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ONE

The Multiplier Effect

It has been said that after meeting with the great British Prime 

Minister William Ewart Gladstone, you left feeling he was the 

smartest person in the world, but after meeting with his rival 

Benjamin Disraeli, you left thinking you were the smartest person.1

—BONO

During the summer of 1994, Derek Jones joined the US Navy to escape 
his decaying hometown of Detroit, Michigan. Derek, a street-smart, 
confident eighteen-year-old, scored high on the navy’s aptitude exam 
and was slotted to enter its advanced electronics computer program. 
Following nine weeks of boot camp in Illinois and eight months of 
intense training on missile firing systems, Derek earned advancement 
to petty officer third class and was selected for advanced training as 
an AEGIS computer network technician. He graduated first in his 
class and, in recognition, was able to choose the ship he would serve 
on; he picked the navy’s newest Arleigh Burke–class guided missile 
destroyer. Within months, he had established himself among the 210 
enlisted men as a superior performer and was recognized by his offi-
cers as one of the ship’s smartest and hardest-working sailors. On 
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2  M U LT I P L I E R S

the verge of earning a critical qualification, Derek felt on top of his 
game—that is, until a new commanding officer (CO), Commander 
Fredricks, took the helm.2

Fredricks was a graduate of the United States Naval Academy, and 
his assignment as captain of this Arleigh Burke destroyer put him in 
an elite class of officers being groomed for cruiser command. Except-
ing a major mistake, he was on track to become an admiral. Fredricks 
had superior knowledge of ships’ operations, which he flaunted to his 
sailors. He managed even the most minute details of the ship’s opera-
tions, every situation, and every sailor.

In preparation for the ship’s first missile exercise under Fred-
ericks’s command, Derek’s team was to ensure that the ship’s weapons 
systems were 100 percent available. A few days before the exercise, 
Derek and his peers realized that the ship was missing a critical part, 
so the sailors secured it through an informal network, then repaired 
the system and returned it to full operation. Several days later, Fred-
ricks learned of the episode from the CO of a sister ship, who men-
tioned in passing that his sailors provided the part. Instead of being 
pleased that the young sailors showed initiative and resourcefulness, 
Commander Fredricks, evidently embarrassed that his ship required 
assistance, was livid. Derek instantly became a target of Fredricks’s 
wrath and elevated scrutiny.

During a typical missile exercise, the CO and the ship’s tactical 
action officer (TAO) survey the battle area, find the enemy, deter-
mine a firing solution, aim, shoot, and hit the target—all in rapid suc-
cession and while being engaged by the enemy. Hundreds of things 
happen at once that must be processed, prioritized, and decided then 
acted upon. Success requires intense concentration and keen mental 
aptitude. These operations can be particularly intimidating because 
the commanding officer may be standing inches from the AEGIS 
operator, watching every decision and taking constant notes.

Derek and his team now performed these operations under 
the wary eye of Fredricks, who publicly mocked their efforts when 
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T H E  M U LT I P L I E R  E F F E C T   3

they failed to immediately determine firing solutions for assigned 
targets. In the end, Derek didn’t just perform poorly in one train-
ing evolution, he failed nearly every scenario. He had been stellar 
in the classroom and during team training, but as Fredricks loomed 
over his shoulder, managed every detail, and found every mistake, 
the tension mounted. Derek couldn’t think properly and struggled 
to perform. As the scrutiny continued, Derek and his team became 
less and less capable. Within weeks, Derek and his chief petty offi-
cers were convinced they couldn’t operate the ship’s combat systems 
without the CO’s intervention. The failure was so clear that Fredricks 
revoked Derek’s qualification to operate the AEGIS console. After 
that,  Derek’s performance on the ship fell into a tailspin.

This downturn was interrupted only three months later, when the 
ship received a new CO. Commander Abbot was also a Naval Acad-
emy graduate and was as confident in his sailors as he was in his own 
abilities.3 Abbot had worked previously for a high-ranking defense 
official who assigned him projects stretching him to the limits of his 
ability. Having been briefed of Derek’s troubles with the previous 
CO, Abbot quickly sought Derek out and informed him that they 
would be taking the ship to sea for another missile exercise before an 
extended deployment, saying, “Jones, you are my man in this exer-
cise. Make sure we’re ready to ace this test. I’m counting on you, and 
so are your shipmates.” For a week, Derek’s team flawlessly exercised 
the AEGIS systems in every scenario. As they prepared, the new CO 
provided a watchful eye and was calm and inquisitive. Derek no lon-
ger felt like he was being tested but rather, that he was learning and 
working with the CO on a challenge.

On the day of the exercise, the new CO standing behind him, 
Derek operated the AEGIS console and provided the correct solu-
tions time after time without error, achieving the highest score any 
ship had seen in over a year. Commander Abbot announced on the 
ship’s speaker system, “Petty Officer Jones and crew won the battle 
for us today.”
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4  M U LT I P L I E R S

Derek continued to advance on the ship. He was made petty offi-
cer second class in record time and became the ship’s Sailor of the 
Quarter, a high honor. Abbot placed Derek in the top 5 percent of 
the crew and nominated him for the STA-21, or Seaman to Admiral 
program, where he would earn his college degree and a commission 
as a naval officer. Upon completing officer training, Derek was pro-
moted each time his record was reviewed. In less than nine years, he 
was selected to become an executive officer, training and cultivating 
other officers. Today, he serves in the US Navy as a lieutenant com-
mander, and is destined for success as a commanding officer.

Derek’s navy experience illustrates that a change in command can 
often cause a change in capability. He was stupefied with fear under 
one leader, but smart and capable under another. What did Fredricks 
say and do that so diminished Derek’s intelligence and capability? 
And what did Abbot do that restored and expanded Derek’s ability to 
reason and navigate complexity?

Some leaders make us better and smarter. They bring out our 
intelligence. This book is about these leaders, who access and revital-
ize the intelligence in the people around them. I call them Multipli-
ers. This book will show you why they create genius around them and 
make everyone smarter and more capable.

