commoditized with a manager responsible for identifying allocating an available resource to the project. Depending upon the size of the organization this essentially establishes a matrix structure between the projects and the pool managers responsible for the resources. Clearly, achieving a balance between the two, often conflicting perspectives is critically important when working in multi-project, enterprise environments – but it is not always easy. 
Matrix organizations are notorious for blurring lines of responsibility. And things can become decidedly tricky when such structures are adopted within an enterprise. With customer and supplier both within the one organization the pressure placed on projects to utilize available pool resources can lead to some interesting politics. Here are some situations which project managers need to be aware of when working in an organization that has one or more resource pool:

· Establishing the project team can require negotiation with one or more resource managers who might seek to  allocate available personnel to the project
· The assigned individuals may not be fully committed to the project for its entire duration and could be replaced if urgently required on another project
· Resources can wind up being shared across multiple projects requiring them to multi-task rather than giving any one project their full, undivided attention
· Resource utilization targets work against project productivity and efficiency especially where the pool operates as a profit centre
· Finally, in a worst case scenario, projects can be viewed as budgets to be plundered by powerful resource managers whose performance measures are only indirectly tied to project success.

These scenarios may paint a somewhat pessimistic view of an increasingly accepted PMO best practice but project managers need to be alert to the risks associated with resource pools. Well executed, the “return of the matrix” can offer a win-win for all parties with your project having a happy ending; poorly executed it can become a horror story. It would be interesting to hear of your own experiences and remedies for matrix organizations. Do share your thoughts on this topic and contribute to the discussion on the LinkedIn group.
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