
 
  

Dunbar Number 

Idea In Short

Do not assume that a growing organization can preserve the social coherence of a small
team through goodwill alone. Dunbar Number is a practical reminder that trust, reciprocity
and informal information flow have human limits. Once a group grows beyond what people
can hold relationally, leaders must replace ambient familiarity with designed structure. The
right response is not bureaucracy for its own sake. It is deliberate operating design: clear
team boundaries, manageable spans, layered communication, local leadership and rituals
that keep information moving without forcing everyone to know everyone. This matters in
scaling startups, consulting firms, product organizations and professional partnerships
because growth often breaks social coordination before it breaks strategy. Structure should
arrive before trust collapses, not after

Small organizations often run on atmosphere. People know who is overloaded, who can
solve a problem quickly, who needs context and where to route a decision without
consulting a formal map. That coherence feels natural while it lasts. It is easy to mistake it
for culture in the abstract. In practice, it is often the by-product of size. Once the
organization grows, the same behaviors that once felt effortless become fragile, partial and
uneven. Dunbar Number helps explain why.

What Dunbar Number describes

Dunbar Number refers to a suggested cognitive limit on the number of stable social
relationships one person can maintain. Robin Dunbar's original work used the relationship
between neocortex size and group size in primates to estimate a human group size of
roughly 1501. The point was not that every human being can sustain exactly the same
number of ties. The point was that social cohesion has a cognitive boundary and that
boundary has organizational consequences.

The concept became influential because it maps well onto lived experience. People can
recognize many more than 150 individuals, but stable social relationships require more than
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recognition. They require memory, reciprocity, contextual understanding and some sense of
how people relate to one another. Once those conditions weaken, social coordination
changes character.

That shift matters for leadership because many small organizations are designed implicitly
around the assumption that everyone knows everyone well enough. They do not need heavy
structure because informal trust and fast relational routing handle much of the work. Dunbar
Number becomes relevant the moment that assumption stops holding.

Why growth changes coordination

As a group grows, coordination costs do not rise only because there are more people. They
rise because fewer people can hold the whole social map accurately. In a small team,
information can move through direct familiarity. In a larger one, information increasingly
depends on role, process, hierarchy and explicit communication pathways.

This is where many growing organizations stumble. Leadership still speaks as if the
company were one room, while the lived reality has already become a network of partial
visibility. People stop knowing what neighboring teams actually do. The same topic gets
interpreted differently in different pockets of the business. Trust becomes more localized
and less ambient. Decisions require more explanation because fewer shared assumptions
exist.

The damage is often subtle at first. No dramatic failure announces the transition. Instead,
people begin to say that communication has become harder, meetings multiply, onboarding
takes longer and decisions feel slower than they used to. These are not random symptoms.
They are signs that informal social architecture is no longer carrying the load it once did.

The 150 idea is useful because it is layered

One reason the concept is often misunderstood is that people treat 150 as a single hard
ceiling. Dunbar's broader model is more layered than that. The commonly cited structure
includes smaller and larger circles, such as roughly 5 intimate ties, 15 close relationships, 50
strong social ties and around 150 meaningful contacts, followed by wider circles of weaker
connection2.
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This layered view is more useful for organizational design than the headline number alone. It
suggests that scaling is not only about total population. It is also about how many people
can work with strong trust, how many can coordinate with regular familiarity and how many
can remain socially legible within a wider system.

A company does not fail because it passes 150 employees. It fails if it keeps operating as
though no structural transition is required. Once the group expands beyond the range where
personal familiarity can do most of the coordination, leaders need nested units, local context
and deliberate bridges between groups.

The practical implication is that scale should be designed in layers rather than imagined as
one large, equally connected whole.

Trust does not scale by announcement

Leaders often say they want to preserve trust as the company grows. That intention is
understandable, but trust is not preserved through messaging alone. It depends on repeated
interaction, reputation memory, reciprocal obligation and some confidence that people
understand each other's context. These conditions are easier to maintain in small groups
than in large ones.

When scale increases, trust becomes uneven. People still trust those they work with closely,
but the wider organization becomes more abstract. This changes behavior. Teams may
protect local priorities, hesitate to rely on distant functions, duplicate work to reduce
dependence, or escalate issues upward because lateral confidence has weakened. None of
this necessarily reflects poor culture. It often reflects the natural shift from relationship-
heavy coordination to structure-dependent coordination.

Research reviewing the social brain hypothesis continues to support the broader idea that
human social organization follows nested layers and that around 150 remains a meaningful
reference point in many contexts, even while exact values vary and debate continues3. For
leadership, the exact number matters less than the design consequence. Beyond a certain
point, trust cannot remain a general ambient property of the whole group. It must be built
locally and connected structurally.