Questioning Genius

There are bird watchers and there are whale watchers. I’m a genius 
watcher. I am fascinated by the intelligence of others. I notice it, study 
it, and have learned to identify a variety of types of intelligence. Ora-
cle Corporation, the software giant worth $174 billion, was a great 
place for genius watching. In the seventeen years I worked in senior 
management at Oracle, I was fortunate to work alongside many intel-
ligent executives, all systematically recruited from the best compa-
nies and the elite universities as top performers. Because I worked as 
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the vice president responsible for the company’s global talent devel-
opment strategy and ran the corporate university, I worked closely 
with these executives and had a front-row seat to study their lead-
ership. From this vantage point, I began to observe how they used 
their intelligence in very different ways, and I became intrigued by 
the effect they had on the people in their organizations.

The Problem with Genius
Some leaders seemed to drain intelligence and capability out of the 
people around them. Their focus on their own intelligence and their 
resolve to be the smartest person in the room had a diminishing 
effect on everyone else. For them to look smart, other people had to 
end up looking dumb. We’ve all worked with these black holes. They 
create a vortex that sucks energy out of everyone and everything 
around them. When they walk into a room, the shared IQ drops and 
the length of the meeting doubles. In countless settings, these lead-
ers were idea killers and energy destroyers. Other people’s ideas suf-
focated and died in their presence and the flow of intelligence came 
to an abrupt halt around them. Around these leaders, intelligence 
flowed only one way: from them to others.

Other leaders used their intelligence as a tool rather than a 
weapon. They applied their intelligence to amplify the smarts and 
capability of people around them. People got smarter and better in 
their presence. Ideas grew, challenges were surmounted, hard prob-
lems were solved. When these leaders walked into a room, lightbulbs 
started switching on over people’s heads. Ideas flew so fast that you 
had to replay the meeting in slow motion just to see what was going 
on. Meetings with them were idea mash-up sessions. These leaders 
seemed to make everyone around them better and more capable. 
These leaders weren’t just intelligent themselves—they were intelli-
gence Multipliers.

Perhaps these leaders understood that the person sitting at the 
apex of the intelligence hierarchy is the genius maker, not the genius.
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6  M U LT I P L I E R S

Post-Oracle Therapy
The idea for this book emerged from my post-Oracle therapy. Leaving 
Oracle was like stepping off a high-speed bullet train and suddenly 
finding everything moving in slow motion. This sudden calm created 
space for me to ponder about the lingering question: How do some 
leaders create intelligence around them, while others diminish it?

As I began teaching and coaching executives, I saw the same 
dynamic playing out in other companies. Some leaders seemed to 
boost the collective IQ while others sucked the mental life out of 
their employees. I found myself working with highly intelligent exec-
utives who were struggling with their own tendency to either overtly 
or subtly shut down the people around them. I also worked with 
many senior leaders struggling to make better use of their resources. 
Most of these leaders had developed their leadership skills during 
times of growth. However, in a more austere business climate, they 
found themselves unable to solve problems by simply throwing more 
resources at them. They needed to find ways to boost the productiv-
ity of the people they already had.

I recall one particularly pivotal conversation with a client named 
Dennis Moore, a senior executive with a genius-level IQ. As we dis-
cussed how leaders can have an infectious effect on the intelligence in 
their organization and spark viral intelligence, he responded, “These 
leaders are like amplifiers. They are intelligence amplifiers.”

Yes, certain leaders amplify intelligence. These leaders, whom we 
have come to call Multipliers, create collective, viral intelligence in 
organizations. Other leaders act as Diminishers and deplete the orga-
nization of crucial intelligence and capability. But what is it that Mul-
tipliers do? And what do Multipliers do differently than Diminishers?

Scouring business school journals and the Internet looking for 
answers to these questions, as well as for resources for clients, yielded 
only frustration. This void set the course for my research into this 
phenomenon. I was determined to find answers for leaders wanting 
to multiply the intelligence of their organizations.
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The Research
The first major discovery was finding my research partner, Greg 
McKeown, who was studying at Stanford University’s Graduate 
School of Business. Greg has a curious and tenacious mind and a 
passion for leadership that gave him my same measure of determina-
tion to find the answers. We began our formal research by defining 
the question that would consume us for the next two years: What are 
the vital few differences between intelligence Diminishers and intel-
ligence Multipliers, and what impact do they have on organizations? 
Waking up for 730 days with the same question was like the movie 
Groundhog Day, in which Bill Murray wakes each day to the same 
time and song on his alarm clock, destined to repeat the events of the 
previous day. In the singular and prolonged pursuit of this question, 
we developed a deep understanding of the Multiplier effect.

We began our research by selecting a set of companies and 
industries in which individual and organizational intelligence pro-
vide a competitive advantage. Because these organizations rise or 
fall based on the strength of their intellectual assets, we assumed 
the Multiplier effect would be pronounced. We interviewed senior 
professionals inside these organizations, asking them to identify 
two leaders, one who fit the description of a Multiplier and one 
a Diminisher. We studied more than 150 of the resulting leaders 
through interviews and a quantitative assessment of their leader-
ship practices. For many leaders, we then followed an intensive 
360-degree interview process with both former and current mem-
bers of their management teams.

As our research expanded, we studied additional leaders from 
other companies and industries, looking for common elements that 
spanned the business and nonprofit sectors as well as geographies. 
Our research journey took us across four continents and introduced 
us to an incredibly rich and diverse set of leaders. We came to know 
some of these leaders quite well, studying them and their organiza-
tions in depth.
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8  M U LT I P L I E R S

Two of the leaders we studied provided a sharp contrast between 
these two leadership styles. They both worked for the same company 
and in the same role. One had the Midas touch of a Multiplier and 
the other had the chilling effect of a Diminisher.

A Tale of Two Managers

Vikram 4 worked as an engineering manager under two different 
division managers at Intel. Each leader could be considered a genius. 
Both had a profound impact on Vikram. The first leader was George 
Schneer, a division manager for one of Intel’s businesses.

Manager No. 1: The Genius Maker
George had a reputation for running successful businesses at Intel. 
Every business he ran was profitable and grew under his leadership. 
But what most distinguished George was the impact he had on the 
people around him.

Vikram said, “I was a rock star around George. He made me. 
Because of him I transitioned from an individual contributor to big-
time manager. Around him, I felt like a smart SOB—everyone felt 
like that. He got 100 percent from me—it was exhilarating.” George’s 
team echoed the same sentiments: “We are not sure exactly what 
George did, but we knew we were smart and we were winning. Being 
on this team was the highlight of our careers.”

