
 

CASE STUDY 43 

SUCCESSFUL SYSTEM VS. FAVORABLE CIRCUMSTANCES 

1. TRAINING OBJECTIVE 

Avoid overinterpreting success when the successful period occurred under unusually 
favorable conditions. 

The trainee should distinguish evidence that a strategy worked in a particular 
context from evidence that the strategy itself caused the improvement or will 
generalize to ordinary conditions. 

2. CLIENT PROFILE 

Client: Dana 

Goal: Complete four weekly writing sessions 

Current Commitment: Write for one hour Monday through Thursday. 

3. RELEVANT HISTORY 

Dana has struggled to complete more than two sessions during normal workweeks. 

This week, she completed all four. 

She was on vacation from her regular job. 

 



 

During the successful week, Dana wrote each morning after breakfast. 

4. CLIENT MESSAGE 

Accountabili-Buddy: Four out of four this week. 

Dana: Yep. It was easy. 

Dana: I wrote every morning after breakfast. 

Dana: I think I finally figured out the perfect system. 

5. TRAINEE TASK 

What does this successful week establish? 

What does it not establish? 

Which conditions changed at the same time? 

What should the Accountabili-Buddy avoid concluding about the cause of Dana's 
improvement? 

What evidence would make the morning-structure hypothesis stronger? 

What would you say next? 

6. EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

FACTS 

• Dana completed all four writing sessions. 

• She wrote consistently in the morning after breakfast. 

• She was on vacation from her regular job. 

• During normal workweeks, she has generally completed no more than two sessions. 



 

• The successful week therefore differed from her ordinary environment in at least 
two relevant ways: Dana used a consistent morning structure, and her normal work 
demands were absent. 

• Dana describes the sessions as easy during the vacation week. 

CLIENT INTERPRETATION 

Dana believes she has identified the “perfect system.” 

She attributes the improvement to writing every morning after breakfast. 

ACCOUNTABILI-BUDDY INFERENCE 

The morning-after-breakfast structure is a promising hypothesis. 

The week establishes that Dana completed four writing sessions while using that 
structure under vacation conditions. 

It does not establish that morning timing caused the improvement. 

Her regular job was also absent, meaning reduced work demands, greater available 
time or energy, the morning routine, or some combination may have contributed. 

The successful week therefore provides useful evidence without yet establishing 
which factor produced the improvement or whether the same structure will remain 
workable during a normal workweek. 

7. PRIMARY FORMULATION 

Successful outcome under unusually favorable circumstances. Morning structure 
is a promising contributing factor, but its effectiveness and sustainability under 
normal work conditions remain untested. 

 

 

 



 

8. ALTERNATIVE FORMULATIONS 

EFFECTIVE MORNING STRUCTURE 

Writing after breakfast may genuinely provide Dana with a more effective and 
repeatable structure. 

If the same approach improves follow-through when her regular work demands 
return, this formulation gains weight. 

FAVORABLE CIRCUMSTANCES 

Dana's improvement may have depended substantially on being away from her 
regular job. 

Reduced competing demands, greater available time, or greater available energy 
may account for some or most of the difference. 

MIXED FORMULATION 

The morning structure may be useful while the vacation conditions also made 
successful execution easier. 

The current evidence does not require choosing one factor as the sole explanation. 

9. MISSING INFORMATION 

The next useful evidence is whether some version of the morning structure is 
workable when Dana's normal job and ordinary weekday demands return. 

The Accountabili-Buddy does not need to dismiss the successful week because its 
conditions were unusual. 

The useful question is what part of the success, if any, transfers to Dana's ordinary 
environment. 

A normal workweek can generate stronger evidence about whether morning timing 
remains associated with improved follow-through when the favorable vacation 
condition is removed. 



 

10. RECOMMENDED RESPONSE 

“Four out of four tells us that this structure worked well for you this week. The part 
we don't know yet is what made the difference, because two things changed: you 
wrote in the morning, and your normal job wasn't in the schedule. Is there a version 
of the morning structure you think would realistically fit when you're back to a 
normal workweek?” 

