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Multipliers: How the best leaders make everyone smarter, Liz Wiseman (2010)  

The biggest leadership challenge of our times is not 
insufficient resources, but inability to access the most valuable 
resources at our disposal. People actually get smarter and 
more capable around Multipliers. “After meeting the great 
British PM William Gladstone, you left feeling he was the 
smartest person in the world, but after meeting with his rival 
Benjamin Disraeli, you left thing you were the smartest per-
son.” Bono  

A change in command can cause a change in an 
army’s capability Those who were smart and capable under 
one leader, may be stupefied with fear under another. I’m a 
genius watcher and fascinated by the intelligence of others. 
Some leaders seem to drain intelligence and capability out of 
the people around them, while others apply their intelligence 
to amplify others’ smarts and capability. People get smarter 
and better in their presence—intelligence Multipliers. Some 
leaders seem to boost the collective IQ while others suck the 
mental life out of their employees. What are the vital few dif-
ferences between intelligence Diminishers and intelligence 
Multipliers, and what impact do they have on organizations? 

It matters how much access you have to what others 
know. When people work with Multipliers, they hold nothing 
back. They offer the very best of their thinking, creativity, and 
ideas. Multipliers not only access others’ capability, they 
stretch it. Research at Stanford University found that when 
children were recognized for their efforts to think, that created 
belief and then reality--their intelligence grew. When poor 
children were adopted into upper-middle-class households, 
their IQs rose by 12 to 18 points. Students’ IQ levels drop over 
summer vacation, but have steadily increased over time. The 
average IQ of people in 1917 would amount to a mere 73 on 
today’s IQ test.  

To argue for allocation without giving attention to re-
source leverage is an expensive corporate norm. 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. A leader may be so heavily involved in details that he 
becomes a bottleneck in the organization.  

Leaders rooted in the logic of multiplication believe 
that most people are underutilized; all capability can be lever-
aged with the right leadership--intelligence and capability can 
be multiplied without more investment. Multipliers don’t nec-
essarily get more with less. They get more by using more—
more of others intelligence and capability.  

The Diminisher’s view of intelligence is based on 
elitism and scarcity. They see intelligence as static, meaning it 
doesn’t change over time or circumstance. Multipliers see in-
telligence as continually developing, by asking themselves, in 
what way is this person smart? They see it their job to bring 
the right people together in an environment that liberates their 
best thinking and to then get out of their way. 
 

 Multipliers attract and optimize talent, leading people 
by operating as Talent Magnets. Diminishers operate as Em-
pire Builders.  Multipliers liberate in a climate that is both 
comfortable and intense. Diminishers operate as Tyrants.  
Multipliers extend challenges by seeding opportunities, laying 
down a challenge that stretches an organization, and generat-
ing belief that it can be done. Diminishers operate as Know-It-
Alls. Multipliers debate decisions, which leads to decisions 
that people understand and can execute efficiently. Diminish-
ers operate as Decision Makers. Multipliers instill ownership 
and accountability. Serving as Investors, they provide neces-
sary resources for success and hold people accountable for 
their commitments. Over time, their high expectations turn 
into an unrelenting presence, driving people to hold them-
selves and each other accountable, often to higher standards 
and without the direct intervention of the Multiplier.  

Multipliers are hard edged managers. They see a lot, 
so they expect a lot. During 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 pleasantries of a relationship. “He got 
things from me I didn’t know I had to give. I would do almost 
anything to not disappoint him.” 

Multipliers have a great sense of humor—one of the 
traits most negatively correlated with the mindset held by Di-
minishers. They don’t take themselves or situations too seri-
ously. They use humor to create comfort and to spark a natural 
energy and intelligence in others. Few Diminishers understand 
the restrictive impact they have on others.  Many people have 
worked for Diminishers and, although they may have escaped 
unscathed, carry some of the residual effects in ther own lead-
ership. It is indeed possible to be overworked and underuti-
lized.  