George grew people’s intelligence by engaging it. He wasn’t the 
center of attention and didn’t worry about how smart he looked. 
What George worried about was extracting the smarts and maxi-
mum effort from each member of his team. In a typical meeting, he 
spoke only about 10 percent of the time, mostly just to “crisp up” 
the problem statement. He would then back away and give his team 
space to figure out an answer. Often the ideas his team would gener-
ate were worth millions. George’s team drove the business to achieve 
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outstanding revenue growth and to deliver the profit bridge that 
allowed Intel to enter the microprocessor business.

Manager No. 2: The Genius
Several years later, Vikram moved out of George’s group and went to 
work for a second division manager, who had been the architect of 
one of the early microprocessors. This second manager was a bril-
liant scientist who had now been promoted into management to run 
the plant that produced the chips. He was highly intelligent by every 
measure and left his mark on everyone and everything around him.

The problem was that this leader did all the thinking. Vikram said, 
“He was very, very smart. But people had a way of shutting down 
around him. He just killed our ideas. In a typical team meeting, he 
did about 30 percent of the talking and left little space for others. He 
gave a lot of feedback—most of it was about how bad our ideas were.”

This manager made all the decisions himself or with a single con-
fidant. He would then announce those decisions to the organization. 
Vikram said, “You always knew he would have an answer for every-
thing. He had really strong opinions and put his energy into selling 
his ideas to others and convincing them to execute on the details. No 
one else’s opinion mattered.”

This manager hired intelligent people, but they soon realized that 
they didn’t have permission to think for themselves. Eventually, they 
would quit or threaten to quit. Ultimately Intel hired a second-in- 
command to work alongside this manager to counter the intelligence 
drain on the organization. But even then, Vikram said, “My job was 
more like cranking than creating. He really only got from me about 
50 percent of what I had to offer. And I would never work for him again!”

Diminisher or Multiplier?
The second leader was so absorbed in his own intelligence that he 
stifled others and diluted the organization’s crucial intelligence and 
capability. George brought out the intelligence in others and created 
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10  M U LT I P L I E R S

collective, viral intelligence in his organization. One leader was a 
genius. The other was a genius maker.

It isn’t how much you know that matters. What matters is how 
much access you have to what other people know. It isn’t just how 
intelligent your team members are; it is how much of that intelligence 
you can draw out and put to use.

We’ve all experienced these two types of leaders. What type of 
leader are you right now? Are you a genius, or are you a genius maker?

The Multiplier Effect

Multipliers are genius makers. What we mean by that is that they 
make everyone around them smarter and more capable. Multipliers 
invoke each person’s unique intelligence and create an atmosphere 
of genius—innovation, productive effort, and collective intelligence.

In studying Multipliers and Diminishers, we learned that at the 
most fundamental level, they get dramatically different results from 
their people, they hold a different logic and set of assumptions about 
people’s intelligence, and they do a small number of things very dif-
ferently. Let’s first examine the impact of the Multiplier effect. Why do 
people get smarter and more capable around Multipliers? And how 
do they get twice as much from their resources as do the Diminishers?

Multipliers get more from their people because they are leaders 
who look beyond their own genius and focus their energy on extract-
ing and extending the genius of others. And they don’t get just a little 
more back; they get vastly more.

2× Multiplier Effect
The impact of a Multiplier can be seen in two ways: first, from the point 
of view of the people they work with, and second, from the point of 
view of the organizations they shape and create. Let’s begin by examin-
ing how Multipliers influence the people who work around them.
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Extracting Intelligence
Multipliers extract all of the capability from people. In our inter-

views, people told us that Multipliers got a lot more out of them than 
Diminishers. We asked each person to identify the percentage of their 
capability that a Diminisher received from them. The numbers typi-
cally ranged between 20 and 50 percent. When we asked them to iden-
tify the percentage of their capability that the Multiplier extracted, the 
numbers typically fell between 70 and 100 percent.5 When we com-
pared the two sets of data, we were amazed to find that Multipliers got 
1.97 times more. That represents an almost twofold increase—a 2× 
effect. After concluding our formal research, we continued to pose this 
question in workshops and with management teams, asking  people to 
reflect on their past Multiplier and Diminisher bosses. Across indus-
tries and in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors, we continued to 
find that Multipliers get at least two times more from people.

What could you accomplish if you could get twice as much from 
your people?

The reason for the difference is that when people work with Mul-
tipliers, they hold nothing back. They offer the very best of their 
thinking, creativity, and ideas. They give more than their jobs require 
and volunteer their discretionary effort, energy, and resourcefulness. 
They actively search for more valuable ways to contribute. They hold 
themselves to the highest standards. They give 100 percent of their 
abilities to the work—and then some.

Extending Intelligence
Not only do Multipliers extract capability and intelligence from 

people, they do it in a way that extends and grows that intelligence. In 
interviews, people often said Multipliers accessed more than 100 per-
cent of their capability. Initially, I pushed back when they would say, 
“Oh, they got 120 percent from me,” pointing out that getting more 
than 100 percent is mathematically impossible. But we continued to 
hear people claim Multipliers got more than 100 percent from them, 
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12  M U LT I P L I E R S

and we began to ask: Why would people insist that intelligence Mul-
tipliers got more out of them than they actually had?

Our research confirmed that Multipliers not only access people’s 
current capability, they stretch it. They get more from people than 
they knew they had to give. People reported actually getting smarter 
around Multipliers.

