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ESSAY 8

The Complexity Delusion

How We’ve Made Simple Things  
Impossibly Hard

The training industry profits from complexity—
200-slide decks, multi-week journeys, elaborate 

frameworks. Meanwhile, a 7-minute video  
changes more behavior than a 3-day workshop.

SYNOPSIS:
We’ve convinced ourselves that complexity equals rigor, that 
elaborate equals effective, that comprehensive means valuable. 
It’s a delusion. Cognitive science is clear: complexity doesn’t 
enhance learning—it destroys it. The human brain can hold 
roughly four chunks of information in working memory, yet 
we design programs demanding simultaneous processing of 
dozens of concepts. Meanwhile, transformative learning happens 
in elegant simplicity: a single reframing question, a 7-minute 
tutorial, one insight that shifts everything. Complexity persists 
because it serves everyone except learners—making vendors 
look sophisticated, justifying budgets, protecting trainers from 
vulnerability. In the age of AI, where personalized answers arrive 
instantly, training complexity isn’t just ineffective—it’s obsolete.
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The Theater of Complexity

A vendor presents their new leadership program. The opening slide 
shows a framework diagram—circles within circles, arrows connecting 
boxes, colors coding dimensions. Forty-seven slides later, they’re still 
explaining how the model works.

Everyone nods approvingly. It looks comprehensive. Sophisticated. 
Enterprise-grade.

No one asks: If it takes an hour to explain  
the framework, how will anyone remember it  
under pressure?

This is the complexity delusion—the mistaken belief that elaborate 
equals valuable. We mistake complexity for sophistication when it’s 
often just confusion wearing a suit.

Why Complexity Wins  
(Even Though It Doesn’t Work)

Complexity persists because it serves powerful interests unrelated to 
learning:

Vendor economics demand it. A consulting firm cannot charge 
enterprise fees for simple advice. Simplicity doesn’t justify the price 
tag. So they add modules, assessments, cohorts, and platforms until 
complexity matches the invoice.

Internal politics reward it. When a Chief Learning Officer presents to 
the board, simplicity reads as lightweight. “We’re teaching managers 
to ask better questions” sounds thin. But “We’ve implemented a 
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comprehensive, research-backed, multi-dimensional capability 
framework”—that sounds important. Complexity becomes 
organizational theater.

Psychological safety hides in it. There’s profound insecurity in 
simplification. What if you strip something to its essence and people 
think it’s too basic? Complexity feels safer—harder to attack because 
it is harder to understand. A 2019 study in Nature Human Behavior 
found people systematically undervalue simple solutions, perceiving 
them as less expert regardless of effectiveness.

The result: an industry optimized for everyone except the person trying 
to learn.

How Complexity Kills Learning

The brain science is unambiguous.

Cognitive overload shuts down processing. Working memory can 
hold approximately four chunks of information simultaneously—a 
fundamental constraint documented across decades of research. When 
training presents twelve concepts at once, the brain doesn’t process 
more deeply. It stops processing entirely.

A 2019 meta-analysis in Educational Psychology Review examining 
cognitive load across 167 studies confirmed that instructional complexity 
beyond working memory capacity doesn’t slow learning—it reverses it. 
People emerge more confused than when they started.

Transfer collapses under complexity. Research from the Journal 
of Applied Psychology (2021) found training complexity inversely 
correlates with application rates. The more steps in a framework, the 
less likely anyone uses any of them. Not because they didn’t learn it, but 
because complexity becomes unusable under pressure.
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Complexity triggers emotional shutdown. When something feels too 
big or abstract, the response isn’t determination—it’s avoidance. A 2020 
study in Neuropsychologia showed cognitive overload activates the 
same neural stress response as physical threat. The brain shifts from 
learning mode to survival mode.

The Seduction of Elaborate Frameworks

The progression is predictable. Someone develops a useful four-step 
model. It works. Then enhancements begin.

First, nuance: “Between steps two and three, there’s actually a critical 
interim phase...”

Then comprehensiveness: “We should add dimensions for stakeholder 
management, cultural context, risk mitigation...”

Before long, four steps have metastasized into a 47-component 
architecture requiring certification to understand.

This is framework inflation—the drift toward comprehensiveness that 
destroys usability. If your framework needs a framework to understand 
it, it’s not a framework—it’s theater.

People rarely abandon frameworks because they’re 
too simple. They abandon them because they’re too 
complex to remember when it matters.
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Why Simplicity Creates Depth

Simplicity isn’t the opposite of depth. It’s the path to it.

Simplicity creates entry points. A single powerful question is easier 
to try than a nine-step process. Research from Stanford (2022) found 
that single, well-crafted provocations generated more sustained 
behavior change than comprehensive multi-week programs.

Simplicity accelerates iteration. Learning happens through 
feedback loops: try something, see results, adjust, try again. A 
manager who tries one new question in ten conversations this week 
learns more than one who plans to implement a complete framework 
next quarter.