“There is 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.” “He re-
cruits great people, allows them to make mistakes, and fero-
ciously debates the important decisions. He demands our best, 
but then shares the success with the whole team.” “He recruits 
A+ talent, then gives them an environment with a lot of pres-
sure but very little stress.” Not only can you become a Multi-
plier yourself, you can find and create other Multipliers. 
 
5 disciplines of the Multipliers. Talent Magnet: Attract and 
optimize talent. Liberator: Require people’s best thinking. 
Challenger: Extend challenges. Debate Maker: Debate deci-
sions. Investor: Instill accountability. 

 
What is the next challenge for you? What would be a 

stretch assignment? What is getting in the way of you being 
successful? A Talent Magnet creates a powerful force that at-
tracts talent and then accelerates the growth of intelligence and 
capability. One group of leaders believed that if an idea got 
support from a lot of people, it was a good idea. You could 
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work wherever there was energy, encouraging employees to 
use this heat-seeking approach. 

On the contrary, others become the walking dead that 
roam the halls of so many organizations that on the inside 
have given up. They “quit and stay.” They fail to get noticed 
for their work and lose intellectual confidence. Their value in 
the job market drops and their opportunities begin to evapo-
rate. So, they sit and wait, hoping things will turn around.     

You can often spot Talent Magnets inside organiza-
tions because they are the ones who ignore organization 
charts. Everyone works for them—or at least every person 
whose genius they can uncover. Multipliers understand that 
people love to contribute their genius. Everyone wants to work 
for them. 

I remember one of my colleagues trying to explain to 
me why I was always getting asked to lead cross-functional 
meetings on task forces. He explained, ”It is because you can 
so easily frame the issue, synthesize what people are saying, 
and lay out a course of action.” A native genius is something 
that people do, not only exceptionally well, but absolutely nat-
urally. What people do freely, they do without condition.  It 
gives them inherent satisfaction and they offer their capabili-
ties voluntarily, even ardently. Finding people’s genius begins 
by carefully observing them in action, looking for spikes of 
authentic enthusiasm and a natural flow of energy. By telling 
people what you see, you raise their awareness and confi-
dence, allowing them to provide their capability more fully. 
You know you’ve hit a genius nerve when they say,” Really? 
Can’t everyone do this?” Finding people’s native genius and 
then labeling it is a direct approach to drawing more intelli-
gence from them. “She watches people until she has an idea of 
what they do effortlessly and what area they are naturally 
drawn to. Her praise of others’ work is specific and public.”  

Divide and conquer is the modus operandi of Empire 
Builders. You can often spot an Empire Builder because s/he 
either operates exclusively through one-on-one meetings or 
runs staff meetings as an official report-out from each fief-
dom. Talent Magnets give credit; Empire Builders take credit 
and are oblivious to the development of others.  

To begin genius watching, ask “Why?” repeatedly 
until you find the underlying capability that allows someone to 
do some activity well. Test your thinking and refine your 
views. Make a list of 5 different roles you could put this per-
son into that would utilize and expand his genius. Leaders 
most often know who the Diminishers and blockers are. Re-
move them. Talent Magnets encourage people to grow and 
leave. They put other people on stage.  

Tyrants create a tense environment—one that is full 
of stress and anxiety that suppresses people’s thinking and ca-
pability. Liberators create an intense environment where peo-
ple experience a deep obligation to do their best work. When 
decisions are collective, the mistakes are collective, too. No 
one person takes the blame. 

Spielberg produces so many successful movies be-
cause his crew is twice as productive as those of the Tyrant di-
rectors we studied. Because Spielberg creates an environment 
where people can do their best work, these artists and staff 
sign up to work with him again and again.  

Liberators create both comfort and pressure in the 
same environment. They generate pressure but not stress. 
They create space, demand people’s best work, and generate 
rapid learning cycles. They are ferocious listeners and listen 
most of the time.  

