Matthew Effect

Idea In Short

Early success often changes the opportunity set, not merely the scorecard. The Matthew
Effect describes cumulative advantage: an initial edge in reputation, skill, capital, access, or
attention can attract further resources that make later success more likely. In organizations,
this can help strong performers and products compound value. It can also create hidden
inequity when recognition, sponsorship, budgets, or opportunities flow repeatedly to those
who already have them. Leaders should separate demonstrated performance from
accumulated visibility, widen access to developmental opportunities and measure whether
allocation systems amplify potential or merely reward prior advantage. The goal is not equal
outcomes. It is to ensure that early signals do not become self-fulfilling barriers to talent,

innovation and mobility

A small early lead can change what happens next. A junior employee receives a visible
assignment, performs well and gains a sponsor. The sponsor provides better feedback,
more access and another stretch opportunity. The employee's performance improves
further because the opportunity set has improved. At the same time, an equally capable
colleague who was not selected receives less exposure, fewer resources and weaker
signals of potential. Over time, the gap can look like a difference in talent even when it
began as a difference in access.

What the Matthew Effect means

The Matthew Effect describes cumulative advantage: a process in which an initial favorable
position produces further opportunities and rewards, causing gaps to widen over time.
Sociologist Robert K. Merton coined the term in 1968 to describe how already prominent
scientists often received greater recognition for scientific contributions than lesser-known
collaborators or peers 1. The phrase is often summarized as "the rich get richer", but the
underlying mechanism is more precise than a slogan.

Merton's insight was that recognition itself becomes a resource. A scientist with a strong
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reputation attracts attention, funding, talented collaborators, institutional support and the
presumption of quality. Those resources can improve future work and create more
recognition. The original achievement may be real, but the subsequent advantage is not only
a direct result of better performance. It is also a result of the social and institutional
response to prior status.

The effect applies broadly wherever a system allocates scarce opportunities based partly on
prior success. A positive customer review drives visibility, which produces more sales and
more reviews. An early funding round attracts talent and media coverage, which improves
the chance of later funding. A person with a well-known employer on a resume’receives
more interviews, which generates more career options. The feedback loop can be
productive, but it can also lock in accidental early differences.

How advantage compounds

Cumulative advantage typically operates through a sequence of reinforcing mechanisms. An
early win creates a signal of quality. The signal attracts attention and access. Access
provides better resources, information, coaching, networks, or capital. Those resources
raise the probability of another win. Each step may be rational on its own, yet the chain can
create widening differences that no longer map cleanly to underlying ability.

Research on cumulative advantage in science explains that initial comparative advantages in
capacity, structural position and available resources can generate successive increments of
opportunity and reward, widening gaps between those with more and less access 2 . The
important word is successive. The effect is longitudinal:

it becomes visible because outcomes today alter the conditions of competition

tomorrow

This makes the Matthew Effect different from a one-time advantage. A person who receives
an initial opportunity has an advantage. A Matthew process exists when that opportunity
changes the likelihood of receiving the next opportunity, then the next. The same logic can
apply to teams, business units, products, institutions and entire regions.
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Performance and recognition are different

The Matthew Effect does not claim that high performers are not high performers. It warns
that performance and recognition can become entangled. A well-known employee may
receive more credit because their work is more visible, because decision makers remember
their past success, or because others interpret ambiguous evidence in their favor. A less-

known employee may need stronger evidence to earn the same confidence.

This distinction is especially important in talent systems. Performance evaluations often
combine results, reputation, sponsorship and perceived leadership potential. The result is a
feedback loop in which early access to high-profile work creates the evidence used to
justify more high-profile work. The organization may believe it is rewarding merit while
actually rewarding the conditions that made merit visible.

The risk is not only unfairness. It is a loss of information. When leaders repeatedly invest in a
narrow group of already visible people, they learn less about the capabilities of everyone
else. Promising talent receives fewer chances to demonstrate potential. The organization
then interprets the lack of visible evidence as lack of capacity, even though the opportunity
system produced the evidence gap.

Where organizations create it

Hiring can initiate cumulative advantage before a person joins. Candidates from prestigious
schools, employers, or networks may receive more interviews and a more charitable
interpretation of ambiguous signals. Once hired, those signals can continue to shape
assignment quality, mentor access and promotion sponsorship. The process can be efficient
when reputation genuinely predicts performance, but it becomes self-reinforcing when the
organization stops testing whether the signal remains informative.

Performance management can intensify the effect. Managers may give the most reliable
people the most consequential work because the stakes are high. That choice can be
sensible in the short term. If repeated without development pathways for others, however, it
gives top performers richer learning and stronger achievement records while leaving others
with routine tasks. The next performance review then records a gap that the allocation
system helped create.
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Markets create similar loops. Digital platforms often rank content based on prior
engagement. Early attention leads to higher placement, which leads to more attention.
Network science relates the Matthew Effect to preferential attachment, in which already well-
connected nodes are more likely to attract additional connections 3 . In business, this can
appear as winner-take-more dynamics in brands, marketplaces, capital allocation and talent
reputation.

