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Determine if the behavior is a skill: 
Questions  Implications for Learning Design 

Is it reasonable to think 
somebody can proficient 
without prac�ce? 

If someone can perform correctly without prac�ce, or just by following the steps, 
then it’s probably a procedure. If prac�ce is required, it would be a skill. 
 
By this defini�on of skill, prac�ce is a required part of the learning experience. 

Does this task require 
significant judgement or 
decision-making? 

Procedures have well-defined rule sets.  We know exactly what people have to do. 
Skill situa�ons may be more ambiguous, and require judgment based on differing 
condi�ons 

 

Identify the type of skill (based on Cynefin Framework categories): 
Type  Description  Design Implications 

Simple  Simple skills  are skills where we have well-defined 
problems, the rules are known, and we know what 
correct performance looks like.  For example, flying an 
airplane on a rou�ne flight or playing a piece of music 
would be a simple skill by this defini�on.  Simple in this 
context doesn’t mean short or basic -- just that all the 
variable are known, and correct performance has been 
defined. Other simple skills could be: 

● Upda�ng a medical record 
● Running a hotel breakfast service 
● Daily manufacturing plant opera�ons 

Simple skills  are essen�ally 
procedural, and are already 
well-served by most tradi�onal 
learning and development 
methods, though ensuring learner 
have  enough  prac�ce is always a 
challenge.  

Complicated Complicated skills  are skills where correct performance 
probably exists, but can only be iden�fied through 
analysis or exper�se that is learned through repeated 
exposure and prac�ce.  So for example, structuring a 
successful research project or crea�ng a profitable 
marke�ng proposal might be complicated -- there’s 
probably a right answer, but exper�se and experience 
are crucial for good performance.  Hiring experts for 
complicated skills should pay off, because their deep 
exper�se allows them to narrow the range of possible 
solu�ons very quickly, in the same way an expert chess 
player can read the board and discard bad op�ons 
rapidly, focusing only a few produc�ve lines of play. 
Complicated skills could include: 

● Medical diagnosis 
● Business strategy selec�on 
● Purchasing decisions 

Complicated skills  require enough 
prac�ce and exposure to case 
examples to start building up an 
internal pa�ern database. 
Learners o�en do not get to see 
enough case examples to be able 
to generalize principles to new 
examples. 
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Complex Complex skills  are ones where it’s possible that no right 
answers, and instead what is needed is the ability to 
analyze pa�erns as they emerge, usually in changing or 
unstable circumstances.  For example, if you ask a pricing 
expert how much to charge for a product, that person is 
extremely unlikely to give you a direct answer.  Instead, 
they ask ques�ons and suggest methods of inquiry to use 
to derive a best op�on that can be tested in the 
marketplace.  There is no “right” answer, but it may be 
possible to find the best approximate answer, though 
that may change as condi�ons change.  A price for a 
product could be the best op�on one day, but then the 
next day, when the economy changes or when a 
compe�tor cuts their prices, it could be very different. Or 
it could change in different markets or for different 
audiences. 
Complex skills could include: 

● Choosing investment opportuni�es 
● Weather predic�on 
● Execu�ve leadership 

For  complex skills , learners usually 
don’t need policies or procedures, 
but rather a method of inquiry for 
inves�ga�ng the problem, and 
help interpre�ng the results.  They 
need the opportunity to prac�ce 
these methods in realis�c contexts. 
For example, if you were training 
user experience designers, you 
would want the training program 
to include prac�ce in interviewing 
users, prototyping design 
solu�ons, and audience usability 
tes�ng. 

Chao�c Chaotic  skills -- like dealing with the the scene on the 
ground a�er the earthquake hits -- require the ability to 
triage the situa�on and restore some sense of order to 
bring things back into one of the other domains.  In many 
cases, skills from all the other domains are required, but 
also training in the ability to self-regulate in chaos. 
Emergency responders need to be able to remain calm 
and act in turbulent circumstance.  Chao�c skills could 
include: 

● Disaster response 
● Military tac�cs 
● Emergency medical procedures 

For  chaotic skills , one of the key 
elements of a good learning 
experience is enough naturalis�c 
prac�ce to be able to func�on in 
high-stress circumstances. For 
example, HUET (Helicopter 
Underwater Egress Training), is 
structured around ge�ng learners 
to be able to handle the stress of 
water helicopter crash, and s�ll be 
able to take necessary steps to 
recover. 

 
 
   

(c) Usable Learning 2018 



 
Strategies for Complex Skill Development 

 

Other factors to consider in complex skills training : 
Factor  Description  Example Strategy 

Time to acquire Is a par�cular skill fast or slow to acquire? This will give 
indicators about how long the learning experience may 
need to be. 

Space out the learning experience 
over �me for slower skills 

Variability of 
performance 

How much variability is there between your least and 
best competent performers?  For example, can your most 
proficient bartender serves 50% more drinks/hour than 
your merely-acceptable bartender?  Or is the difference 
100%? 200%?  

Have levels of learning that can be 
a�ained (proficient, intermediate, 
advanced) and have goals and 
support to help a�ain the higher 
levels 

Variability of 
outcomes  

How much variability is there in correct performance? 
Two nurses taking the same blood pressure under the 
same condi�ons should get basically the same result, but 
two web designers crea�ng a website for the same client 
might come up with very different (but both acceptable) 
designs.  

Domains where there is more 
acceptable variability in outcomes 
means that learning programs will 
probably need to show a wider 
degree of examples during learning, 
and cri�que ac�vi�es where students 
share work can be useful 
 

Tacit/Explicit Any �me you hear from a subject ma�er expert that “You 
know it when you see it” or “You just know”, that’s a 
signal that you are dealing with something they learned 
through tacit exposure to case examples, and that your 
challenge is to make sure that the learner also gets 
enough exposure to start to recognize pa�erns. 

Sor�ng ac�vi�es that use 
examples/non-examples can be a 
quick, ac�ve way for learners to get 
exposure to many case examples 

Error Tolerance How important is error-free performance?  For example, 
if you are training flight a�endants, error-free 
performance for safety procedures will be vital, but 
error-free performance for drinks service will be less 
cri�cal. 

Adequate prac�ce and tes�ng of 
proficiency is cri�cal for error-free 
performance 

Frequency of Use How frequently will the par�cipant use the skill back on 
the job?  Frequent use on the job means you’ll need 
coaching and feedback mechanism in place, and 
infrequent use means you’ll need some way for learners 
to refresh or access resources. 

Infrequently used skills o�en need 
good just-in-�me performance 
support materials, or refresher 
training on a regular interval 

Immediacy of 
Use 

How quickly will par�cipants need to be able to use the 
skill?  For example, if you are teaching fast-food workers 
how to deal with a robbery, they will need immediate use 
of certain skills during the robbery.  But the procedures 
for dealing with the robbery a�ermath (when �me is 
much less of a factor) could be documented in a job aid. 

Immediate access skills need to be 
prac�ced un�l they are overlearned, 
and a can be done automa�cally 
while less urgent skills can be 
supported with performance support 
materials 

 

(c) Usable Learning 2018 


