
29 TECHNIQUES 
FOR REDUCING
THE COGNITIVE LOAD
that you won't hear 
them talking about

who is standing on the shoulders of the giants



> How it all began …





> “Ah! There is more than one way …”



Following Yesterday’s Advice from Craig …

We’ll start with the right understanding of Cognitive Load. 





Cognitive 
Load

Imagine your brain is like a 
backpack that can carry 
information. Cognitive load is 
about how heavy the stuff you 
need to carry is.
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Use metaphors and analogies

Use visuals



(1) Intrinsic (2) Extraneous (3) Germane

- is just a fancy way of saying 
how hard something is to 
learn or do because of how 
tricky or complicated it is.

- is about things that make it 
harder to learn or do something 
but aren’t actually part of what 
you need to learn.

- is the mental effort you put into 
understanding, organizing, and 
integrating new information in a way 
that helps you learn better.



Cognitive Load Theory (CLT)

Medical College of Wisconsin, “Cognitive Load Theory"
mcw.edu/-/media/MCW/Education/Academic-Affairs/OEI/Faculty-Quick-Guides/Cognitive-Load-Theory.pdf 

CLT is an “educational psychology”-centric science.

https://www.mcw.edu/-/media/MCW/Education/Academic-Affairs/OEI/Faculty-Quick-Guides/Cognitive-Load-Theory.pdf


> CL is the e*ort to learn (i.e., understand, process 
and organize new information for further retrieval 
and usage).



> CL has nothing to do with how much 
information our brains can store! 

These limits are not known to the science.



> RAM, not HDD.



> Some clean code 



> Some dirty code 



Would you prefer to work with 
a lot of clean code or a little bit of dirty code?





https://itrevolution.com/articles/minimize-cognitive-load-of-teams/ 

https://itrevolution.com/articles/minimize-cognitive-load-of-teams/


This is a misunderstanding.



“Lower level archetypes”
• Output-oriented
• Teams attached to architecture
• Reinforcement of Conway’s Law

“Higher level archetypes”
• Outcome-oriented
• Flexible org design
• Team-of-teams working on high value



We know now that CL: 

1. deals with the short-term memory to store for processing
2. and the e8ort to learn and organize information

Doesn’t necessarily increase with the size of the codebase to handle 
(unless you need to learn it by heart).

Doesn’t increase with the amount of components to make changes in 
(unless the changes need to be made simultaneously).



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cS6ROMkoqCs 

Teams with narrow ownership:

• have higher WIP
• need to track dependencies

• have many interruptions
• suffer context switching

• do not see the big picture
• rarely can work as a real team

• …

Jurgen de Smet at Agile Prague 2024

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cS6ROMkoqCs


This can also backfire and lead to the opposite effect



https://www.linkedin.com/posts/denniswagnercoach_devops-cognitiveloadtheory-teamwork-activity-7217450032990425088-0ujB 

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/denniswagnercoach_devops-cognitiveloadtheory-teamwork-activity-7217450032990425088-0ujB


https://www.linkedin.com/posts/denniswagnercoach_devops-cognitiveloadtheory-teamwork-activity-7217450032990425088-0ujB 

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/denniswagnercoach_devops-cognitiveloadtheory-teamwork-activity-7217450032990425088-0ujB


> This could be the end of this talk.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Vz_YTNLn6w

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Vz_YTNLn6w&ab_channel=jml26




> This is actually a relevant topic!

learnhow.simplification.works/p/cognitive-load 

https://learnhow.simplification.works/p/cognitive-load


Primary concern

Secondary concern

Secondary concern

From Craig’s CLP class



Working with secondary concerns
• Don’t denigrate or argue [expect good intent]

• Appreciate the stated concern [make people feel heard]

• Remind of the primary concern [CEO’s messaging]

• Engage in finding ways to optimize for the secondary concerns 
without sub-optimizing the primary one(s)  [avoid false dichotomies]



Our goal as org designers is to generate options 
for bringing the cognitive load down – without 
sub-optimizing the primary concern 
(adaptiveness, customer value, speed of value delivery…).



Imagine: you are evil managers

What can you do to maximize your workers’ cognitive load?



OK. Un-evil yourselves now, please.

Most of these ideas can be reversed and drive CL down



• TRY... AVOID ... Lack of whole product focus and proximity to the customer

• TRY… Connecting the teams to customers for empathy and requirement clarification from first-hand

• TRY… Testing automation

• TRY... AVOID ... Spreading team members across locations

• TRY… Collocated teams talking face-to-face

• TRY... AVOID ... Team coordinators and “fake POs”

• TRY… Teams coordinating

• TRY… TDD as taking small steps in solving complex problems

• TRY... AVOID ... Individuals owning “tickets”

• TRY... Teams sharing the work to improve focus, minimize WIP, speed up delivery, spread the load



Learning is an 
intrinsic part of 
product 
development.