Operate consistently. Consistency creates predictabil-
ity. When leaders are consistent, it lets others know when they 
can jump in and allows them to contribute. One great leader 
was described as comfortable, consistent, confident, relaxed, 
and disarming. He took emotion out of every situation and put 
a consistently professional front to everything. Consistency es-
tablishes a predictable pattern of behavior. And creates safety.  

Requiring people’s best work is different from insist-
ing on desired outcomes. “Are you sure this is your best work? 
Did you give your best?” If you want your organization to take 
risks, you have to separate the experiment from the outcome. 
Lutz was shameless in speaking about his own mistakes. He 
brings an intellectual curiosity for why things didn’t work out. 
The highest quality of thinking cannot emerge without learn-
ing. It can’t happen without mistakes. Liberators get the best 
thinking from people by creating a rapid cycle between think-
ing, learning, and making and recovering from mistakes. “We 
iterate fast so we can bring cycle time down. You want your 
people to fail early, fast, and cheap—and then learn from it.” 

Diminishers swing between 2 modes: militant in-
stance on their ideas and passive indifference to the ideas and 
work of others. Few people are willing to work for them twice.  
Tyrants are like gas that expands and consumes all the availa-
ble space. They impose an “anxiety tax” wherever they go. 
The path of least resistance is often the path of tyranny. Di-
minishers operate as Know-It-Alls. 

An assumption that underlies the practices of a Liber-
ator is that people’s best thinking must be given, not taken.  
Multipliers not only get full brainpower from their team, they 
grow capability rapidly.  

To become a liberator requires long-term commit-
ment. If you want to create more room for others and are 
prone to dominating conversation, play your chips. Suppose I 
give you 5 poker chips, each worth a number of seconds of 
talking time—1 worth 120 seconds, the next 3 worth 90 sec-
onds, and 1 worth just 30 seconds--to spend whenever you 
wish, but you only have 5. This will create 2 important out-
comes: abundant space for others, and increased credibility 
and presence as a leader.  

Label your opinions. Soft opinions are where you 
have a perspective to offer and ideas for someone else to con-
sider. Hard opinions are where you have a clear and poten-
tially emphatic point of view.  

Make your mistakes known. There is no easier way 
to invite experimentation and learning than to share stories 
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about your own mistakes. A regular feature in my staff meet-
ing was “screwup of the week.”  

A Multiplier asks the big questions and shows that a 
solution is possible. He understands the challenge at a deep 
enough level to believe a solution is possible. Once a leader 
accepts that she doesn’t have to have all the answers, she is 
free to ask much bigger, more provocative and interesting 
questions.  

In one case, an executive team shared fundamental 
questions, trends, and assumptions that shape their view. The 
leaders seeded the opportunities these trends would present 
and provided a framework for a strategy—4 key transfor-
mations needed in the business. Then he stopped telling and 
started asking. “Are these the transformations needed in the 
business? Which of our assumptions about the future might be 
wrong?” He gave the group a challenge to fill in the blanks. 
They would have 2 days to examine each of the 4 transfor-
mations, identify milestones and pinpoint the implications for 
the business, and then pass their thinking on to the next group 
of leaders who would go further. They did so wonderfully. 

Multiplies don’t just give answers. They provide 
enough information to provoke thinking and to help people 
discover the opportunity for themselves When people see the  
need for themselves, they develop a deep understanding of the 
issues. Strategy is about understanding assumptions. 

 When a Challenger has successfully seeded an op-
portunity, other people see it for themselves. And because the 
opportunity has been planted but is not fully grown, others are 
taken through a process of discovery. This process of explora-
tion and discovery sparks intellectual curiosity and begins to 
generate energy for the challenge. And because the answers 
are clearly not formed, people know “there is still something 
for me to do” and can step in to be involved. Multipliers creat 
a vacuum that draws people into the challenge. First, they ex-
tend a clear and concrete challenge. Then they ask the hard 
questions that need to be answered to achieve the challenge, 
but they don’t answer them. They let others fill in the blanks.   

