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Introduction 

 
What is it that has otherwise well-organized companies implement two, three or even more 
timesheet systems at the same time?  What would prompt otherwise rational people to 
supporting multiple entry of a chore that no one looks forward to at the end of the week? 
 
The issue of time collection is a highly topical.  Collection of time and attendance records goes 
back to ancient times but in todayôs faster-moving, more challenging economy, time and 
attendance records are insufficient to manage the organization.  Knowing when people worked 
is obviously important but today, knowing what they worked on is essential to good 
governance.   
 
When locating a timesheet that not only tracks activity-based labor but also supports a matrix 
organizational structure, the challenge intensifies. 
 
Matrix organizations inherently create a conflict of incentives.  One direction pulls the 
organization to support the organizational structure; to support those who get things done.  
The other direction pulls the organization towards the work breakdown structure; to promote 
getting things done.  This popular organizational style makes finding a timesheet that can 
support both axes of the matrix from the same timesheet system a challenge we call the ñThe 
Matrix Timesheet Approval Dilemmaò. 
 
Over the next few pages, weôll discuss this dilemma and show you how HMS Softwareôs 
TimeControl can help you can solve it. 
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Getting back to basics 

 
Why bother with a timesheet system at all?  There are several good reasons to automate 
timekeeping: 
 
Eliminate errors 

With manual timekeeping systems, the opportunity to introduce inaccurate data is enormous.  
Users can easily mistype information or not look up correct codes or not have the timesheet 
add up properly or simply enter work as ñmiscellaneousò.  All of this increases work 
downstream when data must be reconciled in Finance, Human Resources, Project 
Management and for management metrics. 
 
Improve management reaction time 
With timesheet data entered directly into an automated system, 
turning data into reports, dashboards or links to move the data into 
other organizational systems becomes much easier and much, 
much faster.  One of the biggest attractions of automating the 
timekeeping environment for project managers is access to labor 
actuals in a more timely fashion. 
 
Reduce workload 

With an automated system, controls can be created to trap 
typographical errors, validate business rules and reduce other 
inaccuracies in the timesheet while it is being completed.  Also, 
when data is entered by the person doing the work, there is no 
need to re-key a manual timesheet into the computerized system. 
   
Ensure that hours are not lost 
In any manual timesheet system, it is difficult and costly to establish checks and balances to 
ensure that billing data is all captured completely and accurately.  An automated timesheet can 
provide reports that compare expected billings with actual billings and identify any un-billed 
hours for scrutiny by the billing department. 
 
Provide the ñactualò element of variance reporting 
Project-oriented systems often provide some type of variance report.  This kind of report shows 
the actual progress to-date against the original plan.  While the planned progress is usually 
maintained in the project system, the actuals must come from somewhere.  Automating the 
timekeeping environment provides the project system with the progressed element of the 
budget vs. actual report. 
 
Improve auditability and transparency of timesheet data 

In todayôs world of increased scrutiny, good governance and governmental controls, an 
automated system can enable an organization to more easily comply with auditability 
standards required by government programs such as the DCAA, European Work Rules, 
FMLA, Sarbanes Oxley or take advantage of R&D tax credits or other government incentives. 
  
 

According to recent 
research by Gartner Inc., 

savings from an 
enterprise solutions that 

automates time and 
attendance as well as 
scheduling can reduce 

labor costs in 
enterprises with a large 

percentage of hourly 
workers by 5% or more.  

To illustrate, an 
organization with 1,000 
hourly employees each 
being paid $30,000 a 
year would recognize 
approximately $1.5 
million in labor cost 

savings annually! 
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The timesheet dilemma of the Matrix organization 

 
Historically, organizations have followed a hierarchical structure.  A founder or leader would 
look to trusted assistance, usually from within their own family to manage a sub-division of the 
business as the organization grew.  Until the 1970ôs this was considered the best way to 
manage a growing enterprise: divide and manage, subdivide and manage, subdivide again 
and manage each part.  The advantage of such structures is that management is easily 
identified.  The management structure is hierarchical and thus each person has only one 
supervisor.   
 
Modern times moved the organization faster and faster and faster.  Run times and the product 
lines or the projects they represented became shorter.  In many industries, it became 
commonplace to be working on numerous projects or products or initiatives simultaneously.  In 
1971, an article in Business Horizons by J. R. Galbraith entitled ñMatrix Organization Designs: 
How to combine functional and project formsò sparked a drive towards what is now widely 
considered the most popular organizational management structure. 
 
