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correspondence 
An empirical test of 
Parkinson's Law 

(D) according to the regression equation 
A =22.23 log S - l.86D-8.77 

Eighty-one pe·rcent of the variation in A 
S1R,-Parkinson1 framed the law rt.hat is accounted for by variations in S and 
Work Expands To Fit The Time D , and both regression coefficients are 
Available For Its Completion and showed statistically significant (P<0.001 and 
one consequence of this to be that the P<O.Ol respectively). We may conclude 
number of administrators within a pubHc that big, centralised bodies have 
organisation tends to increase irrespective proportionately more supporting staff 
of the amount of external work done by and fewer scientists than small or 
that organisation. This is part1y because dispersed organisations. 
administrators spend much of their time It will be noted tha,t it is the 
sending minutes to eaoh other. It follows logariithm of S that is used in the above 
that bigger organisations should have a equation. This is because the proportion 
higher proportion of administrators, of supporting staff in NERC bodies 
because each one has more colleagues increases most quickly in small 
with whom to communicate and therefore organisations, ,and levels off near 50% 
needs more assistants. This prediction when the total staff exceeds 120. This is 
is verified by ·the figure, using data taken a -ratio of one non-scientist to one 
from the Natural Environment Research scientist and it may be difficult to 
Council's report for 1976-77 (HMSO). increase this ratio whilst continuing to do 

The function of NERC is to do scientific resea•rch. This may be 
scient-ific research on the natural Parkinoon's 'maximum ratio'. 
environment and it is divided into several What action should be taken as a 
component bodies (see table). Although result of this empirical confirmation of 
the bigger bodies do have relatively more P_arkin~on's Law? It <lepends on your 
'non-scientific staff' than smaller ones v1ewpomt. If you are an administrator in 
(for the figure the correlation coefficient a scientific organisation, you might aim 
r=0.64, the probability that this for small research units dispersed at 
relationship occurred by chance several addresses to maximise efficiency. 
P<0.05) , three bodies (ITE, IOS, IGS) If you are a scientist in a research 
are unexpectedly efficient (defining organisation, you might aim to work in 
efficiency as (1 - A)/ A, where A is the a large organisation (over 120 total staff) 
proportion of non-scientific staff). The to maximise the amount of administrative 
three efficient organisations are help available to you. 
decentralised, each being dispersed We can be confident that Parkinson's 
amongst several different addresses. lt Law is of general application: the 
seems that the proport-ion of number of administrators in an 
non-scientific staff within NERC bodies organisation expands irresistibly in 
is determined largely by the total staff response to the first law of sociodynamics. 
employed (S) and the number of However, the equation above was 
addresses ·amongst which it is dispersed determined for NERC, and we cannot 

Numbers of staff in component bodies of NERC (1976-7 report) 

Name Initials Total Scientific Number of 
( see figure) staff staff addresses 

Experimental Cartography Unit ECU 22 18 1 
Institute of Geological Sciences IGS 1101 652 12 
Institute of Hydrology IH 123 88 1 
Institute of Marine Biochemistry 1MB 34 27 I 
Institute for Marine Environmental Research TMER 114 82 2 
Institute of Oceanographic Sciences IOS 417 290 4 
Institute of Terrestrial Ecology ITE 345 250 IO 
British Antarctic Survey BAS 337 170 I 
Unit oflnvertcbrate Virology UIV 34 28 1 
Freshwater Biological Association FBA 120 85 2 
Marine Biological Association of UK MBAUK II9 60 1 
Scottish Marine Biological Association SMBA 100 61 I 
Unit of Comparative Plant Ecology UCPE 25" 18" 1 
Unit of Marine Invertebrate Biology UMIB 31b 24b 1 

"Including 11 post-gra<luate students blncluding 15 post-graduate students (December 1977). 
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assume that it will be applicable in 
exactly the same form to other types of 
organisation . The constants may differ. 
The 'maximum ratio' A/(1-A) may 
differ as may the value of S at which 
this ratio is achieved . Furthermore, 
20% of the variation in A remains 
unexplained. 

I thank Professor C. J . Krebs, Dr A. 
Watson, Dr S. P. Dempster, J. G. 
Ferguson and Mary Stevenson for 
useful discussion and criticism. 
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All research is collaborative 
SIR,-As an observer and to some extent 
a promoter of collaborative research 
projects between one developing country 
and, I hope, another (Egypt and Britain) 
I was mystified by the breathless tone of 
Robert Walgate's recent article (and its 
postscript) on research in third world 
countries (2 March, page 8). There is 
surely nothing surprising, unusual or 
peculiar to the third world about the 
situation he describes. 

Almost all science is collaborative 
wherever it is done. At the very least it 
is funded by one organisation with its 
own set of priorities and done by 
individual scientists with unique personal 
objectives. Collaborators, both individuals 
and institutions, often disguise their true 
motives in order to get what they want, 
or more of wha.t they want , from the 
other party. Give and take is, and has 
to be, the order of the day because it 
seems to be the way we are made to 
work. We have all both exploited and 
been exploited from time to time. 

Issues are naturally more sensitive 
when the parties to a collaboration have 
very different material resources to 
command. Few things require as much 
mature self-confidence as the easy 
acceptance of gifts which cannot be 
repaid, particularly when the donors (as 
sometimes) seem to feel that eternal 
gratitude and negligible criticism are 
their proper <lue. Some scientists from 
wealthy institutes collaborate with those 
less well off with genuine philanthropy 
and impeccably idealistic motives. Others 
(both individuals and institutions) are 
more selfish, hoping to benefit themselves. 
I do not believe that many scientists in 
developing countries doubt this or are 
surprised by it . They accept (or reject) 
offers of collaborative help with their 
eyes open, recognising that work in which 
all have something to gain is likely to 
be most fruitful. Dr Nayudamma's 
comments sound so sensible and ring so 
true that we would do well to accept 
them as all the guidelines that arc 
necessary. 

Was Robert Walgate's tongue in his 
cheek when he typed his final quotation 
from Dr Oldham? Surely the last thing 
any of us (developed or not) nee<l is a 
collaborative research project on 
collaborative research. 

GEOFFREY R. PENZER 
British Council, Cairo, Egypt 
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