The implication of our research is that intelligence itself can grow. 
This is an insight that is corroborated by other recent research into the 
extensible nature of intelligence. Consider a few recent studies:

 2 Carol Dweck of Stanford University has conducted 
groundbreaking research showing that children given a 
series of progressively harder puzzles and praised for their 
intelligence stagnate for fear of reaching the limit of their 
intelligence. Children given the same series of puzzles but 
then praised for their hard work actually increased their 
ability to reason and to solve problems. When these chil-
dren were recognized for their efforts to think, they cre-
ated a belief, and then a reality, that intelligence grows.6

 2 Eric Turkheimer of the University of Virginia has found 
that bad environments suppress children’s IQs. When 
poor children were adopted into upper-middle-class 
households, their IQs rose 12 to 18 points.7

 2 Richard Nisbett of the University of Michigan has 
reviewed studies that show: 1) students’ IQ levels drop 
over summer vacation, and 2) IQ levels across society have 
steadily increased over time. The average IQ of people in 
1917 would amount to a mere 73 on today’s IQ test.8

After reading these studies, I recalculated the data from our research 
interviews at face value, using the literal percentage of capability that 
people claimed Multipliers received from them. When factoring this 
excess capability (the amount beyond 100 percent) into our calcula-
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tions, we found that Multipliers actually get 2.1 times more than Dimin-
ishers. What if you got not only 2× more from your team—everything 
they had to give—but also a 5 to 10 percent growth bonus because they 
were getting smarter and more capable while working for you?

This 2× effect is a result of the deep leverage Multipliers get from 
their resources. When you extrapolate the 2× Multiplier effect to the 
organization, you begin to see the strategic relevance. Simply said, 
resource leverage creates competitive advantage.

Resource Leverage
Let’s take the example of Tim Cook, currently CEO of Apple Inc. When 
Tim was COO and opened a budget review in one sales division, he 
reminded the management team that the strategic imperative was rev-
enue growth. Everyone expected this, but they were astounded when 
he asked for the growth without providing additional headcount. The 
sales executive at the meeting said he thought the revenue target was 
attainable but only with more headcount. He suggested they follow 
a proven linear model of incremental headcount growth, insisting 
that everyone knows that more revenue means you need more head-
count. The two executives continued the conversation for months, 
never fully able to bridge their logic. The sales executive was speak-
ing the language of addition (that is, higher growth by adding more 
resources). Tim was speaking the language of multiplication (that is, 
higher growth by better utilizing the resources that already exist).

The Logic of Addition
This is the dominant logic that has existed in corporate planning: 

that resources will be added when new requests are made. Senior 
executives ask for more output and the next layer of operational lead-
ers request more headcount. The negotiations go back and forth until 
everyone settles on a scenario such as: 20 percent more output with 
5 percent more resources. Neither the senior executive nor the oper-
ational leaders are satisfied.
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Operational leaders entrenched in the logic of resource allocation 
and addition argue:

1.  Our people are overworked.
2.  Our best people are the most maxed out.
3.  Therefore, accomplishing a bigger task requires the addi-

tion of more resources.

This is the logic of addition. It seems persuasive but, importantly, 
it ignores the opportunity to more deeply leverage existing resources. 
The logic of addition creates a scenario in which people become both 
overworked and underutilized. To argue for allocation without giv-
ing attention to resource leverage is an expensive corporate norm.

Business school professors and strategy gurus Gary Hamel and 
C.  K. Prahalad have written, “The resource allocation task of top 
management has received too much attention when compared to 
the task of resource leverage. . . .  If top management devotes more 
effort to assessing the strategic feasibility of projects in its allocation 
role than it does to the task of multiplying resource effectiveness, its 
value-added will be modest indeed.” 9

Picture children at a buffet line. They load up on food, but a lot 
of it is left on the plate uneaten. The food gets picked at and pushed 
around, but it is left to go to waste. Like these children, Diminishers 
are eager to load up on resources, and they might even get the job 
done, but many people are left unused, their capability wasted. Con-
sider the costs of one high-flying product development executive at 
a technology firm.

THE HIGH-COST DIMINISHER  Jasper Wallis 10 talked a good game. He was 
smart and could articulate a compelling vision for his products and 
their transformational benefits for customers. Jasper was also polit-
ically savvy and knew how to play politics. The problem was that 
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Jasper’s organization could not execute and realize the promise of his 
vision because employees were in a perpetual spin cycle, spinning 
around him.

Jasper was a strategist and an idea man. However, his brain 
worked faster and produced more ideas than his organization could 
execute. Every week or so, he would launch a new focus or a new ini-
tiative. His director of operations recalled, “He’d tell us on Monday, 
we needed to catch up with ‘competitor X,’ and we needed to get it 
done this week.” The organization would scurry, throw a Hail Mary 
pass, make progress for a few days, but eventually lose traction when 
they were given a new goal to chase the following week.

This leader was so heavily involved in the details that he became 
a bottleneck in the organization. He worked extremely hard, but his 
organization moved slowly. His need to micromanage limited what 
the rest of the organization could contribute. His need to put his per-
sonal stamp on everything wasted resources and meant his division 
of 1,000 was only operating at about 500 strong.

Jasper’s modus operandi was to compete for resources with a 
larger division in the company that produced similar technology. 
Jasper’s overriding goal was to outsize the other division. He hired 
people at a breakneck pace and built his own internal infrastructure 
and staff—all of which was redundant with existing infrastructure in 
the other division. He even convinced the company to build a dedi-
cated office tower for his division.

Things eventually caught up with Jasper. It became clear that 
his products were hype and the company was losing market share. 
When the real return on investment (ROI) calculation was made, 
he was removed from the company and his division was folded into 
the other product group. The duplicate infrastructure he built was 
eventually removed, but only after many millions of dollars had been 
wasted and opportunities lost in the market.

Diminishers come at a high cost.
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The Logic of Multiplication
We have examined the logic of addition and the resource inef-

ficiencies that follow from it. Better leverage and utilization of 
resources at the organizational level require adopting a new corpo-
rate logic, based on multiplication. Instead of achieving linear growth 
by adding new resources, leaders rooted in the logic of multiplication 
believe that you can more efficiently extract the capability of your 
people and watch growth skyrocket by multiplying the power of the 
resources you have.

Here is the logic behind multiplication: 

1.  Most people in organizations are underutilized.
2.  All capability can be leveraged with the right kind of lead-

ership.
3.  Therefore, intelligence and capability can be multiplied 

without requiring a bigger investment.

For example, when Apple Inc. needed to achieve rapid growth 
with flat resources in one division, they didn’t expand their sales 
force. Instead, they gathered the key players across the various job 
functions, took a week to study the problem, and collaboratively 
developed a solution. They changed the sales model to utilize com-
petency centers and better leverage their best salespeople and deep 
industry experts in the sales cycle. They achieved year-over-year 
growth in the double digits with virtually flat resources.