Multi-team PBR sessions at CollectAI ->





• Start by placing a cushioned layer on a stable, elevated platform. Gently position the 
tiny corpus onto this surface, ensuring they are resting comfortably on their dorsal 
side. Release the adhesive fasteners on the existing protective covering that encases 
the lower half of their form. Carefully remove the soiled sheath, lifting it away to reveal 
the affected area.
• With the soiled covering set aside, use pre-moistened, soft wipes to meticulously 

cleanse the exposed region, paying particular attention to any folds and crevices. 
Ensure all residues are thoroughly removed, leaving the surface clean and dry.
• Once the cleansing is complete, retrieve a fresh, absorbent wrap designed for the 

lower extremities. Unfold and prepare this new covering, positioning it beneath the 
tiny individual. Secure the covering by aligning and fastening the adhesive tabs snugly 
but comfortably around the midsection.
• Dispose of the used materials in a designated container for waste items. Finally, ensure 

the tiny individual is comfortable and return them to their usual environment, where 
they can continue their activities with a refreshed and clean lower covering.









Strategies to Optimize Cognitive Load for Better 
Learning and Memory
1.Simplify Complex Information: Break down complex information into 

smaller, manageable parts to reduce intrinsic load.

2.Improve Instructional Design: Use clear, concise instructions and relevant 
materials to minimize extraneous load.

3.Encourage Active Processing: Engage learners in activities that promote 
deep processing (germane load) without overwhelming them.

4.Use Visual Aids and Examples: Visual aids, analogies, and practical 
examples can help manage intrinsic and germane loads.

5.Allow Time for Reflection: Give learners time to process and reflect on 
information to support schema development.

“Take a bite”Use customer language Start with explaining how the product works now
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Strategies to Optimize Cognitive Load for Better 
Learning and Memory
1.Simplify Complex Information: Break down complex information into 

smaller, manageable parts to reduce intrinsic load.

2.Improve Instructional Design: Use clear, concise instructions and relevant 
materials to minimize extraneous load.

3.Encourage Active Processing: Engage learners in activities that promote 
deep processing (germane load) without overwhelming them.

4.Use Visual Aids and Examples: Visual aids, analogies, and practical 
examples can help manage intrinsic and germane loads.

5.Allow Time for Reflection: Give learners time to process and reflect on 
information to support schema development.

Start with the why

User whiteboards (not Jira)

Run PBR one per sprint

Connect teams with customers

Test understanding with SbE Work on freshly refined items next sprint Keep refining the remaining part next PBRs

“Take a bite”Use customer language Start with explaining how the product works now



https://www.krivitsky.com/post/less-adoption-at-poster-pos-inc-in-times-of-covid-19-and-war-org-before-change 

https://www.krivitsky.com/post/less-adoption-at-poster-pos-inc-in-times-of-covid-19-and-war-org-before-change


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rqVTsHvyMWY “PBR” topics start at 33:00

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rqVTsHvyMWY


https://www.krivitsky.com/post/less-adoption-at-poster-part-4-twenty-less-sprints 

https://www.krivitsky.com/post/less-adoption-at-poster-part-4-twenty-less-sprints


https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-i-tell-yourequirements-like-bubbles-alexey-krivitsky 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/what-i-tell-yourequirements-like-bubbles-alexey-krivitsky


> How many techniques did we count so far?



More ideas?



Continuous Integration (CI) as a Practice
Communicate in Code
Just Talk

Use modelling techniques for the big picture (“Current Architecture Workshops”)

Cross-functional work within a team
Avoid separating discovery and delivery (a.k.a. “Continuous Discovery Habits”)
Embed business analysis into the teams

Fast feedback
Retrospective
Stable iterations

Pairing / mobbing
Simplify, automate and standardize

Scrum masters to remove systemic impediments and interruptions
Minimize general organizational complexity

Use GenAI
…



> How many techniques did we count so far?



> Wait… but there’s more!



Cost of Knowledge Acquisition (COKA)

Value of Knowledge Application (VOKA)
ROI in Learning = 



During SP 1, the Teams are agreeing to 
pull work from the Product Backlog:

• they follow priorities (increase VOKA)

• and try to benefit from pre-existing 
knowledge (decrease COKA)



29 TECHNIQUES 
FOR REDUCING
THE COGNITIVE LOAD
that you won't hear 
them talking about

who is standing on the shoulders of the giants