Information flow degrades before leaders notice
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One of the hardest parts of organizational scaling is that information flow often degrades
gradually. Founders and senior leaders may still feel well connected because many
channels continue to point toward them. They are often the last people to experience
fragmentation directly. Meanwhile, teams further from the center live with partial
information, delayed decisions, duplicated work and increasing uncertainty about who owns
what.

This is why Dunbar Number matters beyond culture. It is also an operating model issue.
When groups grow beyond stable relational visibility, information no longer moves because
"everyone knows." It moves only if systems, forums, team boundaries and escalation paths
support it. If those elements lag behind growth, the organization starts compensating with
meetings, broadcast updates and reactive clarification.

The result is rarely elegant. People receive more communication but understand less of
what is relevant to them. Noise rises. Context gets trapped inside teams. Coordination
becomes more formal without becoming more coherent. The company looks connected on
the surface while becoming harder to navigate in practice.

That is one reason consulting and management thinkers keep returning to Dunbar Number in
business settings. Once groups outgrow relationship-based cooperation, efficiency
depends less on charisma and more on structural clarity4.

What leaders should design instead

The practical response is not to keep organizations artificially tiny. It is to preserve small-
group coherence inside larger systems. That means designing operating structures that let
trust form locally while information still moves across the whole organization.

Team size is one part of this. Leaders should avoid building giant units that rely on everyone
remaining socially synchronized. Clear spans, local leadership and bounded responsibilities
make it easier for people to know who matters for their work. Cross-functional work should
happen through intentional interfaces rather than through the assumption that everyone can
keep the same whole-company map in their head.

Rituals matter too. Cadences for decision review, onboarding, knowledge transfer and
escalation should reduce ambiguity rather than multiply ceremony. The best structures do
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not create bureaucracy for its own sake. They compensate for the decline of ambient
familiarity by making coordination legible. That is the key difference. Good structure
replaces invisible reliance on memory with visible pathways for trust and information.

Leaders also need to rethink what culture means at scale. In a small firm, culture can feel
like a single shared atmosphere. In a larger one, culture is carried through repeated local
experience plus a few cross-organizational norms that are clear enough to travel.

The concept is useful, but not sacred

Dunbar Number is helpful as a design heuristic, not as a universal law of organizational
mathematics. The exact figure has been debated and some researchers have challenged
whether one cognitive limit can be derived as neatly as the popular version suggests5. That
criticism is worth taking seriously because management ideas become less useful when
leaders treat them as numerology.

Even so, the critique does not erase the managerial value of the concept. Few leaders need
the number to be exact in order to see the pattern. Stable, meaningful social relationships
are limited. Coordination by familiarity weakens with scale. Informal culture cannot carry
unlimited complexity. These observations remain operationally important even if the precise
threshold varies by context.

That is why the idea endures in organizational design. It captures something leaders
repeatedly observe when companies grow quickly. The organization becomes bigger before
its social architecture becomes stronger. Problems then appear not because people have
become less capable, but because the operating model still assumes intimacy at a scale
where intimacy no longer governs the whole.

What Dunbar Number really teaches

The most useful reading of Dunbar Number is not anthropological trivia about 150. It is a
leadership warning about invisible thresholds. An organization can move from one
coordination logic to another without naming the transition. It still talks as if shared context
exists across the whole group, while in reality that context now exists only in pockets.

When leaders miss that shift, they often respond with nostalgia. They try to recreate

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -5-



closeness through messaging, social events, or symbolic gestures. Those things may help
at the margin, but they do not solve the structural issue. The organization has outgrown pure
relationship-based coordination.

The stronger response is to accept the transition and design for it. Preserve small units
where people can know each other well. Create bridges that move information across units
without assuming universal familiarity. Build leadership roles that translate context rather
than merely relay updates. Trust will then survive not because the company stayed socially
small, but because the operating model respected the limits of human social scale.

1Dunbar's number
2Dunbar's number: Why we can only maintain 150 relationships
3The social brain hypothesis - thirty years on
4Achieve efficiency in groups using Dunbar's number
5Can you have more than 150 friends?

Summary

Dunbar Number remains relevant because organizations still tend to mistake connectivity for
cohesion. Modern tools allow everyone to message everyone, but they do not remove
cognitive limits on stable social relationships. As companies scale, informal trust becomes
less reliable, context fragments and information starts to move unevenly unless leaders
redesign the operating model. The practical objective is not to preserve a mythical perfect
family culture at all sizes. It is to build structures that keep groups small enough to
cooperate locally while linking them effectively at higher levels. Leaders who understand
this do not fight scale with nostalgia. They design for trust, accountability and information
flow at the size the organization has actually reached
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