Salesforce, a $7 billion software firm that has pioneered software 
as a service, has been making the shift from the logic of addition 
to the logic of multiplication. They enjoyed a decade of outstand-
ing growth using the old idea of “throwing resources at a problem.” 
They addressed new customers and new demands by hiring the best 
technical and business talent available and deploying them on the 
challenges. However, a strained market environment created a new 
imperative for the company’s leadership: get more productivity from 
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their currently available resources. They could no longer operate 
on outdated notions of resource utilization. They started develop-
ing leaders who could multiply the intelligence and capability of the 
people around them and increase the brainpower of the organization 
to meet their growth demands.

Resource leverage is a far richer concept than merely “accom-
plishing more with less.” Multipliers don’t get more with less; they 
get more by using more. More of people’s intelligence and capability, 
enthusiasm and trust. As one CEO put it, “Eighty people can either 
operate with the productivity of fifty or they can operate as though 
they were five hundred.” And because these Multipliers achieve bet-
ter resource efficiency, they enjoy a strengthened competitive posi-
tion against companies entrenched in the logic of addition.

We want to strike at the root of the outdated addition logic. Let’s 
turn to the question of how Multipliers access intelligence and get so 
much from people. The answer is in the mindset and the five disci-
plines of the Multiplier.

The Mind of the Multiplier

As we studied Diminishers and Multipliers, we consistently found 
that they hold radically different assumptions about the intelligence 
of the people they work with. These assumptions appear to explain 
much of the difference in how Diminishers and Multipliers operate.

THE MIND OF THE DIMINISHER.  The Diminisher’s view of intelligence is 
based on elitism and scarcity. Diminishers appear to believe that 
really intelligent people are a rare breed and that they are of that rare 
breed. From this assumption they conclude that they are so special, 
other people will never figure things out without them.

I recall a leader I worked with whom I can only describe as an 
“intellectual supremacist.” This senior executive ran a technology 
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organization employing more than 4,000 highly educated knowledge 
workers, most of them graduates of top universities from around the 
world. I joined one of his management meetings, in which twenty 
members of his senior management team were troubleshooting an 
important go-to-market problem for one of their products. 

As we walked out of the meeting, we were reflecting on the con-
versation and the decisions made. He stopped, turned to me, and 
calmly said, “In meetings, I typically only listen to a couple of people. 
No one else really has anything to offer.” I think he saw the alarm on 
my face because after his words came out, he added the awkward 
postscript, “Well, of course, you are one of these people.” I doubted 
it. Out of the top twenty managers representing a division of 4,000 
people, he believed only a couple had anything to offer. As we walked 
down the hallway, we passed by rows and rows of cubicles and offices 
occupied by his staff. Seen through new eyes, this expanse now sud-
denly looked like a massive brainpower wasteland. I wanted to make 
a public announcement and tell them all that they could go home 
since their senior executive didn’t think they had much to offer.

In addition to seeing intelligence as a scarce commodity, our 
research showed that Diminishers regard intelligence as something 
basic about a person that can’t change much; they believe it is static, 
not able to change over time or circumstance. This attitude is con-
sistent with what Dr. Carol Dweck, noted psychologist and author, 
calls a “fixed mindset,” a belief that one’s intelligence and qualities 
are carved in stone.11 Diminishers’ two-step logic appears to be that 
people who don’t “get it” now, never will; therefore, I’ll need to keep 
doing the thinking for everyone. In the Diminisher world, there is no 
vacation for the smart people!

You can probably predict how the executive described above actu-
ally operated on a day-to-day basis. You might ask yourself how you 
would operate if, deep down, you held these beliefs. You would prob-
ably tell people what to do, make all the important decisions, and 
jump in and take over when someone appeared to be failing. And 
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in the end, you would almost always be right, because your assump-
tions would cause you to manage in a way that produced subordina-
tion and dependency.

THE MIND OF THE MULTIPLIER.  Multipliers hold very different assumptions. 
If Diminishers see the world of intelligence in black-and-white, Mul-
tipliers see it in Technicolor. Multipliers have a rich view of the intel-
ligence of the people around them. They don’t see a world where just 
a few people deserve to do the thinking. In addition, Multipliers see 
intelligence as continually developing. This observation is consistent 
with what Dweck calls a “growth mindset,” a belief that basic quali-
ties like intelligence and ability can be cultivated through effort.12

They assume that people are smart and will figure it out. To their 
eyes, their organization is full of talented people who are capable of 
contributing at much higher levels. They think like one manager we 
interviewed who takes stock of her team members by asking her-
self, “In what way is this person smart?” In answering this question, 
she finds colorful capabilities often hidden just below the surface. 
Instead of writing people off as not worth her time, she is able to 
ask, “What could be done to develop and grow these capabilities?” 
She then finds an assignment that both stretches the individual and 
furthers the interests of the organization.

Multipliers look at the complex opportunities and challenges 
swirling around them and think, There are smart people everywhere 
who will figure this out and get even smarter in the process. And they 
see that their job is to bring the right people together in an environ-
ment that liberates everyone’s best thinking—and then to get out of 
their way and let them do it!

How would you operate if you held these assumptions? In the 
most trying times, you would trust your people; you would extend 
hard challenges to them and allow them space to fulfill their respon-
sibilities. You would access their intelligence in a way that would 
actually make them smarter.
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The chart below summarizes how these very different sets of 
assumptions have a powerful effect on the way Diminishers and Mul-
tipliers lead others:

How would you: Diminisher
“They will never figure 
this out without me.”

Multiplier
“People are smart and 
will figure this out.”

Manage talent? Use Develop

Approach mistakes? Blame Explore

Set direction? Tell Challenge

Make decisions? Decide Consult

Get things done? Control Support

These core assumptions are essential to unearth and understand 
because, quite simply, behavior follows assumptions. If someone 
wants to lead like a Multiplier, he or she can’t simply mimic the prac-
tices of the Multiplier. An aspiring Multiplier must start by thinking 
like a Multiplier. In twenty years of watching and coaching executives, 
I have observed how leaders’ assumptions affect their management. 
When someone begins by examining and potentially upgrading their 
core assumptions, they will more easily adopt the five disciplines of 
the Multiplier with authenticity and impact.