Teach shy people to meet people, to look them in the 
eye, give them a firm hand, and shake their hand up and down 
3 times.  

Good leaders ask questions. Multipliers ask the really 
hard questions. They shift the burden of thinking to others. By 
asking the hard questions and inviting others to fill in the 
blanks, they shift the burden of thinking onto their people. 
“Why are we in this business? What would it take to be better 
than our competition? I don’t need 100% answers. I need 30% 
answers in 2 days.” 

Multipliers begin with small, early wins and use them 
to generate belief toward the greater stretch challenges. They 
get rapid cycles and accelerated problem solving without the 
initiation of the formal leader. Because people understand the 
context, they can act for themselves rather than wait to be told 
or approved.  

Becoming a Challenger starts with developing an 
overactive imagination and a serious case of curiosity. How 

does one become more curious? 30 minutes watching (or 
walking with) a young child in a new place will provide a 
good answer. The first step in this journey is to stop answering 
questions and begin asking them.  

I was commiserating with a colleague about how I 
had become bossy with my children and frustrated. I detailed a 
typical evening at my house where I barked orders at my 
young children: “Get ready for bed. Stop that. Put on your pa-
jama. Brush your teeth. Pick up you toys.” He challenged me, 
“Liz, when you go home, I want you to only speak to your 
children in the form of questions. No orders. No statements. 
Just questions.” I was naturally intrigued. He said, “I think you 
might find that your children know exactly what they need to 
do.” 

That night when it was time for bed, I asked my chil-
dren, “What time is it?” They responded with “bedtime.” I 
then asked, “What do we do at bedtime?” They responded 
with, “We get on our pajamas and brush our teeth.” I contin-
ued the question routine with, “Well then, who is ready for 
bed?” They scampered to get on their pajamas and brush their 
teeth. I stood in the hallway in shock. It transformed the way I 
operated as a parent. And it most certainly spilled over to how 
I manage at work.  

Take a bus trip. One GE executive found a creative 
way to seed a challenge and help his organization see a need 
in the marketplace. When he took over the failing appliance 
division at GE it was losing money, slashing its workforce, 
and hadn’t released a new product in years. So, he loaded 40 
people from his management team onto a rented bus and 
headed for the Atlanta Kitchen and Bath Show. The group was 
to find trends and needs, and generate new product ideas that 
would keep the plant alive. The group developed a new line of 
products and turned around the division from a staggering loss 
to a $10m profit. There are many ways to take a bus trip. Help 
people see for themselves the need that must be met. 

Take a massive baby step. But do it together so that 
everyone can see the results and start to believe that something 
great is possible. 

Challengers define opportunities that challenge peo-
ple to go beyond what they know how to do. Even when lead-
ers have a clear view of the future, there are advantages to 
simply seeding the opportunities. If you ask people to take on 
the impossible in the right way, it can create more safety than 
asking for something easier. 

It is better to debate a decision without settling it than 
settling a decision without debating it. The more vital the deci-
sion, the more rigorous and inclusive the decision-making pro-
cess should be. “What would success require?” He pushed 
harder, asking people to switch sides and argue against their 
previously stated position. “You’ve been offering an interna-
tional perspective on this, now look at it with a domestic hat 
on. You’ve been looking at the technical issues. I want you to 
debate this from the marketing perspective.”  

Multipliers frame the issues, spark debate, and drive 
sound decisions. They prepare the organization for the debate 
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by forming the right questions and the right team and then 
framing the issues and process in a way that everyone can con-
tribute. Unearth and challenge the assumptions that entrench 
the organization in old patterns and thinking. Surface the fun-
damental tensions and tradeoffs. The work of the Multiplier is 
to find the right issue and formulate the right question so that 
others can find the answers.  

