
 

CASE STUDY 31 

OVERWHELM VS. POOR PRIORITIZATION 

1. TRAINING OBJECTIVE 

Distinguish insufficient capacity from difficulty differentiating urgency and 
importance among multiple potentially manageable demands. 

The trainee should determine whether the client's overwhelm primarily reflects too 
much work for the available capacity or an undifferentiated set of demands that has 
not been meaningfully prioritized. 

2. CLIENT PROFILE 

Client: Simone 

Goal: Stabilize several areas after changing jobs 

Current Active Tasks: Exercise, complete benefits enrollment, unpack home office, 
renew vehicle registration, restart language study, update household budget. 

3. RELEVANT HISTORY 

Simone reports having evenings available but says everything feels equally urgent. 

Several tasks have no immediate deadline. 

Benefits enrollment and vehicle registration do. 

 



 

4. CLIENT MESSAGE 

Accountabili-Buddy: What do you want to focus on this week? 

Simone: I don't know. Everything feels urgent. 

Simone: I have enough time after work, technically, but I sit down and start thinking 
about all six things. Then I bounce between them and don't really finish anything. 

Simone: I feel overwhelmed even though I know the list is not objectively impossible. 

5. TRAINEE TASK 

What are the strongest competing formulations? 

What evidence supports each? 

What distinction would help determine whether the problem is insufficient 
capacity or insufficient prioritization? 

What would you ask next? 

6. EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

FACTS 

• Simone has six active tasks. 

• She reports having some evening time available. 

• Simone believes the total workload may be manageable. 

• Only some of the tasks have immediate external deadlines. 

• She experiences all six tasks as similarly urgent. 

• She reports switching among tasks rather than completing them. 

• The actual usability of her available evening time has not been established. 

 



 

CLIENT INTERPRETATION 

Simone describes herself as overwhelmed while also recognizing that the total list 
may not be objectively impossible. 

ACCOUNTABILI-BUDDY INFERENCE 

Insufficient prioritization is strongly plausible because Simone is treating demands 
with different deadlines and consequences as though they require equivalent 
immediate attention. 

Actual capacity remains relevant because reported available time is not the same 
as demonstrated usable capacity. 

The Accountabili-Buddy should first determine whether meaningful differences in 
urgency can reduce the number of tasks requiring current attention before 
concluding that the total workload itself is excessive. 

7. PRIMARY FORMULATION 

Insufficient prioritization is strongly plausible, but actual capacity remains 
insufficiently established. 

8. ALTERNATIVE FORMULATIONS 

INSUFFICIENT PRIORITIZATION 

Simone may have enough usable capacity for the demands that genuinely require 
current attention but may be experiencing the entire active list as equally urgent. 

Under this formulation, failure to rank demands is contributing substantially to the 
overwhelm and task-switching. 

INSUFFICIENT CAPACITY 

Simone's evenings may be less usable than she currently estimates. 

If the genuinely time-sensitive demands exceed the capacity she can realistically 
devote to them, actual overload may be contributing independently of prioritization. 



 

MIXED FORMULATION 

Both may be operating. Poor prioritization may unnecessarily expand the number of 
tasks competing for immediate attention while limited capacity makes even the 
appropriately prioritized subset difficult to complete. 

9. MISSING INFORMATION 

The Accountabili-Buddy first needs to distinguish the demands that genuinely 
require current attention from those that can be deferred without meaningful 
consequence. 

Relevant information includes: 

• Which tasks have external deadlines 

• What happens if each task is not completed this week 

• Which tasks can be deferred without materially affecting Simone's goals or 
obligations 

Once the current priority set is clearer, the Accountabili-Buddy can better evaluate 
whether Simone has sufficient usable capacity for what actually needs to be done. 

10. RECOMMENDED RESPONSE 

“The list may be manageable, but you're treating six items as if they all have equal 
urgency. Which ones actually have consequences if they are not done this week?” 

11. REASONING 

The response does not argue with Simone's experience of overwhelm. 

Instead, it tests whether the experience is being intensified by treating demands with 
different deadlines and consequences as equally immediate. 

The question uses consequence as discriminating evidence rather than asking 
Simone to select a task arbitrarily. 



 

If only a smaller subset genuinely requires attention now, insufficient prioritization 
gains explanatory weight. 

If even the genuinely time-sensitive subset exceeds Simone's usable capacity, actual 
overload gains weight. 

The Accountabili-Buddy therefore clarifies the priority structure before deciding 
whether workload reduction or another capacity intervention is necessary. 

12. PLAUSIBLE ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE 

“Before we decide whether you actually have too much to do, let's separate what 
requires attention now from what can wait. Which items have a real deadline or 
consequence this week?” 

This version tests whether the apparent six-task workload becomes meaningfully 
smaller once actual urgency is established. 

13. WEAK RESPONSE EXAMPLES 

WEAK RESPONSE A 

“You need to do less.” 

Problem: Simone may ultimately need to reduce or defer demands, but the response 
intervenes before determining how much of the current list genuinely requires 
immediate attention. 

WEAK RESPONSE B 

“Just pick something and start.” 

Problem: Random selection ignores meaningful differences in deadlines and 
consequences and does not address the undifferentiated urgency contributing to 
Simone's difficulty. 

WEAK RESPONSE C 

“You're overthinking it.” 



 

Problem: The response dismisses Simone's experience without identifying or 
addressing the functional problem producing the task-switching. 

14. WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 

If prioritization reveals that only a manageable subset requires current attention, 
Simone can decide which active tasks to defer and establish commitments around 
the genuinely time-sensitive demands. 

If the appropriately prioritized demands still exceed her usable capacity, actual 
overload gains explanatory weight and the accountability process can examine 
what needs to change. 

If Simone continues switching or failing to act after the priority structure is clear, the 
current formulation should be revisited rather than assuming prioritization was the 
complete explanation. 

Simone retains ownership of the resulting priorities and commitments. 

15. RECORD / UPDATE 

Goal: Stabilize several areas after changing jobs 

Current Active Tasks: Six 

Reported Capacity: Some evening availability; Simone believes the total list may be 
manageable 

Observed Problem: All tasks experienced as similarly urgent; frequent switching; 
limited completion 

Relevant Structural Evidence: Some tasks have external deadlines while others do 
not 

Current Formulation: Insufficient prioritization strongly plausible; actual capacity not 
yet established 

Missing Information: Which demands genuinely require current attention and 
whether Simone has usable capacity for that subset 



 

Next Question: Which tasks have a real consequence if they are not completed this 
week? 

16. SCORING CRITERIA 

Full-credit responses should: 

• Maintain insufficient capacity and insufficient prioritization as plausible 
formulations 

• Distinguish Simone's subjective experience of overwhelm from established 
objective overload 

• Recognize her report of available time as relevant evidence without treating it as 
proof of usable capacity 

• Identify undifferentiated urgency as a likely contributor to the current difficulty 

• Use deadlines and consequences as discriminating evidence 

• Avoid arbitrary task selection 

• Clarify the current priority structure before recommending workload reduction 

• Revisit the formulation if clearer prioritization does not improve execution 

• Preserve Simone's authority over the resulting priorities and commitments 