The Five Disciplines of the Multiplier

So what are the practices that distinguish the Multiplier? In analyz-
ing data on more than 150 leaders, we found a number of areas in 
which Multipliers and Diminishers do the same things. Both groups 
are customer driven. Both show strong business acumen and market 
insight. Both surround themselves with smart people and consider 
themselves thought leaders. However, as we searched the data for the 
active ingredients unique to Multipliers, we found five disciplines in 
which Multipliers differentiate themselves from Diminishers.

Multipliers_9780062663078_5pREV_dix33692.indd   20 4/5/17   2:35 PM



T H E  M U LT I P L I E R  E F F E C T   21

1. ATTRACTING AND OPTIMIZING TALENT.  Multipliers are Talent Magnets; they 
attract and deploy talent to its fullest, regardless of who owns the 
resource, and people flock to work with them because they know 
they will grow and be successful. In contrast, Diminishers oper-
ate as Empire Builders, insisting that they must own and control all 
resources to be more productive. They tend to divide resources into 
those they own and those they don’t, and then allow these artificial 
separations to hamstring effective use of all resources and restrict 
growth. People may initially be attracted to work with a Diminisher, 
but it is often the place where people’s careers die.

The Diminisher is an Empire Builder who acquires resources and 
then wastes them. The Multiplier is a Talent Magnet who utilizes and 
increases everyone’s genius. 

2. CREATING INTENSITY THAT REQUIRES BEST THINKING.  Multipliers establish 
a unique and highly motivating work environment where everyone 
has permission to think and the space to do their best work. Mul-
tipliers operate as Liberators, which produces a climate that is both 
comfortable and intense. They are able to remove fear and create 
the safety that invites people to do their best thinking. At the same 
time, they are creating an intense environment that demands people’s 
best efforts. In contrast, Diminishers operate as Tyrants, introduc-
ing judgment and a fear of judgment, which have a chilling effect on 
people’s thinking and work. Diminishers try to demand everyone’s 
best thinking, yet they don’t get it.

The Diminisher is a Tyrant who creates a stressful environment. 
The Multiplier is a Liberator who creates a safe environment that fos-
ters bold thinking.

3. EXTENDING CHALLENGES.  Multipliers act as Challengers, continually 
challenging themselves and others to push beyond what they know. 
How do they do this? They seed opportunities, lay down challenges 
that stretch the organization, and, in doing so, generate belief that it 
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can be done and enthusiasm about the process. In contrast, Dimin-
ishers operate as Know-It-Alls, personally giving directives to show-
case their knowledge. While Diminishers set a direction, Multipliers 
ensure that a direction gets set.

The Diminisher is a Know-It-All who gives directives. The Multi-
plier is a Challenger who defines opportunities.

4. DEBATING DECISIONS.  Multipliers operate as Debate Makers, driving 
sound decisions through rigorous debate. The decision-making pro-
cess they foster contains all the information the organization needs 
to be ready to execute those decisions. Multipliers engage people in 
debating the issues up front, which leads to decisions that people 
understand and can execute efficiently. In contrast, Diminishers 
operate as Decision Makers who seem to make decisions efficiently 
within a small inner circle, but they leave the broader organization in 
the dark to debate the soundness of the leader’s decisions, and with 
none of the satisfaction of helping to fine-tune and execute them.

Diminishers are Decision Makers who try to sell their decisions to 
others. Multipliers are Debate Makers who generate real buy-in.

5. INSTILLING OWNERSHIP AND ACCOUNTABILITY.  Multipliers deliver and 
sustain superior results by inculcating high expectations across the 
organization. They serve as Investors who provide the necessary 
resources for success. In addition, they hold people accountable for 
their commitments. Over time, Multipliers’ high expectations turn 
into an unrelenting presence, driving people to hold themselves and 
each other accountable, often to higher standards and without the 
direct intervention of the Multiplier. In contrast, Diminishers serve 
as Micromanagers who drive results by holding on to ownership, 
jumping into the details, and directly managing for results.

The Diminisher is a Micromanager who jumps in and out. The 
Multiplier is an Investor who gives others ownership and full account-
ability. 
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The following chart summarizes the five vital disciplines that dif-
ferentiate Diminishers and Multipliers:

THE ASSUMPTION
“People won’t figure it out 

without me”

THE DISCIPLINES THE DISCIPLINES

THE ASSUMPTION
“People are smart and will 

figure it out”

DIMINISHERS MULTIPLIERS

THE FIVE DISCIPLINES OF THE MULTIPLIER

SEE

THE RESULTGET

DO

2×THE RESULT <50%

1. The Empire Builder
Hoards resources and 
underutilizes talent

2. The Tyrant
Creates a tense environment 
that suppresses people’s 
thinking and capability

3. The Know-It-All
Gives directives that showcase 
how much they know

4. The Decision Maker
Makes centralized, abrupt 
decisions that confuse 
the organization

5. The Micromanager
Drives results through their 
personal involvement

1. The Talent Magnet
Attracts talented people and 
uses them at their highest 
point of contribution

2. The Liberator
Creates an intense enviornment 
that requires people’s best 
thinking and work

3. The Challenger
Defines an opportunity that 
causes people to stretch

4. The Debate Maker
Drives sound decisions 
through rigorous debate

5. The Investor
Gives other people ownership 
for results and invests in 
their success

DO
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Surprising Findings

As we studied Multipliers across the world, we found a remarkable 
amount of consistency and several patterns that confirmed our early 
observations. Here are four surprising and intriguing findings that 
we want to share.

They Have a Hard Edge
One of the most critical insights from our study of Multipliers is how 
hard-edged these managers are. They expect great things from their 
people and drive them to achieve extraordinary results. They are 
beyond results-driven; they are tough and exacting. Indeed, Multi-
pliers make people feel smart and capable, but they don’t do it by 
being “feel-good” managers. They look into people and find capabil-
ity, and they want to access all of it and utilize people to their fullest. 
They see a lot, so they expect a lot.

