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FOR SUCCESS

Words Liz Wiseman, in conversation with Chris Gibbons

Many great leaders seem to have an uncanny ability to get the best out of other people. Liz Wiseman is a researcher, 
executive advisor, and speaker who teaches leaders around the world; she calls this the Multiplier Effect and described 
how it works to Acumen.

Liz Wiseman
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YOU CHARACTERISE LEADERS EITHER AS 
‘MULTIPLIERS’ OR ‘DIMINISHERS’ – WHAT DO 
YOU MEAN BY THOSE TERMS?
Multipliers are leaders who use their intelligence to amplify the 
smarts and capabilities of the people around them. When these 
leaders walk into a room, light bulbs go off over people’s heads; 
ideas flow and problems get solved. These are the leaders who 
inspire employees to stretch themselves and get more from other 
people. At the core, Multipliers believe that “people are smart and 
will figure it out.” Diminishers, on the other hand, operate under 
the assumption that “people won’t figure it out without me.” They 
shrink the intelligence of the people around them, and end up 
getting less from their people.

WHAT’S THE MANAGEMENT STYLE OF A 
MULTIPLIER?
Multiplier leaders want to learn from the people around them and 
understand. They are full of curiosity and questions that bring 
value to those working for and with them.

The logic of a Multiplier – whether in times of boom or bust – 
is the ‘logic of multiplication’: how can we get more from the 
resources we already have? My research shows that, amazingly, 
Multipliers get virtually all of people’s intelligence – 95% of it, 
while diminishers get less than half – 48% of people’s capability.  
So essentially, the organsation is paying $1.00 and getting back 
48 cents of value from the people they have hired who work 
under diminishing leaders. 

The logic of multiplication entails saying, “Hey, we’ve got all this 
latent, unused intelligence inside of our organisation; rather 
than hiring more people, why don’t we start by fully utilising 
the people we already have?”  This not only makes sense for 
economic reasons, but because when you fully utilise talent, you 
create a vibrant, exhilarating place to work.  

Multipliers believe “people are smart enough to figure it out.” 
Because of this they look for valuable talent in others, give people 
space to think, and instill accountability, which commands 
people’s best work. As well, they ask the challenging questions 
that unlock thinking and generate possibilities.

WHAT EFFECT DOES THIS HAVE ON THE PEOPLE 
WHO WORK WITH SUCH A MANAGER?
When we began our research, we expected that Multipliers would 
get more from their people. However, our first surprise was just 
how much more they actually received. Multipliers don’t just 
get a little more – they get vastly more. In terms of impact, we 
found that across companies and industries, Multipliers accessed 
employees’ capabilities 1.97 times more than Diminishers, almost 
twice as much. In other words, leaders who are Multipliers 
essentially double the intellectual power of their workforce for 
free. Imagine what your organisation would be like if everyone led 

like a Multiplier and succeeded in getting the team to apply the 
full range of its intelligence and depth of capabilities to solving 
problems? The problem, however, is that most leaders think they 
are getting more from their people than they really are.

WHAT’S THE MANAGEMENT STYLE OF   
A DIMINISHER?
Diminishers drain intelligence, energy and capability from the 
ones around them and always need to be the smartest ones in the 
room. They are idea killers, energy sappers, and diminishers of 
talent and commitment. Diminishers tend to assume that “people 
will never figure this out without me.” As a result, they tend to tell 
others what to do, make decisions themselves, create pressure, 
and micromanage the details to ensure performance – all the 
while underutilising the talent that they’ve brought into   
the organisation.

WHAT EFFECT DOES THIS HAVE ON PEOPLE ON 
THE DIMINISHER’S TEAM?
With their focus on their own ideas and capability, Diminisher 
leaders shut down the ideas and capabilities of the people around 
them, getting less than half of the available intelligence of people 
on their team.

In our research, we discovered that many leaders were simply 
unaware of how management practices they thought to be 
empowering were actually limiting or restricting employees 
from using the intelligence they had. Their intent was quite 
different to their impact. Many of these same leaders had been 
promoted into management after being frequently praised for 
being intellectually adept. Thus, they assumed that they had or 
were supposed to have all the answers. Others had worked for 
Diminishers or in diminishing cultures for so long that they had 
become accustomed to such thinking. Many of these leaders were 
like the one high-tech director who said, “I have the heart and 
mind of a Multiplier, but I’ve lost my way.”

Intentional or not, the effect of a Diminisher on team members 
was the same: people were unable to enlist their full brainpower 
to the challenges at hand.

CAN YOU INSTANTLY SPOT A DIMINISHER? ARE 
THEY THE SUPER-TYRANTS?
Diminishing behaviour can be incredibly subtle. Most 
Diminishers are not the super-tyrants, throwing their chair and 
yelling at their direct reports. But you might just be an Accidental 
Diminisher. Either way, your effect on your team members is the 
same: You’re not tapping their full brainpower. Here are four 
signs you might be an Accidental Diminisher:

YOU’RE AN IDEA-PERSON 
You’re continually spouting new ideas for your team to explore. 
You think you’re sparking the creative process; in reality, you’re 
causing organisational whiplash as people scurry to keep 
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up with each idea, making only a millimeter of progress in a  
hundred directions.