Simplicity enables adaptation. Simple principles are moldable. 
People adapt them to context, combine them with other ideas, 
experiment with variations. Complexity demands fidelity—you must 
implement all components. This rigidity prevents the contextual 
adaptation essential for transfer.

Simplicity works with AI. When someone asks ChatGPT “How 
do I handle this difficult conversation?” they get focused guidance 
immediately. They don’t want a comprehensive six-module 
framework. Research on AI-augmented decision-making suggests 
that simple, actionable prompts drive more real-world follow-through 
than complex, multi-step solutions—especially when guidance is 
delivered just in time through AI tools
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Where Simplicity Already Wins

The evidence is everywhere—we just refuse to see it.

A junior employee searches Slack, finds a two-sentence explanation, 
and solves a problem a three-day workshop didn’t address. A manager 
asks AI for “three questions before making a counteroffer,” applies them 
immediately, and closes the deal. An engineer watches a seven-minute 
YouTube video and implements a solution—while the formal certification 
has a six-month waiting list.

Pattern: When people have choice, they gravitate toward simplicity. 
LinkedIn’s 2024 Workplace Learning Report found that the most-
consumed learning resources averaged under 8 minutes, while 
completion rates for multi-hour courses dropped below 15%.

Consider medicine—where mistakes kill. Research published in The BMJ 
(2020) analyzing surgical outcomes across 3,000 procedures found that 
simple checklists reduced major complications by 36%—outperforming 
years of complex training protocols.

Complexity persists only in systems that mandate 
consumption. Where choice exists, simplicity wins.

The AI Shift Makes Complexity Obsolete

AI doesn’t just favor simplicity—it makes complexity obsolete.

When learners can ask “What’s the one thing I should focus on here?” 
and receive contextual answers in seconds, multi-module assessments 
become absurd. When AI breaks down any topic into digestible pieces, 
200-slide decks become obstacles.
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Traditional training’s value proposition was: “We have comprehensive 
knowledge you lack.” AI obliterates this. The new proposition must be: 
“We’ll help you figure out what question to ask, create the spark that 
makes you curious, and build environments where learning from simple 
interventions is possible.”

That requires the courage to be simple.

What Learners Actually Need

Strip away complexity and people need five things:

Clarity. What’s the 20% that drives 80% of results?

Relevance. Why does this matter for me, with my specific challenges?

A single next step. What do I do in the next hour that makes a difference?

A spark. Something that makes me curious enough to explore further.

Permission to explore. Access to simple tools when curiosity strikes.

Notice what’s missing: frameworks, phases, 
dimensions, architectures. None of those appear 
when you ask what learners actually need.
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What Organizations Can Do Now

1. Conduct a complexity audit. For each program: If we could 
only keep 40% of this content, what would we keep? Delete the 
other 60%. Research from the NeuroLeadership Institute (2023) 
found that organizations reducing training content by half saw 
application rates double.

2. Replace frameworks with principles. Instead of nine-step 
processes, identify one or two core principles. Google’s “10x 
thinking” principle drives more innovation than elaborate 
methodologies.

3. Design “minimum viable learning.” What’s the smallest 
intervention that could spark curiosity and enable a first 
attempt? Build that. Everything else is optional.

4. Shift from coverage to momentum. Stop asking “What should 
they know?” Start asking “What would make them curious to 
seek more?”

5. Test with the “Tuesday morning” filter. Would someone under 
normal Tuesday pressure remember and use this? If no, it’s too 
complex.

The Uncomfortable Truth

Training doesn’t fail because learners lack discipline. It fails because we 
bury simple truths under avoidable complexity—then blame people for 
not excavating them.

The complexity delusion protects everyone’s interests except the 
learner’s. Vendors maintain pricing. Learning departments demonstrate 
sophistication. Executives see evidence of investment. But behavior 
change remains absent.
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In the age of AI, this becomes unsustainable. When anyone can access
simple, personalized answers instantly, complexity isn’t a feature—it’s a
bug. The truth beneath elaborate frameworks is usually simple. Often
uncomfortably so. So simple that saying it feels vulnerable—what if
people think that’s all we’ve got?

But simple isn’t simplistic. Simple is hard. Simple requires clarity about
what truly matters. Simple demands courage to say “this is essential”
and “this is not.” Simple also has a unique property: it actually works.

When facing a real problem under real pressure—you don’t reach for the
200-page framework. You reach for the simple truth you can remember
and apply right now. Maybe that’s what training should provide: Not
comprehensive coverage of everything you might someday need, but
the simple truth you need now, delivered in a way that makes you curious
to seek more when ready.

That would require admitting that most of what we’ve built is far too
complex to ever matter.

The question isn’t whether we can simplify.
It’s whether we’re brave enough to try.

Did you learn something recently from a truly simple explanation or
technique? Did it come from a formal training program, or somewhere
else entirely?  How have you explicitly tried to make your training as
simple and short as necessary? I’m curious to hear your stories.
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