During our research interviews, people oozed appreciation for 
the Multipliers they had worked with, but the gratitude was rooted 
in the deep satisfaction found in working with them, not in the pleas-
antries of a relationship. One person described working with Deb 
Lange, a senior vice president of taxation at a large firm: “Working 
with her was like an intense workout. It was exhausting but totally 
exhilarating.” Another said of his manager: “He got things from me 
I didn’t know I had to give. I would do almost anything to not disap-
point him.” An executive who reported to Derek Williams, executive 
vice president of Oracle’s Asia Pacific region, put it this way: “When 
you left his office you felt so much taller.” 

The Multiplier approach to management isn’t just an enlightened 
view of leadership. It is an approach that delivers higher performance 
because it gets vastly more out of people and returns to them a richly 
satisfying experience. As one early reader of this book noted, these 
leaders aren’t about “cupcakes and kisses.”

Multipliers_9780062663078_5pREV_dix33692.indd   24 4/5/17   2:35 PM



T H E  M U LT I P L I E R  E F F E C T   25

They Don’t Play Small
People often assume that Multiplier leaders have to step to the side 
in order to shine a spotlight on others, or that they play small so that 
others can play big. However, I found that these leaders not only uti-
lize all of the intelligence and talent of the people around them, they 
use all of their own as well. One of my favorite Multiplier leaders is 
Magic Johnson. Even back in high school, when he was just Earvin 
Johnson Jr., he was a phenomenally talented basketball player. His 
high school coach told him, “Earvin, every time you get the ball, 
I want you to take the shot.” And so he did—and he scored a lot 
of points as they won every game. They would score 54 points, and 
Earvin would have made 52 of them. The coach loved it, and the 
players loved it, because what boy doesn’t want to be on an unde-
feated team? But then after one particular game, as the players were 
leaving the gym and heading out to their cars, Earvin noticed the 
faces of the parents who had come to watch their sons play basket-
ball but instead ended up watching this superstar. He said, “I made a 
decision at this very young age that I would use my God-given talent 
to help everyone on the team be a better player.” 13 And this decision 
eventually earned him the nickname Magic—for his ability to raise 
the level of excellence of every team he ever played on and of every 
person on those teams. It’s not that these Multipliers shrink so that 
others can be big. It’s that they play in a way that invites others to 
play big, too.

They Have a Great Sense of Humor
On a whim, we added “Great Sense of Humor” to our leadership 
survey. Our suspicion proved right. Not only is this trait prominent 
among Multipliers, it is one of the traits that is most negatively cor-
related with the mindset held by Diminishers. Multipliers aren’t 
necessarily comedians, but they don’t take themselves or situations 
too seriously. Perhaps because they don’t need to defend their own 
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intelligence, Multipliers can laugh at themselves and see comedy in 
error and in life’s foibles, and their sense of humor has a liberating 
effect on others. Multiple workplace studies conclude that humor 
strengthens relationships, reduces stress, and increases empathy. 
Those who work in a fun environment have greater productivity, 
interpersonal effectiveness, and call in sick less often.14 Leaders who 
operate with a sense of humor create an environment where people 
can contribute at their fullest.

Think of George Clooney when you think of the humor of the 
Multiplier—it’s a self-deprecating wit and an ability to put others at 
ease, allowing people to be themselves. As one journalist wrote of 
Clooney, “After fifteen minutes, he made me feel comfortable in my 
own house.” 15 A Clooney costar said, “He has a way of daring you . . .  
which can be irresistible.” Multipliers use humor to create comfort 
and to spark the natural energy and intelligence of others.

The Accidental Diminisher
Perhaps one of our biggest surprises was realizing how few Dimin-
ishers understood the restrictive impact they were having on others. 
Most of them had grown up praised for their personal intelligence 
and had moved up the management ranks on account of personal—
and often intellectual—merit. When they became “the boss,” they 
assumed it was their job to be the smartest and to manage a set of 
“subordinates.” Others had once had the mind and even the heart 
of the Multiplier, but they had been working among Diminishers 
for so long that they inherited many of their practices and absorbed 
their worldview. As one executive put it, “When I read your find-
ings, I realized that I have been living in Diminisher land so long that 
I have gone native.” Many people have worked for Diminishers and, 
although they may have escaped unscathed, they carry some of the 
residual effects in their own leadership. The good news for the Acci-
dental Diminisher is that there is a viable path to becoming a Mul-

Multipliers_9780062663078_5pREV_dix33692.indd   26 4/5/17   2:35 PM



T H E  M U LT I P L I E R  E F F E C T   27

tiplier. Chapter 7, “The Accidental Diminisher,” is for well-meaning, 
decent managers who are underutilizing their people, despite having 
the very best intentions.

The Promise of This Book

As we studied Multipliers and Diminishers, we heard case after case 
of smart individuals being underutilized by their leaders. We heard 
their frustration as they told us how little some leaders got from 
them, despite how hard they were working and how they tried to give 
more. We learned that it is indeed possible to be both overworked 
and underutilized. Latent talent exists everywhere. Organizations are 
replete with underchallenged resources.

Multipliers are out there, and they know how to find this dormant 
intelligence, challenge it, and put it to use at its fullest. Great Multi-
pliers exist in business, in education, in nonprofits, and in govern-
ment. Consider just a few whom you will learn more about later.

1.  K. R. Sridhar, successful green-tech entrepreneur and 
CEO, who recruits A+ talent, then gives them an environ-
ment with a lot of pressure but very little stress, and allows 
them to experiment and take risks until the right technol-
ogy and solutions emerge.

2.  Alyssa Gallagher, an assistant superintendent who led a 
charge to revolutionize learning across her school district 
by giving ownership to the teachers and letting them be the 
revolutionaries. 

3.  Lutz Ziob, general manager of Microsoft Learning, whose 
team says of him, “He creates an environment where good 
things happen. He recruits great people, allows them to 
make mistakes, and ferociously debates the important 
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decisions. He demands our best, but then shares the suc-
cess with the whole team.”

4.  Sue Siegel, former biotech president turned venture capi-
talist, whose business partner described “a Sue effect. 
Everything around her gets better and companies grow 
under her guidance. I often wonder what people are like 
when they aren’t around Sue.”

5.  Larry Gelwix, head coach of Highland Rugby, whose high 
school varsity team’s record is 392 wins and just nine 
losses in thirty-four years. He attributes this extraordinary 
record to a deliberate leadership philosophy that engages 
the intelligence of his players on and off the field.