YOU’RE ALWAYS ON
You’re passionate, articulate and can consume a lot of space in 
a meeting. You think your passion is infectious; in reality, it’s 
stifling other people’s thinking.

YOU’RE A RESCUER
You hate to see people fail and experience the career-limiting 
ramifications of their mistakes. You think you are protecting 
them; in reality, you are weakening their reputation and denying 
them the learning they need to grow.

YOU'RE A PACESETTER
You lead by example. For example, if you want a more client-
focused team, you model customer service, assuming people will 
notice and do likewise. But when leaders set the pace, they create 
more spectators than true followers. 

CAN A MANAGER LEARN TO STOP BEING A 
DIMINISHER AND BECOME A MULTIPLIER?
If becoming an Accidental Diminisher is, by definition, 
unintentional, it means that with self- awareness, someone can 
change course and begin operating more like a Multiplier. Here 
are three simple but powerful starting points:

SHIFT FROM GIVING ANSWERS TO ASKING QUESTIONS
The best leaders don’t provide all the answers, they ask the right 
questions. Use your knowledge of the business or a situation to 
ask insightful and challenging questions that cause people to 
stop, think and rethink. Instead of continually selling your vision, 
ask the questions that get other people thinking and piecing that 
vision together themselves.

DISPENSE YOUR IDEAS IN SMALL DOSES
If you are an idea-person who is prone to tossing out more ideas 
than anyone can catch, try articulating your ideas in increments. 
Introduce fewer ideas and leave white space. Providing more 
distance between your ideas has a powerful dual effect: First, it 
creates room for others to contribute, and second, your words 
will be heard more frequently and will be more influential.

EXPECT COMPLETE WORK
People learn best when they are fully accountable and face the 
consequences of their work. Instead of jumping in and fixing the 
work of others, give it back and let people know what needs to be 
improved or completed. And ask people to go beyond pointing 
out problems. Ask them to find a solution. By wrestling with it 
themselves, they’ll grow their capability and be able to operate 
more independently next time.

Another powerful way to begin to make the shift to Multiplier 
leadership is to start with your assumptions. How would you 
manage if you held the assumption that people are smart and will 
figure it out?

SO HOW DO I KNOW THAT I’M LUCKY ENOUGH 
TO BE WORKING WITH A MULTIPLIER? WHAT 
ARE THE KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF SUCH   
A PERSON?
Multipliers are: 1) Talent magnets who attract and optimise 
talent; 2) Liberators who create intensity that requires best 
thinking; 3) Challengers who extend challenges; 4) Debate-
makers who debate before deciding; and 5) Investors who instill 
ownership and accountability. Our research shows that they get 
2X capability from their people!

Here are a few signs that you might be working for a Multiplier:  
1) You feel smart but uncomfortable, 2) You are making mistakes 
but you are successful, 3) You are doing what you love to do, but 
you are growing into your job.

BOTH DIMINISHERS AND MULTIPLIERS HIRE 
SMART PEOPLE – BUT THEN THEY TREAT THEM 
VERY DIFFERENTLY
I work in Silicon Valley, and so many of the companies here are 
just obsessed with hiring brilliant people. They comb through 
the universities and bring in the top graduates they can find.  
Diminishers love to hire smart people as much as the next person; 
but what I have noticed is, they don’t spend much effort thinking 
about how to utilise that intelligence once it’s in the door, and as a 
result, talent is often underutilised. 

COULD YOU GIVE SOME EXAMPLES OF FAMOUS 
MULTIPLIERS?
MITT ROMNEY
Numerous people interviewed in our research pointed to Mitt 
Romney, the 2012 candidate for US President, as a Multiplier, 
particularly as a developer of talent in others. Meg Whitman, CEO 
of Hewlett Packard, worked for Mitt early in her career at Bain 
& Company.  She said, “Word spread that he was the best boss 
to work for because he knew how to lead a team and he grew his 
people. Everyone grew around Mitt.” 

“MAGIC” JOHNSON
This former Olympic basketball player, born Ervin Johnson II, 
was a phenomenally talented basketball player at a young age.  
While a youth, Johnson received some advice from his coach 
who said, “Every time you get the ball, take the shot.” So he did.  
And, he scored nearly all of his team’s points. After a series of 
wins, he caught a glimpse of the disappointment on the faces of 
the parents of the other players. This gave him the conviction to 
truly lead and to use his God-given talent to help everyone on the 
team become better players. He was later given the nickname of 
“Magic” for his ability to raise the level of play on every team he 
played on.

STEVEN SPIELBERG 
This award-winning film director is a creative genius, but his real 
genius might be his ability to elicit more from his crew than other 
directors do. People who have worked on Spielberg’s films say, 
“You do your best work around him”.


