
The Matrix Sales University 
(MSU) is dedicated to train-
ing, developing, and assisting 
in the recruitment of sales-

people for the brand Matrix. The
French company L’Oréal acquired the 
number one American haircare brand 
Matrix from Bristol Myers Squibb in 
2000. When L’Oréal was preparing the 
worldwide launch of the Matrix brand 
in 2003, all the elements of the “mar-
keting mix” were in place except for 
direct distribution networks. Histori-
cally, these networks have been a strong factor in L’Oréal’s success: company  
sales consultants sell products directly to hairdressers, where as Matrix had 
traditionally been sold through the indirect distribution model. There was no 
simple answer to the question of how to internationalize a leading American 
brand, and deal with the challenge of distribution on a global scale. 

Realizing it was impossible to tackle this challenge from headquarters alone and 
without the necessary resources to pay external consultants to spread the word, 
L’Oréal’s Sales Training and Development team decided to devise a specific 
training program for an indirect sales network. It’s major objective would be to 
train, develop, and assist in the recruitment of the best possible salespeople. This
global program would empower the Matrix sales managers to train the distribu-

tors’ sales consultants, who often sell other haircare brands as well as Matrix (see Figure 1). Keeping the 
sales force engaged, building on their professional identities, and securing their loyalty to the Matrix  
brand would be of paramount importance. 
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An “intelligent” organization is one that makes systematic use of the intelligence of all its players in order to become 

ever more efficient. This article, based on an empirical study carried out over three years, traces the development 

of Matrix Sales University (MSU), which is part of the L’Oréal organization. It outlines the factors of MSU’s 

success and the difficulties of developing a learning organization with concrete operational aims. In view of the 

decline of traditional solidarity within business and the risk of geographical break-up, belonging to a profession 

with a strong identity and tradition is seen as the basis for establishing a professional community on a global scale.
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“In the old-fashioned factory, there 

was little actual cooperation but a 

background of dense and stable links 

outside the working environment. In 

the modern business of networks and 

projects, cooperation is intense, but 

it is set against a background of 

weak and shifting links.”
— RICHARD SENNETT

Eric Mellet

Philippe Pierre

Béatrice Quasnik
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Stage One: The Pilot Project
Few such programs existed at that time in the 
U.S., despite its being the birthplace of the Matrix 
brand. L’Oréal Project Manager Eric Mellet discov-
ered a rudimentary training program in Great 
Britain from which he was able to construct, with 
the help of a British consultant, a pilot model for 
commercial training. Mellet chose to rely on his 
own intuition in developing the pilot, and focused 
on the idea that “before you can do business; you 
have to create a relationship. In the same way, 
before you can engage in training, you have to 
create a relationship.” The program was designed 
to enhance and develop relationships between 
the participants and trainers, and among the 
participants themselves.

The first session took place at the end of August, 
2003 in the Polish town of Plotsk, several hours 
drive from Warsaw. Fifty-three sales representa-
tives awaited the arrival of the British and French 
consultants with no great enthusiasm. They had 
no idea what the program consisted of, but well 
understood that at the end of it they would find 
themselves in the field selling Matrix-associated 
products and services. The module consisted of 
three days of training, the first devoted to knowl-
edge of the product, the remaining two to 
appropriate sales behavior.

The new program was based on the study of 
actual situations, and participants were encour-
aged to intervene and interact spontaneously at 

any moment. The instructors, despite speaking no 
Polish whatsoever, were well received, but the use 
of live translators resulted in a communication 
time lag which stifled spontaneity. “Imagine telling 
a joke and having people laugh two minutes after 
you’ve delivered the punch line,” said one trainer. 
“You need good intentions on both sides to get 
through situations like that.”