Leaders like these provide an aspiration point for those who 
would be Multipliers.

The promise is simple: You can be a Multiplier. You can create 
genius around you and receive a higher contribution from your 
 people. You can choose to think like a Multiplier and operate like 
one. This book will show you how. And it will show you why it mat-
ters.

This is a book for every manager trying to navigate the resource 
strain of tough economic times. It is a message for leaders who must 
accomplish more by getting more out of their people. As companies 
shed excess resources, the need for leaders who can multiply the 
intelligence and capability around them is more vital than ever. This 
book is also for the raging Multiplier who seeks to better under-
stand what he or she does naturally, as well as for the aspiring Mul-
tiplier who wishes to get the full capability and intelligence from his 
or her people. And it is most certainly for the Diminishers, so they 
can better understand the negative effects of leadership centered on 
their own intelligence. It is for every manager seeking the prom-
ise of the Multiplier: to increase intelligence everywhere and with 
everyone.
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As you read, you will find a few central messages:

1.  Diminishers underutilize people and leave capability on 
the table.

2.  Multipliers increase intelligence in people and in organiza-
tions. People actually get smarter and more capable around 
them.

3.  Multipliers leverage their resources. Corporations can get 
2× more from their resources by turning their most intel-
ligent resources into intelligence Multipliers.

Before turning our attention to the practices of the Multiplier, 
let’s clarify what this book is not. It is not a prescription for a nice-
guy, feel-good model of leadership. Rather, this book discusses a 
hard-edged approach to management that allows people to contrib-
ute more of their abilities. And although there will be much discus-
sion of Multipliers and Diminishers, this book isn’t about what they 
achieve themselves. It is about the impact that these leaders have on 
others. It is about the impact and the promise of the Multiplier. And 
lastly, the ideas offered here are not intended to be terms for labeling 
your diminishing boss and your colleagues. Rather, I offer a frame-
work for helping you to develop the practices of a Multiplier.

This book has been designed as an end-to-end learning experi-
ence, offering an opportunity to both understand and implement the 
Multiplier ideas. This introduction has provided a first glance into the 
Multiplier effect and an overview of what Multipliers do. Succeeding 
chapters will clarify the differences between Multipliers and Dimin-
ishers and will present the five disciplines of the Multiplier and how 
you can minimize your Accidental Diminisher tendencies. You’ll 
also gain a set of strategies for dealing with the inevitable Diminish-
ers around you. You will read stories of real Multipliers and Dimin-
ishers, but be aware that we’ve changed the Diminishers’ names and 
the names of their companies, for rather obvious reasons. The book 
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concludes with a road map for becoming a Multiplier leader and for 
building a Multiplier culture across an entire enterprise.

My Challenge to You

Although the Multiplier/Diminisher framework might appear binary, 
I wish to emphasize that there is a continuum between Multipliers 
and Diminishers, with just a small number of people at either polar 
extreme. Our research showed that most of us fall along this spec-
trum and have the ability to move toward the side of the Multiplier. 
With the right intent, the Multiplier approach to leadership can be 
developed. The good news is that 1) Multipliers are out there, 2) we 
have studied them to uncover their secrets, and 3) you can learn to 
become one. And not only can you become a Multiplier yourself, you 
can find and create other Multipliers. That will make you a Multiplier 
of Multipliers.

In this spirit, I challenge you to read this book on several levels. At 
the most fundamental level, it might illuminate what you undoubt-
edly have experienced—that some leaders create genius, while others 
destroy it. Or you might go beyond this and reflect on the quin-
tessential Multipliers and Diminishers who have been part of your 
career and life experience. But perhaps the best way to approach the 
book is to look beyond the idea that you or your colleagues are Mul-
tipliers, and instead spot yourself at times in the guise of Diminisher. 
The greatest power of these ideas might be in realizing that you have 
the mind of a Multiplier but have been living in a Diminisher world 
and have lost your way. Perhaps you are an Accidental Diminisher.

As I have journeyed into the world of Multipliers and Diminish-
ers, I have often seen glimpses of myself—either in the present or 
from years past—and have found ways to better exemplify the Mul-
tiplier in my own work teaching and coaching leaders around the 
world. I’ve come to see that most of us have a Diminisher side, or at 
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least a few vulnerabilities, mostly born of the best intentions. I cer-
tainly do. While we may not entirely rid ourselves of our diminishing 
tendencies, we can certainly work to string together as many Multi-
plier moments as possible. 

Multipliers is a guide to those of you who wish to follow the path 
of the Multiplier and, like British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, 
leave those you meet thinking they, rather than you, are the smartest 
person in the world. It is a book for executives who want to seed their 
organization with more Multipliers and watch everyone and every-
thing get better.

Let me now introduce you to the fascinating and diverse set of 
leaders we call the Multipliers. They come from all walks of life—
from corporate boardrooms and our schools’ classrooms, from the 
executive suite to the fields of Africa. And the leaders we’ve selected 
represent diverse ideologies. I encourage you to learn from everyone, 
even those whose political views you do not share. None of these 
leaders is perfect, but as we look into some of their finest Multiplier 
moments, we can discover new possibilities. I hope you will find 
their stories, their practices, and their impact as inspiring as we did 
when we entered their worlds.
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Chapter One Summary

Multipliers Versus Diminishers
MULTIPLIERS: These leaders are genius makers who bring out the intelli-
gence in others. They build collective, viral intelligence in organizations.

DIMINISHERS: These leaders are absorbed in their own intelligence, stifle 
others, and deplete the organization of crucial intelligence and capa-
bility.

The Five Disciplines of the Multipliers

1. The Talent Magnet: Attracts and optimizes talent

2. The Liberator: Requires people’s best thinking

3. The Challenger: Extends challenges

4. The Debate Maker: Debates decisions

5. The Investor: Instills accountability

The Accidental Diminisher

While true Diminishers are easier to spot, much of the diminishing that 
transpires in the workplace is a result of well-intended leaders whose 
honest attempts to lead or be helpful shut down ideas and cause others 
to hold back. 

The Results

By extracting people’s full capability, Multipliers get twice the capability 
from people as do Diminishers.
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