Early advantage is not always bad

Cumulative advantage can serve useful purposes. It can reward demonstrated reliability,
concentrate resources where they are likely to generate high returns and allow a strong
team or product to build momentum. A company should not ignore proven performance
simply to distribute opportunities evenly. The challenge is to distinguish a virtuous learning
loop from an exclusionary one.

A virtuous loop remains open to evidence. It periodically tests whether new entrants can
perform when given comparable support. It makes the criteria for access visible. It
recognizes that established performers may deserve continued investment while still
ensuring that the organization develops a pipeline of alternatives. An unhealthy loop treats
prior recognition as sufficient proof of all future potential and grants access through
informal sponsorship alone.

The right goal is not equal treatment in every circumstance. It is fair access to the conditions
that allow capability to be observed and developed. That includes meaningful assignments,
timely feedback, mentors, resources and the chance to recover from an early setback.
Without those conditions, the organization may optimize for continuity while underinvesting
in its future capacity.

Interrupt harmful feedback loops

Leaders can reduce harmful cumulative advantage without abandoning performance
standards. The first step is to map how opportunity flows. Who receives high-visibility
assignments, executive exposure, scarce development funds, client access and informal
sponsorship? How often do the same people receive them? Which early signals predict
those decisions and how well do those signals actually predict later performance?
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Several practices improve the system.

1. Publish criteria for stretch assignments, promotion sponsorship and development
opportunities so access is not determined solely through informal visibility

2. Use structured talent reviews that compare evidence, potential, readiness and
opportunity history rather than relying on reputation alone

3. Rotate selected high-value assignments while matching them with support,
coaching and realistic risk controls

4. Sponsor talent from underrepresented networks, particularly at the early career
stages where access has the greatest compounding effect

5. Audit outcomes by entry route, manager, business unit and opportunity exposure to
identify where gaps widen over time

These practices do not require lowering the bar. They improve the organization's ability to
identify who can meet it. A transparent process can still select the most prepared candidate
while revealing whether the pool itself was restricted by prior access.

Invest at the inflection point

Early interventions can have disproportionate impact because they alter the next set of
opportunities. In education, the Matthew Effect has been used to describe how early skill
advantages can accumulate, though empirical findings vary by domain and setting. One
study of elementary reading and mathematics found no general Matthew effect in either
domain across its sample, while identifying a more specific fan-spread pattern in
mathematics partly associated with status-dependent processes 4 . The lesson is that
compounding should be measured, not assumed.

For organizations, the equivalent is to identify the first moments when access starts to
diverge. It may be the first client-facing project, the first manager assignment, the first
executive presentation, or the first chance to lead a cross-functional initiative. Support at
those points can create a broader base of future performers. Waiting until gaps are large

makes intervention more expensive and less credible.
This does not mean every person needs the same path. People differ in aspiration,

readiness and fit. It means the organization should ensure that early outcomes do not
become permanent labels without repeated evidence. A weak first assignment may reflect
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poor support, a bad match, or a temporary constraint. A strong first assignment may reflect
genuine ability, luck, sponsorship, or all three. Wise systems update their judgments.

Make access visible and accountable

The strongest safeguard against invisible compounding is measurement. Track not only
promotions and performance ratings but also access to the experiences that precede them.
Which employees receive sponsor meetings, strategic projects, formal training, customer
exposure and leadership feedback? Which products receive homepage placement, paid
acquisition, sales priority, or integration support? A distribution pattern can reveal the engine
of future performance before it appears in outcome data.

Leaders should also distinguish between an outcome gap and an opportunity gap. An
outcome gap may reflect differences in skill, effort, market conditions, or access. An
opportunity gap is directly manageable: the organization can change who gets the
assignment, the resource, the information, or the invitation. Measuring both prevents a
simplistic conclusion that all differences are either proof of merit or proof of bias.

The Matthew Effect reminds leaders that success is path dependent. Early advantage can
compound into greater access, attention and performance. The strategic response is to
preserve the benefits of learning and proven results while ensuring that opportunity systems
continue to discover new capability rather than repeatedly amplifying the same visible
signals.

1The Matthew Effect in Science
2The Matthew Effect in Science, Il: cumulative advantage and the symbolism of

intellectual property

3The Matthew effect in empirical data

4Matthew effects in reading and mathematics development

Summary
The Matthew Effect is not destiny. Cumulative advantage operates through institutions,

feedback loops and decisions that can be redesigned. Initial gains can reflect real
performance, but their persistence often depends on who receives follow-on resources,
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exposure, mentoring and benefit of the doubt. Leaders can preserve the value of merit while
limiting runaway reinforcement by using transparent criteria, structured opportunities,
calibrated evaluation and targeted support at early inflection points. When access to the
next opportunity depends solely on the last visible win, organizations risk confusing
accumulated advantage with underlying capability
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