FIGURE 1 Route to Market
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The trainers also encountered another unforeseen 
cultural barrier: trainees were not used to getting 
involved in discussion and behaved far more pas-
sively than the instructors had anticipated. For 
Polish sales representatives to dare to express them-
selves in role-play situations, they had to feel secure. 

desired result. As one of the instructors underlined: 
“It’s not about sacrificing creativity in the name 
of rigor. Rigid training erases the richness of the 
relationship, in the act of selling as in the act of 
training. There’s no difference between a good 
sales rep and a good instructor, and that should 
be felt during a training session. Daring to person-
alize training is about defending the sale and its 
creativity.”

Reflection and Learning for Stage Two
With 135 salespeople trained, Mellet’s team (in 
charge of what would become the MSU) felt that 
the time was right to review the operation. More 
than 30 other countries were waiting in line to 
launch the brand, including giants like China, India 
and Brazil. It would be impossible to rely on direct 
one-to-one training. It was clear that delegating 
training responsibilities was necessary. Once again 
Mellet made an intuitive rather than an intellec-
tual decision and, aided by his martial arts 
training, was able to look at the situation from a 
completely different perspective. A former sales 
representative himself, he returned from his 
meditations with an idea that contained all the 
elements that eventually developed into the MSU. 
He envisioned a training organization that would 
resemble a university and would function like a 
franchise, supplying support to subsidiaries. In 
addition to training representatives, it would be 
run in such a way as to ensure the recruitment and 
secure the loyalty of hundreds of salespeople 
throughout the world. 

To be effective, the strategy had to be shared with 
all levels of the business hierarchy, including sales 
staff, sales managers, operational directors of the 
headquarters, marketing and training teams. All 
the participants (representatives of the staff both 
of Matrix and its distributors) had to be able to 
unify around a common profession – commerce – 
and a pedagogy aligned with the stated values 
of the brand as it originated in the United States 
(“ connected,” “daring,” “smart tech,” “positive energy,” 
and “professional passion”).1 Defined as KTD  (“Know-
ing/Training/Doing”) the three-stage training 
process, at both basic and advanced levels, would 
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Merely telling them they were was not sufficient; 
they had to feel it. A sense of trust was needed for 
them to understand that the instructors who had 
come from afar were there not to judge but to 
train them.

The trainers worked hard to establish and build 
on attendees’ trust, changing plans and logistics 
several times as they sought to identify and build 
on what worked with the group. “Energy circu-
lates” as one trainer put it, and the use of audiovi-
sual supports, music, and “ice breaker” exercises 
lightened the mood and encouraged learning.  
The participants’ superiors, who joined the sales 
teams for the closing evening session, expressed 
outright astonishment; they barely recognized 
the enthusiastic sales staff they had recruited. 

During two more test sessions (in Russia and the 
Czech Republic), the international status and 
expertise of the instructors – which again could 
have created a barrier between them and the local 
participants – was soon forgotten. The combina-
tion of reassurance (for the necessary “letting go” 
of hardened salespeople), thoughtful timing, and 
creativity, notably in the role-plays, yielded the 



consist of 1) preparation with the “knowledge con-
tent” as a common point of reference; 2) “training” 
with actual situations, role-plays, and practical 
cases; and 3) “doing,” which would conclude with 
on-site “road check” sales calls with a trainer. After 
this confirmation, salespeople would be given 
their “passport” and validated in the MSU database.

The MSU dynamic is based on group learning: 
notions of group, community and interaction 
between participants are present at every formal 
step of the program. At the outset, constraints 
such as time lag and geographical distance would 
have made a good case for an e-learning tool with 
a minimum of human presence. This option was 
immediately rejected. The program designers 
understood and took into account the fact that 
commercial performance and the economic ex-
change between hair stylists and sales representa-
tives throughout the world are often underpinned 
by concrete interpersonal relationships. Through 
these relationships they distribute information 
and share best practices, as well as different forms 
of professional, cultural and social capital. For MSU 
to work – to build knowledge (both individual and 
collective) and loyalty – participants needed to 
feel “seen,” that they “belonged” to an MSU collec-
tive, one that transcended national boundaries. 