A matrix organization is set up in two 
dimensions.  On one axis there is the 
organizational structure.  This structure is 
sometimes the traditional hierarchical 
structure of an organization with supervisors 
reporting to department heads who report to 
a more centralized authority.  At other times 
it is a more autonomous resource manager 
structure where someone is responsible for 
the training and availability of a certain 
category of resource. 

 
On the second axis is the work breakdown structure.  This can be 
imagined as the summary level being all work the organization does, 
the second level being, perhaps a project or product line and another 
level being tasks or activities within those projects or product lines.  
The larger the organization or the projects, the more levels of work 
that can be defined. These projects or product lines are managed by 
project managers or account managers who are responsible for 
delivering the work. 
 
A matrix organization blends these two structures together.  A matrix 
organization establishes structural tension between the goals of each 
axis.  The resource managers in the organizational structure are 
responsible for the personnel.  If there was no pressure to produce 
work, the organization would end up with happy, well-trained staff.   
 
The project or product managers in the work breakdown structure are 
responsible for delivering the work or the projects.  If there was no 
limit to how they used resources, the work would get accomplished at 
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the cost of unhappy, burnt out overworked staff. 
 
As we bring these concepts to the idea of a single timesheet system, we end up with a conflict 
of responsibilities and this is most evident when we consider timesheet approval functionality.   
 
Line Item Approvals 

Some organizations expect timesheets should be burst apart to 
their component lines and each line should go for approval.  In 
this model, each project or product manager would see the line 
items appropriate to them.  They would all approve these lines 
and then the fully approved timesheet data would go off to the 
organization so Finance, Human Resources, Payroll or others 
could use it for their purposes.  We call this type of approval ñLine 
Item Approvalsò 
 
The concept sounds promising so long as everyone approves the 
data.  The challenge comes when any part of the data is not 
approved.   
 
Letôs assume a timesheet of an employee who worked a total of 
40 hours over three different projects this week.  Project Manager 
#1 has 8 hours of this timesheet to approve.  Project Manager #2 has 16 hours to approve and 

project manager #3 also has 
16 hours to approve.   
Project Managers #1 and #2 
think the timesheet looks 
fine.  Project Manager #3 
rejects the 16 hours as 
completely unacceptable.  
Now what happens when 
we gather this data to send 
to payroll?   
 
Payroll will only see the 
24hours of time on this 
timesheet that successfully 
made it out of the Line Item 
Approval process.  This is 
clearly unacceptable. 

 
Sequential Approvals 
Some organizations believe that Line Item Approvals could be solved by making approvals 
work in a sequential routing.  The Sequential Approval concept is very much like the routing 
slip for a document.  The timesheet would go like a piece of paper from one person to another 
and then another until everyone who was implicated on the timesheet had had a chance to 
approve it. 
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Letôs take our same example 
of a timesheet with 40 hours 
on it which will start by going 
to Project Manager #1 then 
#2 and finally #3 before then 
being routed to the 
Finance/Payroll 
departments. 
 
Once again, the concept 
looks great on paper so long 
as everyone approves the 
data in a timely fashion.  As 
soon as a project manager 
must reject the data, we end 
up with a big problem.   
 
Let us say that Project Manager #1 finds the timesheet completely acceptable.  Project 
Manager #2 sees perhaps an issue but not enough of one to reject the timesheet but Project 
Manager #3 sees a more 
significant problem.  They 
reject the timesheet for 
correction.  Once itôs 
corrected of course, it 
must go back to Project 
Manager #1. 
  
This time Project Manager 
#1 finds the timesheet fine 
again but Project Manager 
#2 has a problem with the 
changes and must reject 
the timesheet.  Weôve 
seen organizations try to 
implement this where 
some timesheets are 
never able to successfully exit the system.  These timesheets never make it to the 
Payroll/Finance department. 
  
The Matrix Dilemma 

This matrix dilemma makes choosing one timesheet for multiple purposes a real challenge. 
The problem is not that the data is inappropriate or that the group from one axis of the matrix 
doesnôt care what the other group requires.  The problem is one of perspective and of process.  
Without fully confronting the matrix challenge, organizations can make timesheet design or 
timesheet purchasing decisions that are ineffective and highly expensive in both time and lost 
effort. 
 
 
 


