
[SCRIPT]

It took just 4,543 words — about nine, single-spaced pages — to 
create our entire system of government. That’s the length of the 
U.S. Constitution.i 

To declare independence and lay out the principles that would guide 
a new nation? Only 1,458 words.ii 

To pump a bunch of stimulus money into the economy during the 
pandemic? 939,763 words.iii Longer than The Bible. Way longer.

How long is the Bible? Depends on which version you’re consulting. 
The average is somewhere around 785,000 words. Catholic 
versions, however, are longer, as they contain an additional 
seven books.

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

But, I mean … every one of those words probably really mattered, 
right? Right? 

OK, America: Consider this an intervention. 

[OPENING SEQUENCE] 

Americans have always believed that the future is synonymous with 
progress. Our forebearers were confident that we’d live in an age 
of incredible technology. 

OK, sometimes too confident. 

DEATH BY
PAPERWORK
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But something weird happened along the way. While we in many ways 
have gotten the sleek, sophisticated future earlier generations 
dreamed of, it’s somehow also … a future where seemingly simple 
tasks have become extraordinarily complicated.  

For example, we simultaneously live in a world where you can beckon 
a stranger’s car with your phone in seconds, but where getting your 
own driver’s license in California’s Silicon Valley — the very 
place that invented that technology — requires spending an average 
of nearly three hours in line.iv 

The burden of going to the DMV varies widely by state. A 2018 survey 
found that citizens in Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana were the most satisfied 
with their experience, while those in Connecticut, South Carolina, and 
Oregon were the least satisfied.

So what’s happening here? In large part, it’s a story about our 
public institutions. In recent years, government has gotten more 
complex. That sprawling stimulus legislation we mentioned earlier? 
It was the longest piece of legislation in the country’s history.v

It may seem like important pieces of legislation have to be long 
and complicated, but the historical record shows otherwise. In 
contrast to its sprawling length today, the original version of the 
federal tax code was only 27 pages long. The Civil Rights Act of 
1964 ran to only 28 pages. 

Now, maybe a complicated society requires 
a complicated government, but that can 
come at a real cost: The more complicated 
government is, the harder it becomes for 
the average citizen to navigate. And in 

fact, the people who are hit the hardest … are probably 
the most disadvantaged Americans. 

For instance, think about what it’s like to do your taxes — or maybe 
don’t, because it’s going to be hard to watch the rest of the video 
once you’ve put your hand through your monitor.  

At nearly 4 million wordsvi long, it’s safe to say that no one 
understands the federal tax code. That’s one of the reasons 
that Americans spend nearly 40 hours every year on their tax  
preparation.vii 

https://www.dmv.com/blog/best-worst-customer-satisfaction-520701?tg1=DVA&utm_content=dmv.com&utm_medium=dmv_&tg7=dmv_&utm_source=dmv.com&tg9=dmv.com&utm_term=organic_dmv&utm_campaign=organic_dmv
https://www.cch.com/wbot2013/factsheet.pdf
https://www.docsteach.org/documents/document/civil-rights-act-of-1964
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It doesn’t have to be this way. A 2010 report by the  
Bowles-Simpson Commission found that a radical simplification of 
the tax code would actually allow for a significant lowering of tax 
rates without reducing the amount of money collected by the federal 
government. One of the reasons it hasn’t happened? Lobbying by firms 
in the tax preparation business, whose business models might collapse 
under a simplified code.

Now, if you’ve got enough money to pay someone else to do the work 
for you, maybe it’s nothing more than a hassle. But if you’re 
struggling to make ends meet, that confusion can come with real 
costs.  

The Earned Income Tax Credit – the single largest tax benefit 
for low-income workers – goes unclaimed by more than 20% of the 
Americans who are eligible for it.viii Why? Because as even the IRS 
itself admits, it’s too complicated to figure out whether you’re 
eligible.ix 

And everywhere the rules get complex, we see similar outcomes.  

A study in the Journal of the American Medical Association estimated 
that America’s health care system wastes over $265 billion a year 
— billion — trying to comply with needlessly complex rules.x And, 
as a result, doctors spend nearly twice as much of their time on 
paperwork as they do with their patients.xi 

All those rules, of course, are enacted in the name of making the 
health care system easier for consumers. But … about that. One 
study found that only 14% of patients understand even the most 
basic parts of their insurance plans.xii 

The problem is that there are only two ways to navigate complicated 
rules: (1) Spend long hours trying to slog through complicated 
paperwork; or (2) Buy your way out of bureaucracy. And that’s 
particularly cruel to those of us who can’t afford that second 
option.  

A study out of Princeton showed that the stress of severe financial 
hardship reduces people’s ability for mental concentration at about 
the same level as going an entire night without sleep.xiii  

So imagine how hard that makes it to face a process like the 
one Michigan used until recently for people applying for public 
assistance. It was a 42-page questionnaire that included questions 
like “tell me the date of the conception of your child.”xiv 

https://www.ssa.gov/history/reports/ObamaFiscal/TheMomentofTruth12_1_2010.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/business/taxes/turbotax-h-r-block-spend-millions-lobbying-us-keep-doing-n736386
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The application was so hard that even some of the politicians who 
were responsible for it couldn’t actually figure out how to complete 
it. Which is why the state eventually cut its length by half … at 
which point, the number of people who successfully completed it 
went up by over 30%.xv 

This trend is not unique to Michigan. The FAFSA form that students 
have to fill out to determine eligibility for college financial aid is 
notoriously complicated, featuring over 100 questions requesting 
detailed financial information. When low-income students were offered 
assistance in obtaining the relevant information, it increased FAFSA 
completion rates, college enrollment, and the receipt of financial aid. 
Partially as a result, Congress passed legislation to simplify FAFSA in 
2020.  

And not only does complexity make life more difficult for individual 
Americans, it makes us less competitive as a country.  

The U.S. has seen a significant decline in its number of startups 
in recent decades. One of the potential causes: the difficulty of 
starting a new business. The World Bank rates the U.S. as the 6th 
best economy in the world in which to do business … but the 55th 
best in which to start a business.xvi

Focusing only on the national level obscures the significant 
state-to-state differences in the difficulty of starting 
a new business. A 2021 study from the Cato Institute 
concluded that Georgia was the state with the fewest 
regulatory barriers to creating a new business, while 
Connecticut had the most.

The trend is even affecting science. A 2018 study found that 
federal grant recipients spent nearly 45% of their time complying 
with regulations rather than doing actual research.xvii  

Yes, we live in a complicated society — but the more complicated 
we make our laws, the more they favor people with the time and 
money to navigate around them. And the harder they make society for 
everybody else. 

Simplicity was good enough for the Founding Fathers. Which means 
it’s probably worth a try at the DMV. 

[END SCRIPT] 
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