The program also had to overcome two major 
obstacles: language and history. When more than 
20 nationalities are gathered together, one cannot 
simply insist on conventional English, and even 
less on simultaneous translation, which is prohibi-
tively expensive. The language barrier can in fact 
be the more dangerous of the two obstacles, be-
cause the problems that arise from it are often 
difficult to detect when using live interpreters and 
English as a common working language. MSU 
trainings would emphasize non-verbal communi-
cation to allow an engagement that was easier 
and more powerful on the part of the participants. 
Training programs would make extensive use of 
music, videos, and any aspect of nonverbal com-
munication that could federate and communicate 
positive energy. 

The second cultural obstacle is historical. Just 
twenty years ago, the countries in which the first 
three sessions took place were living under a 
political regime that left little room for individual 
affirmation. If the approach had been presented 
as being based on one single “team,” it might have 
provoked considerable turmoil at a time when the 
Poles, Russians and Czechs were only just begin-
ning to discover the market economy. While being 
fully aware of the potential misuse of psychology 
in the workplace, the MSU promoters nevertheless 
sought to valorise the symbolic dimension of be-
longing to the MSU, encouraging, for example, the 
awarding of diplomas to participants at the end 
of the session, a ritual that marks a rite of passage 
from “ordinary person” to “member of an extra-
ordinary group.” 

Stage Two: MSU Trainer Camps
The conception and the development of the 
global train-the-trainer program took ten months. 
It was organized around two principles: a balance 
between common content and practices, and the 
ability to adapt the training to different cultural 
contexts. The second principle consisted of creati-
ng the conditions needed to allow the salespeople 
to appropriate the program as their own. 
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In February 2005, just 18 months after the training 
session in Poland, the team held the first “MSU 
Trainers Camp” outside Paris. Forty-five instructors 
from 32 countries (including China, Sweden, Canada 
and Great Britain) joined together. For the pro-
moters of the MSU, this was the decisive moment. 
They were testing, on a real scale, the “teacher 
training” tool they had been working on for months. 
The hotel they were staying in took on a real cam-
pus feel, with as many as 16 languages spoken 
around the dinner table. For five days and four 
nights, participants bonded in what became an 
intense personal and professional experience. By 
the program’s close, it was clear that the MSU chal-
lenge was being taken up. Just two months later, 
the first wave of national commercial managers 
began launching their own programs, having sold 
their distributors on the idea. Understandably 
they were the “old hands” who had taken part in 
the first experimental sessions: Poland, Russia, and 
the Czech Republic. They were soon followed by 
Hungary, Finland, Italy, Chile, Hong Kong, the 
Philippines, Lebanon, Dubai and Canada – more 
than 15 countries in all, in which 500 Matrix sales 
staff were trained.

After this first Trainers Camp, the “MSU Trainers 
Community” formed. An Internet site was created, 
and trainers posted photographs and videos to 
circulate the latest news and experiences of the 

instructors, sales staff, distributors. After the second 
Trainers Camp, another wave of countries launched 
their MSU franchises: China, Brazil, Great Britain, 
Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Belgium, Sweden, 
Morocco, Greece, Croatia and Romania.

The mass training system gained in power and 
gave rise to several remarkable local training 
initiatives. In Canada, for example, an agreement 
was signed with Laval University to certify training 
undertaken by the MSU. Some countries took the 
initiative and developed modules to meet their 
own specific cultural or technical needs. These
innovations were incorporated into the basic 
program, and adopted with ease by other coun-
tries. A worldwide community linked by common 
practices was clearly forming, in which each 
member country supplied their own specific 
codes and contents. 

Learning How to Learn Together
Training Camps are destined to offer training 
supports that are subsequently relayed to repre-
sentatives who are, to quote a manager from 
Matrix Russia, generally “people who have under-
taken only brief formal studies and who more or 
less admit to feeling bad about the fact. This con-
stitutes a mental model that makes them recal-
citrant to training; they see themselves as “bad 
students,” and anything that resembles school as 

16 R E F L E C T I O N S | V O LU M E  9 ,  N U M B E R  2        reflections.solonline.org

Matrix Sales University 
has trained representatives 
in more than 30 countries.



an obligation they wish to rid themselves of at the 
earliest opportunity, as it is for them synonymous 
with failure. They also have a great need of recog-
nition, a kind of revenge they need to take against 
life. It’s the financial success of selling and the social 
recognition that goes with it that motivates them.” 

