
 
  

Law of Triviality 

Idea In Short

Do not mistake meeting energy for decision quality. The Law of Triviality, often called bike-
shedding, explains why groups can spend far more time on small, legible issues than on
consequential, technical, or high-stakes decisions. The reason is not that trivial matters
matter more. It is that more participants feel qualified to discuss them. A bicycle shed, a
slide title, or a button color invites instant opinions. A capital allocation decision, system
architecture choice, or nuclear design often does not. Leaders should treat this as a
structural bias in collective attention. When discussion time drifts toward what is easiest to
grasp, organizations create the illusion of diligence while neglecting the decisions that
actually shape cost, risk and outcomes. Good governance therefore requires explicit
protection for consequential complexity

The Law of Triviality is one of the clearest explanations for why smart groups can waste
time together. It describes a recurring pattern in collective decision making: the simpler and
more familiar an issue is, the more discussion it attracts, even when it matters far less than
the items surrounding it. This is why committees can dispatch major capital decisions in
minutes and then spend an hour debating cosmetic details. The problem is not merely
inefficiency. It is misallocated attention.

What the law says

C. Northcote Parkinson introduced the Law of Triviality as part of his satirical critique of
committee behavior. His famous formulation was that the time spent on an agenda item
tends to be inversely proportional to the sum involved 1 . The classic illustration is a
committee reviewing a nuclear power plant that spends little time on the reactor itself but
prolonged time on the staff bicycle shed, because everyone feels able to comment on the
latter 2 .

The point is not literally about bicycles. It is about cognitive accessibility. Complex topics
create hesitation because they require expertise, preparation, or confidence that many
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participants do not have. Simple topics create conversational abundance because everyone
can form an opinion instantly.

That is why bike-shedding is not just a joke about meetings. It is a predictable bias in how
groups allocate attention.

Why trivial topics attract so much time

Groups spend more time on simple matters because simple matters are legible. People can
visualize them, personalize them and evaluate them without specialized knowledge. A logo,
button color, office layout, or naming convention invites immediate participation. A risk
model, acquisition structure, or systems architecture does not.

This difference changes the social dynamics of discussion. On a difficult topic, people may
defer because they lack certainty. On an easy topic, silence feels unnecessary because
participation feels safe. One explanation of the law captures the mechanism directly: the
more complicated, costly, or difficult the issue, the less likely it is that most participants
understand it well enough to debate it confidently 3 .

So the bias is not only about poor priorities. It is also about the social comfort of discussing
what feels comprehensible.

Why this becomes dangerous in organizations

The danger is that discussion time becomes decoupled from consequence. When groups
spend most of their energy on easy topics, they can create the appearance of rigor while
underexamining decisions that carry far larger operational, financial, or strategic impact. A
team can leave a meeting feeling productive because everyone contributed, even though
the most important issue received the least scrutiny.

This is why the Law of Triviality matters in governance, not just in workplace humor. Budget
committees, product reviews, transformation programs and executive meetings can all
suffer from the same distortion. Public finance guidance on the topic treats it as a real
process-design problem: organizations must structure budget and decision processes so
focus stays on the truly important items 4 .
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Without that discipline, familiarity outruns importance.

Why software teams call it bike-shedding

The term bike-shedding became especially popular in software and technical communities
because it names a pattern those teams see constantly. A complex architectural change
may get little substantive review, while a minor code style decision, variable name, or
interface detail triggers extensive commentary. The pattern is the same as Parkinson's
original example, but the setting has changed.

That is why the term survived. It compresses a whole theory of collaborative dysfunction
into a vivid image. Technical communities adopted it because it explains how amateur
scrutiny can crowd out expert judgment when the discussion centers on the elements
everyone feels able to contest 5 .

The lesson is not that small details never matter. It is that discussion should track leverage,
not just comfort.

What leaders should do differently

Leaders cannot eliminate the tendency entirely, but they can design around it. The first
move is agenda discipline. Important and complex decisions should have protected time,
clear framing, pre-reads and identified owners. Minor issues should be time-boxed or
delegated unless they have outsized downstream consequences.

The second move is role clarity. Not every topic needs open-ended committee debate.
Some issues require broad participation, but others need expert judgment with bounded
review. The third move is explicit triage:

if a discussion is drifting toward cosmetic detail while a high-impact issue remains
unresolved, someone must call the shift out and redirect attention

Advice on Parkinson's Law and the Law of Triviality often converges on this point: without
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deliberate boundaries, meetings fill with low-value discussion that feels easier than
wrestling with the hard question 6 .

A better way to read participation

One reason bike-shedding survives is that leaders can misread broad participation as
evidence of healthy decision making. Participation is useful, but it is not enough. A room full
of opinions on a trivial matter does not compensate for weak scrutiny of a consequential
one. In fact, the former often masks the latter.

A better test is whether discussion time, preparation quality and decision rights are aligned
with impact. If the answer is no, the organization is not being inclusive. It is being distracted.
High-participation discussions can still produce low-quality prioritization when the issue
selection itself is distorted.

That is the deeper warning behind the law. Comfort is not a reliable proxy for importance.

The strategic lesson

The Law of Triviality matters because modern organizations operate in environments full of
legible distractions. Dashboards, design details, meeting edits and visible workflow artifacts
all invite commentary. The most consequential decisions, meanwhile, are often abstract,
technical, uncertain and difficult to compress into a room-temperature opinion.

That means leaders must actively protect complexity from being displaced by familiarity. If
they do not, the organization will not stop making decisions. It will simply make them in the
wrong proportion. The bicycle shed will get finished and the reactor will go underexamined.

1Parkinson's Law
2Law of triviality
3Parkinson's law of triviality (bikeshedding)
4Breaking the Law of Triviality
5Bikeshedding and the challenge of amateurs scrutinising experts
6The Original Parkinson's Law and The Law of Triviality
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Summary

The Law of Triviality endures because it captures a common failure mode in committees,
reviews and digital collaboration. Groups often default toward issues that are easy to
visualize, easy to personalize and easy to debate. That makes participation feel broad, but it
does not make decisions better. The practical lesson is not to silence simple questions or
rush all complex ones. It is to align attention with consequence. Important matters need
structured preparation, domain expertise and decision rules that prevent complexity from
being crowded out by familiarity. When leaders fail to do that, they get long meetings, high
participation and weak prioritization. When they succeed, discussion time becomes a
reflection of impact rather than comfort
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