Debate Makers define what needs to be addressed, 
why it is important and how the final decision is expected to 
be made. Candidates for the debate include those with 
knowledge or insight needed to inform the issue, key stake-
holders for the decision, and those with responsibility for driv-
ing the outcome of the decision. How long will we have to 
make the decision? Who will recommend? Who will decide?  

Multipliers aren’t just debaters; they are Debate Mak-
ers. They let the discussion happened before they express their 
opinion. They ask for evidence and pursue all sides of the is-
sue. What is the impact on our customers? Our legal obliga-
tion? The financial impact? Encourage others to take an op-
posing stand. Focus on the facts. Summarize key ideas and 
outcomes of the debate, let people know what to expect next 
and address such questions as:  

• Are we making the decision right now or do we need 
more information?  

• Is this a team decision or will the leader make the fi-
nal call?  

• If it is a team decision, how will we resolve differing 
views?  

• Has anything that has surfaced in the debate altered 
the decision-making process?  

 Leaders see that their greatest contribution lies in 
asking the questions that produce the most rigorous thinking 
and answers. Participants learn that the cost of an opinion is 
evidence. Ask the hard questions and then stop. Ask for the 
data. Ask each person.  
 When leaders fail to give ownership, they create de-
pendent organizations. This is the way of the Diminisher. Mul-
tipliers operate as investors by infusing others with the re-
sources and ownership to produce results independent of them. 
They invest, expect results, and help others lead.  
 Silicon Valley’s venture capital community teaches 
and coaches. They back people up, infusing the resources they 
need to be successful and independent. They define owner-
ship, invest resources and hold people accountable. They give 
51% of the vote and full ownership, which creates certainty 
and builds confidence. This enables them to stop second-
guessing and start getting second opinions. Clarifying the role 
that you will play as a leader actually gives people more own-
ership, not less. They understand that they hold the majority 
ownership position and that success or failure hinges on their 
efforts.  
 When people are given ownership for only a piece of 
something larger, they tend to optimize their piece, limiting 
their thinking to the immediate domain. When they are given 

ownership for the whole, they stretch their thinking and chal-
lenge themselves to go beyond their scope.  
 Multipliers get more than 100% of people’s capabil-
ity because they grow under the watch of a Multiplier. When 
Investors stretch the role, they stretch the person in it. They 
protect their investment by infusing the knowledge and re-
sources the person will need to deliver on their accountability. 
 When Jae Choi at McKinsey inserts himself into a 
discussion, it isn’t to show-and-tell what he knows. He “grabs 
the pen” so he can teach and coach. Diminishers tell you what 
they know; Multipliers help you learn what you need to know. 
They look for teachable moments when a team is spinning or 
has suffered a setback. In these moments, minds are most open 
and hungry. “What do we know about what doesn’t work? 
What assumptions led us to these outcomes? What risks do we 
face that need to be mitigated?” 
 You teach by helping your team solve real problems. 
Even if you know the solution, don’t offer it. If you do, you’ve 
lost the teaching moment. It has to be Socratic. Ask the ques-
tion and tease out the answer. When leaders teach, they invest 
in their people’s ability to solve and avoid problems in the fu-
ture. It is one of the most powerful ways to build intelligence 
around you.    
 When the scoreboard is visible, people hold them-
selves accountable. One CEO stepped aside without a crisis or 
power play. He said his primary role as a leader was to ensure 
successive generations of leaders. He is addicted to growing 
other people. Serial Multiplies grow intelligence that is real 
and sustainable, which is what allows the Multiplier to repli-
cate the effect again and again.  
 Nature is the most powerful teacher. We remember 
and learn deeply when we experience the natural conse-
quences of our actions. When we protect people from experi-
encing the natural ramifications of their actions, we stunt their 
learning. Real intelligence gets developed through experimen-
tation and by trial and error. There are natural consequences to 
good decisions. Allow people to experience the full force of 
their success. Step out of the way, give them credit, and let 
them reap the full benefits of their victories.  
 Ask for the fix.” What solution(s) do you see to this 
problem? How would you propose we solve this? What would 
you like to do to fix this? I’m here to back you up. What do 
you need from me as you lead this?” Done repetitively these 
actions can instigate the Multiplier effect inside your organiza-
tion.  
 People tell us that the distinction between Diminish-
ers and Multipliers vividly reflects their reality. They also con-
fess that they have some degree of a diminisher within them-
selves and resolve to be a Multiplier. The path of least re-
sistance is often the path of the Diminisher.  
 If you’re stuck under a diminisher, you don’t have to 
imitate and be limited by his leadership. You can still ask 
more than tell and shine the spotlight on the knowledge of oth-
ers rather than yourself. Give yourself permission to be better 
then your boss. And then watch the organization take notice. 
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 Being a Multiplier doesn’t necessitate extra work. In 
fact, the lazy way works best. Focus on your leadership effort 
in places with your 2 discipline extremes: bring up your low-
est and take your highest to the next level. Adopt the assump-
tions of a Multiplier and allow the behavior practices to natu-
rally follow. Pick 1 practice within 1 discipline, and work it 
for 30 days.  
 Label talent one-on-one and in front of the whole 
group. Ask yourself, “How is she smart? How can I give space 
to her?” Momentum can be built quickly. Mastery takes time. 
A foundation or baseline of capability can be established in 1 
year of consistent, purposeful effort. The best work is done 
when we can hold a single question for a long time. “What is 
the question that you are asking yourself this year? What 
would cause other people to become smarter and more capable 
around me? What could people figure out on their own if I just 
gave them more space?” 
 Multipliers are the key to everyone else’s intelli-
gence.  
 