The power of the MSU approach comes in part 
from the fact that the creators of the program 
confronted these very difficulties and turned them 
to the program’s advantage. An adult in training is 
not someone who doesn’t know, but rather some-
one who aspires to know differently, the better 
to construct his or her own autonomy of thought 
and action. The pedagogy of the Training Camps
seeks to “take off from” operational questions 
from the participants themselves. Wherever the 
MSU has been deployed, it has been impossible 
to know in advance the skill level of the sales-
people, or the mix in terms of age and ambition, 
which leads trainers to “choose to work each 
sequence from the skills that are already present 
in the room,” as one instructor put it. Finding the 
right mix is not only a question of technique 
and pedagogical ingenuity; it rests on a funda-
mental choice, one specific to the learning orga-
nization, where one renounces the temptation  
to only plan and control. It trusts that the  
training will unfold organically, naturally and 
spontaneously.

From this pedagogical work arose, or rather was 
revealed, an intense need for the actors to “put it 
in words,” to recount their sales and management 
experiences. The Training Camps, like all the MSU 
training sessions for sales staff, revealed an inter-
adult teaching domain that was largely conversa-
tional. Role play and discussions elicited knowl-
edge that sprung forth from participants, that was 
first and foremost a moment of orality, of maieu-
tics shared among a group of equals. They also 
provided a forum for “learning by events” (losing 
a client, logistic breakdowns, a particular salon’s 
credit difficulties, etc.). On leaving such a session 
of exchanges, people knew more, collectively. 
New knowledge appeared through the dynamic 
confrontation of different points of view and 
the stimulation that arose from it. 

The MSU program seeks to transcend obstacles 
that make up cultural differences, as well as dif-
ferences of training level and seniority within the 
business, by giving participants the possibility of 
expressing themselves in the service of a common 
project. For the MSU training to have meaning, it 
has to represent for all involved the opportunity 

for both personal and professional development. 
Its holistic human approach integrates all the 
dimensions of “think – feel – act.” This invitation to 
authenticity produces visible transformation (wit-
ness the Polish managers who no longer recog-
nized their employees); strangers at the beginning 
of the course become firm friends, joined in rela-
tionships that will last long beyond the group 
illusion of the moment. In addition, by taking part 
in the local construction of training modules, the 
elders transmit to the young, and stand a good 
chance of securing their loyalty. The elders feel 
valorised and rediscover that the paradox of any 
training program is one of accepting others as 
they are, while offering them the possibility of be-
coming someone different. The business of train-
ing is, after all, structured with the objective to 
transmit knowledge.

Learning for the Future
MSU gives everyone the opportunity to learn 
continually, be trained at the Training Camps and, 
in turn, to train local teams upon returning to the 
country of origin. The “chain of value creation” on 
a worldwide scale has invigorated the learning 
process not only of the Matrix sales staff but also 
the brand’s distributors. Since the 2006 launch 
of training in the U.S, there have been further 
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The MSU program seeks to tran-
scend obstacles that make up 
cultural differences, as well as 
differences of training level and 
seniority within the business, by 
giving participants the possibility 
of expressing themselves in the 
service of a common project.



innovations, including the creation of a specific 
path for distributors, which was presented and 
adopted at the 2007 MSU Trainers Camp.

