
 

CASE STUDY 39 

SUDDEN PERFORMANCE DECLINE 

1. TRAINING OBJECTIVE 

Distinguish temporary disruption, changed capacity, task fatigue, and emerging 
disengagement when a previously reliable client suddenly stops following through. 

The trainee should recognize that recent poor performance must be interpreted in 
the context of prior behavior and that a sudden change in an established pattern 
may require a different formulation from the same performance in a chronically 
inconsistent pattern. 

2. CLIENT PROFILE 

Client: Erin 

Goal: Complete a professional credential 

Current Commitment: Four weekly study sessions. 

3. RELEVANT HISTORY 

For eight weeks, Erin completed three or four study sessions consistently. 

During the last two weeks: 

• Week 9: one session. 

 



 

• Week 10: zero sessions. 

Erin has not previously shown a pattern of avoiding work toward the credential. 

4. CLIENT MESSAGE 

Accountabili-Buddy: Zero sessions this week after one last week. What's changed? 

Erin: I don't know exactly. 

Erin: Work has been more demanding, but not impossibly so. 

Erin: I'm also just tired of studying. 

Erin: I still want the credential. I just don't feel like I have much left for it right now. 

5. TRAINEE TASK 

What are the strongest competing formulations? 

What does Erin's eight-week performance history contribute to the formulation? 

What evidence supports and weakens each explanation? 

What information would materially distinguish temporary disruption, changed 
capacity, and task fatigue or disengagement? 

Why should the Accountabili-Buddy resist interpreting Erin as a chronically 
inconsistent client? 

What would you ask next? 

6. EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

FACTS 

• Erin completed three or four study sessions consistently for eight weeks. 

• Her performance then declined sharply to one session and zero sessions across two 
consecutive weeks. 



 

• Erin reports increased work demands. 

• She describes those demands as greater but “not impossibly so.” 

• Erin reports being tired of studying. 

• She says she still wants the credential. 

• She reports feeling that she does not have much left for studying right now. 

• There is no established history of chronic poor calibration, avoidance, or 
inconsistent follow-through toward this goal. 

CLIENT INTERPRETATION 

Erin identifies at least two possible contributors: increased work demands and 
fatigue with studying. 

She continues to report that the credential itself matters to her. 

ACCOUNTABILI-BUDDY INFERENCE 

The recent decline represents a meaningful change from Erin's prior performance 
pattern. 

Her eight-week history provides evidence that the current commitment was 
achievable under previously observed conditions. It does not establish that the same 
commitment remains workable under her current circumstances. 

Several explanations remain plausible. 

The increased work demands may represent a temporary disruption. 

Erin's available capacity may have changed more persistently. 

Accumulated fatigue with the study process may be reducing her willingness or 
energy to engage even while the credential remains important. 



 

Emerging disengagement from the larger goal is less directly supported because 
Erin continues to state that she wants the credential, but changing goal value should 
remain open if later evidence contradicts that report or shows a broader shift. 

Several factors may also be operating simultaneously. 

The Accountabili-Buddy should use the change from Erin's established baseline as 
evidence without assuming that the prior pattern or the recent pattern permanently 
defines her capacity. 

7. PRIMARY FORMULATION 

A meaningful recent decline has occurred in a previously reliable pattern. 
Increased work demands, changed current capacity, and accumulated task 
fatigue are all supported as possible contributors; their relative importance and 
likely duration remain unresolved. 

8. ALTERNATIVE FORMULATIONS 

TEMPORARY DISRUPTION 

Erin's increased work demands may represent a short-term period that temporarily 
reduces the time or energy available for studying. 

Under this formulation, the recent decline would not necessarily indicate that the 
prior commitment has become structurally unworkable. 

CHANGED CAPACITY 

Erin's work demands or overall available resources may have shifted enough that 
four weekly study sessions are no longer as workable as they were during the 
previous eight weeks. 

The key issue is whether the changed conditions are likely to persist. 

ACCUMULATED TASK FATIGUE 

After sustained study effort, Erin may currently have less willingness or energy for the 
study behavior itself even though the credential remains valuable to her. 



 

This formulation distinguishes fatigue with the process from loss of interest in the 
goal. 

EMERGING DISENGAGEMENT 

Erin's relationship to the credential may be changing. 

Current evidence for this formulation is limited because she explicitly says she still 
wants the credential. It should gain weight only if subsequent evidence indicates 
declining goal value rather than merely reduced willingness or capacity for studying. 

MIXED FORMULATION 

Increased work demands and accumulated study fatigue may be operating 
simultaneously. 

A temporary external demand can interact with reduced energy for a task that has 
already required sustained effort. 

The recent decline does not require a single cause. 

9. MISSING INFORMATION 

The Accountabili-Buddy needs information that distinguishes changes in external 
demand, available capacity, and willingness to perform the study behavior. 

The smallest useful inquiry should help determine whether Erin expects the 
conditions contributing to the decline to persist and whether the fatigue is primarily 
associated with current workload, the study process itself, or a broader change in 
how she feels about pursuing the credential. 

The Accountabili-Buddy does not need to investigate every possibility at once. 

The next question should clarify the distinction most likely to change the 
accountability response. 