Accelerators Accelerators work the extremes. 1 towering 
strength almost doubles the effectiveness of a leader, provided 
the leader has no area of sharp weakness. Leaders do not need 
to be good at everything. They just need to be free of show-
stopper weaknesses. Having strengths in 3 of the disciplines 
appears to be a threshold for Multiplier status. Working the 
extremes offers an efficient and sustainable pathway to leader-
ship development.  
 Multipliers are rarely in the Diminisher range in any 
of the 5 disciplines. You can knock out a whole set of behav-
ior by adopting the right belief. How would you approach a 
decision if you believed people are smart and can figure it out? 
The assumptions we hold shape our views, our practices, and 
in the end have a powerful effect on the outcomes, often form-
ing a self-fulfilling prophecy.  
 
Disciplines Talent Magnet. Diminisher: people need to re-
port to me in order to get then to do anything. Multiplier: If I 
can find someone’s genius, I can put them to work.  
 Liberator. Diminisher: Pressure increases perfor-
mance.  Multiplier: People’s best thinking must be given, not 
taken.  
 Challenger. Diminisher: I need to have all the an-
swers. Multiplier: People get smarter by being challenged. 
 Debate Maker. Diminisher: There are only a few 
people worth listening to. Multiplier: With enough minds, we 
can figure it out.  
 Investor. Diminisher: People will never be able to 
figure it out without me. Multiplier: People are smart and will 
figure things out.  
  
   
 
Self-assessment tool: www.multipliersbook.com 
 

[Some leaders seem to drain intelligence and capability out of 
the people around them, while others apply their intelligence 
to amplify others’ smarts and capability. Not only can you be-
come a Multiplier yourself, you can find and create other Mul-
tipliers. Finding people’s genius begins by carefully observing 
them in action, looking for spikes of authentic enthusiasm and 
a natural flow of energy. Consistency creates predictability. 
Multipliers get more than 100% of people’s capability because 
they grow under the watch of a Multiplier. When the score-
board is visible, people hold themselves accountable. Adopt 
the assumptions of a Multiplier and allow the behavior prac-
tices to naturally follow.] 

http://www.multipliersbook.com/

