
 
  

Price's Law 

Idea In Short

Do not read Price's Law as a moral judgment about who matters in a team. Its value lies in
describing a recurring pattern of concentration, not in declaring that most contributors are
useless. Originally associated with Derek J. de Solla Price's work on scientific publication,
the law suggests that a surprisingly small minority of contributors often produces a very
large share of the output. In its best-known form, the square root of the number of
participants accounts for about half of the total production. This makes the law memorable,
but also easy to misuse. Leaders may turn it into an excuse for elitism, while critics may
dismiss it because it is not exact in every domain. The more useful reading is strategic:
output in many creative and knowledge systems is highly unequal and organizations need to
understand what that means for staffing, incentives, dependence and resilience

Price's Law is one of the most provocative ideas about productivity because it suggests that
output is often far more concentrated than managers expect. In its familiar form, the law
says that the square root of the number of people involved in a domain will account for
about half of the total output. Whether or not the ratio holds exactly, the deeper message is
clear:

contribution is often distributed very unevenly

What Price's Law says

Price's Law, also called Price's square root law, is associated with Derek J. de Solla Price
and his study of scientific productivity. The core claim is that in a field with (n) contributors,
roughly (\sqrt{n}) of them will produce about 50% of the output1. Price introduced the idea
in his 1963 book Little Science, Big Science, where he examined the concentration of
publications across scientific authors2.
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The classic illustration is simple. If 25 authors produce 100 papers, then about 5 authors, the
square root of 25, would account for roughly 50 of those papers. The number is memorable
because it turns a broad pattern of inequality into a compact rule.

That is why the law has traveled far beyond bibliometrics.

Why it matters

The strategic importance of Price's Law is not the exact arithmetic. It is the warning that
productive output is often highly concentrated. In knowledge work, research, engineering,
sales and other performance-heavy domains, a small minority may generate a
disproportionate amount of visible output, innovation, or impact.

Management commentary on the law emphasizes exactly this point: high-performing
domains often depend on a small set of especially productive contributors, which creates
both opportunity and risk3. A team can benefit enormously from exceptional contributors,
but it can also become structurally dependent on them.

This is why the law is useful for thinking about resilience, not just performance.

How it differs from Pareto's 80/20 rule

Price's Law is often compared with the Pareto principle because both describe
concentration. But they are not the same. Pareto's rule is a general heuristic suggesting that
around 80% of effects come from 20% of causes. Price's Law is more specific in form,
proposing a square-root relationship rather than a fixed percentage split.

That difference matters because the implied concentration changes with scale. In a group of
100 contributors, Price's Law suggests that about 10 might generate half the output. In a
group of 10,000, about 100 might do so. The structure is therefore more dynamic than a flat
80/20 ratio4.

Both heuristics point in the same direction, but Price's Law does so with a different
geometry.

Why leaders misuse it
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Price's Law is easy to misuse because it can sound like a justification for writing off the
majority of a team. That is not the right interpretation. Output concentration does not mean
the rest of the contributors are irrelevant. Many people create enabling conditions, maintain
quality, reduce risk, support collaboration and make high performers effective in the first
place.

Some analyses of Price's Law explicitly warn that the pattern is difficult to operationalize
cleanly in organizational settings because "output" is harder to define than raw publication
count5. In many teams, what is easiest to count is not the same as what matters most.

So the law is most useful when it prompts better measurement, not simplistic ranking.

Why the law is debated

Price's Law became influential because it gave a powerful summary of publication
inequality, but later scholarship has questioned how well the square-root formulation holds
empirically across all fields. Critical work examining its relation to Lotka's law and testing it
against publication data suggests the pattern is more nuanced than its slogan form implies6.
Some modern summaries go further and note that direct empirical tests have not
consistently supported the exact square-root rule in every domain7.

This does not erase the usefulness of the idea. It means leaders should treat Price's Law as
a strong heuristic about concentration, not as a universal constant.

That is a more disciplined way to use it.

What leaders should do

First, identify where output is truly concentrated and decide whether that concentration is
healthy, fragile, or both. Second, distinguish visible output from enabling work, because
teams often undercount mentorship, architecture, review and coordination. Third, protect
high-leverage contributors from burnout while also broadening capability so the system is
not dangerously dependent on a few people.

Price's Law is most valuable when it encourages leaders to think in terms of leverage and
resilience together. Exceptional contributors matter, but healthy systems do not bet
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everything on them.

The deeper lesson

Price's Law endures because it says something uncomfortable but often recognizable: not
all contribution is evenly distributed and many productive systems are carried
disproportionately by a relatively small minority. That can drive excellence, but it also
creates concentration risk.

That is the executive lesson. If output is highly unequal, leaders should neither deny it nor
romanticize it. They should understand it well enough to strengthen both performance and
system resilience.

1Price's law
2Derek J. de Solla Price
3Price's Law | Engineering Leadership Handbook
4Understanding Price's Law
5Price's Law and the trouble of operationalizing performance
6Lotka's Law: A Problem in Its Interpretation and Application
7The Vital Few

Summary

Price's Law remains powerful because it names a pattern many organizations can feel
before they can measure it. A relatively small share of people often carries a
disproportionate share of production, initiative, or recognized impact. That can be a source
of excellence, but also a source of fragility if too much of the system depends on too few
individuals. The law does not mean most people are unimportant, nor that the exact square-
root ratio always holds. It means output concentration is common enough that leaders
should manage for it consciously. Strong systems identify their high-leverage contributors,
protect them from overload and build broader capability so exceptional contribution does
not become a single point of failure
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