In most of the countries in which the brand is pre-
sent, the sales network is indirect. But rather than 
relying blindly on salespeople’s interest or abilities, 
MSU shows salespeople “how to sell intelligently, 
making the sale have a real value for the salon”.2

One of the objectives of the program is to train 
distributor teams to become more than simple 
“order takers” from the hair stylists. As a director 
of Matrix’s Polish subsidiary put it: “Training the 
sales staff directly thanks to Matrix, we now have 
the means to check on site that the program has 
enabled our hair stylist clients to offer new services 
in the development of their business.” The MSU en-
riches the nature of negotiations undertaken by 

the Matrix teams with their (wholesale) distribu-
tors, and, consequently, further down the line, 
with the hair stylists themselves. It illustrates the 
global dimension of Matrix for those who have 
opted to contract with it. It is a training tool more 
advantageously priced and of superior quality 
than anything else on the market, conceived in 
close collaboration with other teams (marketing, 
education, and sales administration) dedicated to 
the brand. The training provided within the frame-
work of the Matrix University has become a tool 
for external communication and even sales 
staff recruitment. 

To date, MSU has trained over 4,300 people. Say-
ing that it seems to be reviving the profession of 
sales representative where it is least expected is 
to underline that the profession, in a business 

FIGURE 2 The Matrix Sales University Curriculum

S A L E S  REPS

Getting Ready to Sell

• Conquest
• Sales Techniques & Attitudes
• Salon Business

Level 1

• Merchandising
• Tough Negotiations
• Great Communication is Great Sales

Level 2

D I S T R I B U TO R S

• Sales Administrative Matrix
• Leading a Team
• Interviewing & Recruitment

Matrix Distributors Business
Developers Seminar
• Best practices & sharing experiences 

(organized by zone)

M AT R I X  S TA F F

• Conquest
• Sales Techniques & Attitudes
• Salon Business
• Getting Ready to Sell
• Train the Trainers 1

Trainers Level 1

• Merchandising
• Tough Negotiations
• Great Communication is Great Sales
• Train the Trainers 2

Trainers Level 2

Matrix Sales University Diploma
Master Sales Consulting

Master Management (Leading a Team, Interviewing & Recruitment)

Access to Business School Program
MSU’s goal is to have more institutions of higher learning accept the Matrix Diploma as partial credit toward advanced degrees.

The heart of the MSU’s operation consists of two to five-day training seminars, conferences, e-learning, teacher training, 
coaching and various models of self-learning (through the use of CD-ROM and video). MSU also offers more innovative activities 
which are being formalized throughout several countries, such as practice-oriented communities on commercial expansion, 
and partnerships with major universities.
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present in over 110 countries, constitutes the 
basis of belonging and a means of distinguish- 
ing between a good craftsman and a beginner, a 
scale of talent measurement. As Philippe Zarifian 
reminds us,3  “in principle – and we forget this 
all too often – the cutting edge of the profession
 is reached when, through hard-earned respect 
of existing rules, the individual manages to bring 
his/her own personality to bear and do some-
thing original.” 

The MSU shows how the position of the players 
(sales representatives, distributors, general man-
agers) within a network and the resources that 
are provided to become competent, which deter-
mines the world of possible economic action and 
the desire to learn. In the world of hair care, part 
of the informal economy lies outside the official 
regulation of economic reports, the nature of the 
business being also governed by rules of reciproc-
ity within the domestic sphere, the social econ-
omy in part regulated by values associated with 
professional hair care unions. Networks, institu-
tions and systems of meaning are constituent 
elements of the economy and complicate any 
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too hastily modelled representation of economic 
success as a simple a question of profit. 

Finally, the MSU illustrates through its training 
tools and its system of internal normalization, 
how the “global” business creates its own private 
languages, different from those spoken in public 
and academic institutions (thereby perhaps even 
calling into question the real value of the diplo-
mas it awards). For those piloting the training 
program on a worldwide level, one strategic issue 
affirms itself: that of developing, between coun-
tries and between teams, exchange and interaction 
of a kind of knowledge that does not originate 
in traditional school and university education; to 
assure the passage from tacit to explicit knowl-
edge; to favor a learning process which is not 
conceived solely along the lines of unity of action, 
place, and time. There is not, on one side, a “com-
monplace” knowledge acquired through experience 
and on the other a “noble” knowledge produced 
by science, but instead a collective dynamic that 
moves from one to the other, each unable to 
exist without the other.4