11. REASONING 

Success produces evidence, but the meaning of that evidence depends on context. 

Dana's four completed sessions should not be discounted simply because she was 
on vacation. 

The week demonstrates that she can complete four sessions under the conditions 
that were present. 

It also identifies morning writing after breakfast as a potentially useful feature. 

However, morning timing and the removal of normal work demands occurred 
simultaneously. 

The Accountabili-Buddy therefore cannot yet attribute the improvement specifically 
to the morning structure. 

The next accountability period can provide more discriminating evidence if Dana 
chooses to use some version of the structure under ordinary conditions. 

If improved follow-through continues when her regular job returns, the 
morning-structure hypothesis becomes stronger. 

If performance falls substantially despite retaining the morning structure, favorable 
vacation conditions or other contextual factors gain explanatory weight. 

The purpose is not to prove that the strategy works. It is to allow subsequent 
evidence to strengthen, weaken, or complicate the current formulation. 

 



 

12. PLAUSIBLE ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE 

“The morning routine is promising, but vacation also removed one of your normal 
constraints. So we know the combination worked. We don't yet know how much of 
the improvement came from the timing and how much came from the different 
week. What, if anything, do you want to carry into next week and test?” 

13. WEAK RESPONSE EXAMPLES 

WEAK RESPONSE A 

“You found the answer. Keep doing exactly this.” 

Problem: The response attributes success to the new structure without accounting 
for the simultaneous removal of Dana's normal work demands. 

WEAK RESPONSE B 

“The week doesn't count because you were on vacation.” 

Problem: The successful behavior still provides useful evidence. Atypical conditions 
limit generalization; they do not erase the result. 

WEAK RESPONSE C 

“Increase to five sessions now.” 

Problem: Successful completion under unusually favorable conditions does not 
establish that the current commitment is underchallenging or should automatically 
increase. 

14. WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 

If Dana chooses to use a realistic version of the morning structure during a normal 
workweek, the result can provide stronger evidence about whether the timing 
strategy generalizes beyond vacation conditions. 

If Dana again completes or substantially improves her writing sessions while normal 
work demands are present, the morning-structure hypothesis gains support. 



 

If her performance returns to its previous pattern despite retaining the morning 
structure, the absence of work demands during vacation becomes more relevant to 
the earlier success. 

If Dana cannot realistically use the same morning structure during ordinary 
workweeks, the vacation strategy may have been effective without being 
transferable. 

Dana may also decide that another commitment or structure makes more sense 
once her normal schedule returns. 

The Accountabili-Buddy should use the successful week as evidence without 
converting it prematurely into a permanent conclusion. 

15. RECORD / UPDATE 

Goal: Complete four weekly writing sessions 

Current Commitment: Write for one hour Monday through Thursday 

Result: Four of four sessions completed 

Context: Vacation week without normal job demands 

Structure Used: Morning writing after breakfast 

Prior Normal-Week Performance: Generally no more than two sessions 

Current Formulation: Successful outcome under favorable conditions; morning 
structure is promising but causal contribution and normal-week sustainability 
remain untested 

Possible Contributors: Morning timing, reduced competing demands, greater 
available time or energy, mixed factors 

Next Evidence: Performance under ordinary work conditions if Dana chooses to 
retain some version of the morning structure 

 



 

16. SCORING CRITERIA 

Full-credit responses should: 

• Acknowledge Dana's successful completion 

• Preserve the successful week as useful evidence 

• Identify the meaningful contextual difference between vacation and normal 
workweeks 

• Recognize morning writing as a promising hypothesis without treating it as an 
established causal explanation 

• Recognize that morning structure and removal of normal work demands changed 
simultaneously 

• Avoid attributing success to a single factor without sufficient evidence 

• Avoid dismissing the successful week because the circumstances were unusually 
favorable 

• Distinguish success under specific conditions from evidence of generalizability 

• Use subsequent ordinary-context performance to strengthen, weaken, or revise the 
formulation 

• Avoid automatically increasing the commitment because of one successful week 

• Avoid requiring Dana to preserve the morning structure 

• Preserve Dana's ownership of the next commitment or experiment 