If work demands are temporary and Erin expects her available capacity to recover, 
temporary disruption gains weight. 



 

If the work demands represent a new ongoing baseline, changed capacity gains 
weight. 

If work pressure decreases while reluctance to study remains, accumulated task 
fatigue or changing engagement becomes more relevant. 

If Erin begins to question whether the credential itself still matters, goal value should 
be reassessed separately. 

10. RECOMMENDED RESPONSE 

“Eight weeks of consistent follow-through tells us something has changed rather 
than this being your usual pattern. You've mentioned both increased work 
demands and being tired of studying. Which feels more important right now: 
having less capacity available, or having less willingness to use the capacity you 
do have for studying?” 

11. REASONING 

The response anchors the current decline in Erin's longitudinal performance rather 
than treating the last two weeks as representative of her entire pattern. 

Her prior success provides evidence that four study sessions were achievable under 
earlier conditions. 

It does not prove that four sessions remain appropriately calibrated to her current 
capacity. 

The question also separates two factors Erin herself has already identified: reduced 
available capacity and reduced willingness to devote that capacity to studying. 

This distinction matters because the accountability response could differ depending 
on whether the dominant issue is temporary external demand, a more persistent 
capacity change, or fatigue with the study process. 

The response does not infer that Erin has lost interest in the credential when she 
explicitly says she still wants it. 



 

It also does not assume that one explanation must account for the entire decline. 

12. PLAUSIBLE ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE 

“Something has shifted after eight pretty consistent weeks. You still want the 
credential, but you're describing both more pressure from work and less energy for 
studying. Do those feel like the same problem to you, or are they affecting you 
separately?” 

This version allows Erin to clarify whether the two reported factors are connected or 
independently contributing without requiring the Accountabili-Buddy to choose the 
explanation prematurely. 

13. WEAK RESPONSE EXAMPLES 

WEAK RESPONSE A 

“You need to get back on track.” 

Problem: The response treats restoration of prior performance as the immediate 
task without investigating why a previously stable pattern changed. 

WEAK RESPONSE B 

“Four sessions is clearly too much. Let's lower it.” 

Problem: Erin's prior performance shows that four sessions were achievable under 
earlier conditions. The recent decline may indicate changed capacity, but that has 
not yet been established. The Accountabili-Buddy also takes the commitment 
decision away from Erin. 

WEAK RESPONSE C 

“Maybe you just don't want the credential anymore.” 

Problem: Erin explicitly reports continued goal value. Changing interest remains 
possible if later evidence supports it, but the current decline is insufficient to override 
her stated position. 



 

14. WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 

If Erin identifies the increased work demand as temporary and expects her available 
capacity to recover, the Accountabili-Buddy can make that distinction visible and 
ask how she wants to handle the current period. 

If Erin believes her available capacity has changed for the foreseeable future, she 
can decide whether she wants to reconsider the existing study commitment or 
another aspect of her approach. 

If study fatigue remains significant even when external demands decrease, the 
Accountabili-Buddy can examine whether the study process, pace, or Erin's 
engagement with the goal has changed. 

If Erin begins expressing reduced interest in obtaining the credential itself, goal value 
should be reassessed rather than assuming that execution remains the only issue. 

If several factors continue to operate simultaneously, the formulation should 
preserve that complexity rather than forcing one explanation. 

Erin retains ownership of any resulting decision, commitment, or change in 
approach. 

15. RECORD / UPDATE 

Goal: Complete a professional credential 

Current Commitment: Four weekly study sessions 

Prior Performance: Three or four sessions consistently for eight weeks 

Recent Performance: One session, then zero sessions 

Current Factors Reported: Increased work demands; fatigue with studying 

Goal Value: Erin continues to report wanting the credential 

Current Formulation: Meaningful recent decline from a previously reliable pattern; 
increased demands, changed capacity, and task fatigue are plausible contributors 



 

Possible Contributors: Temporary disruption, persistent capacity change, 
accumulated task fatigue, emerging disengagement, mixed factors 

Missing Information: Relative importance and likely duration of reduced capacity 
and study fatigue 

Next Question: Is the recent decline being driven more by reduced available 
capacity, reduced willingness to devote available capacity to studying, or both? 

16. SCORING CRITERIA 

Full-credit responses should: 

• Use Erin's eight-week history of strong follow-through as meaningful longitudinal 
evidence 

• Recognize the recent decline as a change from an established pattern rather than 
evidence of chronic inconsistency 

• Recognize that prior successful performance demonstrates achievability under 
earlier conditions without proving current capacity 

• Distinguish temporary disruption from a more persistent change in available 
capacity 

• Distinguish fatigue with the study process from loss of interest in the credential itself 

• Give appropriate weight to Erin's continued statement that she wants the credential 

• Keep emerging disengagement open as a hypothesis without overriding Erin's 
stated goal value 

• Recognize that increased work demands and study fatigue may operate 
simultaneously 

• Avoid concluding that the original commitment was always unrealistic 

• Identify information about the nature and likely duration of the recent change as 
decision-relevant 



 

• Update the formulation if later evidence contradicts the initial explanation 

• Avoid deciding Erin's commitment or course of action for her 

• Preserve Erin's ownership of any resulting decision, commitment, or change in 
approac 


