
 

CASE STUDY 46 

GOAL PROBLEM VS. ACCOUNTABILITY-PROCESS PROBLEM 

1. TRAINING OBJECTIVE 

Recognize when accountability conversation itself may have become a substitute for 
accountable action or decision-making. 

The trainee should distinguish useful inquiry from continued discussion that no 
longer produces decision-relevant information and may instead maintain 
non-action. 

The trainee should also recognize when a client's request for additional 
understanding moves beyond the accountability role. 

2. CLIENT PROFILE 

Client: Ian 

Goal: Submit a book proposal 

Current Commitment: Send the proposal to three agents. 

3. RELEVANT HISTORY 

For five weeks, Ian and the Accountabili-Buddy have discussed: 

• fear of rejection; 

 



 

• proposal structure; 

• agent research; 

• timing; 

• confidence; 

• prior writing experiences. 

The proposal is complete. 

No submissions have been made. 

Ian frequently asks for another conversation before committing to send. 

The repeated discussions have not yet produced movement from analysis into 
submission. 

4. CLIENT MESSAGE 

Ian: Before I send anything, I think we should talk through why I keep freezing on this. 

Ian: I have been thinking about whether this goes back to how badly my last project 
was received. 

Ian: Maybe if I understand that better, I will finally be ready. 

5. TRAINEE TASK 

What has changed about the role of the accountability conversation? 

What does five weeks of discussion establish, and what does it not establish? 

Is additional inquiry likely to provide information necessary for the current 
accountability decision? 

What part of Ian's request exceeds the accountability role? 



 

How can the Accountabili-Buddy challenge the process without deciding that Ian 
must submit? 

What would you say next? 

6. EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

FACTS 

• Ian's proposal is complete. 

• No submissions have been made. 

• For five weeks, Ian and the Accountabili-Buddy have discussed multiple possible 
barriers and considerations related to submission. 

• Ian has repeatedly requested additional discussion before committing to send. 

• The previous discussions have not resulted in submission. 

• Ian currently proposes exploring whether his difficulty is connected to how a 
previous project was received. 

• Understanding the deeper psychological origin of Ian's response is not necessary 
for the Accountabili-Buddy to perform the accountability role. 

• The current evidence does not establish that fear of rejection, prior writing 
experiences, or any other psychological mechanism is the sole cause of Ian's 
non-submission. 

CLIENT INTERPRETATION 

Ian believes that deeper understanding of why he “freezes” may help him become 
ready to submit. 

He currently treats additional understanding as potentially necessary before action. 

 

 



 

ACCOUNTABILI-BUDDY INFERENCE 

Earlier discussion may have served a useful accountability function by clarifying the 
goal, commitment, practical considerations, and possible barriers. 

After five weeks of repeated discussion with no submission, however, continued 
analysis itself has become relevant to the formulation. 

The Accountabili-Buddy should consider whether conversation is now functioning as 
a prerequisite Ian repeatedly places before action. 

That does not prove that Ian is consciously using discussion to avoid submission. 

It does mean that more inquiry should not continue automatically merely because 
Ian remains uncomfortable or uncertain. 

Ian's proposed exploration of whether his current difficulty originates in the reception 
of a previous project also moves toward psychological processing beyond the 
accountability role. 

The professional task is therefore partly relational: the Accountabili-Buddy must 
examine whether the accountability process itself is maintaining analysis without 
producing an accountable decision. 

7. PRIMARY FORMULATION 

Repeated accountability discussion may now be functioning as part of the 
non-action pattern. Additional psychological understanding is not currently 
established as necessary for the accountability decision, and Ian's proposed 
deeper exploration exceeds the accountability role. 

8. ALTERNATIVE FORMULATIONS 

USEFUL UNRESOLVED INQUIRY 

A specific unresolved practical or commitment-related issue may still materially 
affect Ian's decision about submission. 



 

If Ian identifies information that would genuinely change what he decides to do, 
limited additional inquiry may remain appropriate. 

The existence of five weeks of discussion does not mean that every possible question 
has already been answered. 

DISCUSSION FUNCTIONING AS A PREREQUISITE FOR ACTION 

Ian may have developed a pattern in which another conversation or another level of 
understanding must occur before he considers himself ready to act. 

Under this formulation, additional discussion can unintentionally maintain the delay 
even when the conversation itself is thoughtful and relevant. 

ACCOUNTABILITY-PROCESS CONTRIBUTION 

The Accountabili-Buddy may have contributed to the pattern by repeatedly 
participating in extended analysis without recognizing that the conversations were 
no longer generating information necessary for accountability decisions. 

This does not make the Accountabili-Buddy responsible for Ian's failure to submit. 

It does make the quality and function of the accountability process part of the 
professional review. 

GOAL OR COMMITMENT REASSESSMENT 

Ian may no longer be willing to submit the proposal under the current goal or 
commitment. 

If so, the relevant accountability task is not to analyze him into readiness. 

It is to make that decision explicit so Ian can determine whether he wants to 
maintain, revise, pause, or close the goal or commitment. 

9. MISSING INFORMATION 

Very little additional psychological information appears necessary for the immediate 
accountability task. 



 

The smallest useful question is whether Ian believes there is any unresolved 
information that would materially change his decision about what to do with the 
proposal. 

If the answer is yes, the Accountabili-Buddy can determine whether that information 
belongs within the accountability role. 

If the answer is no, further analysis is unlikely to be necessary before Ian makes an 
accountable decision. 

The Accountabili-Buddy does not need to determine why Ian feels psychologically 
unready before asking what he is willing to do. 

10. RECOMMENDED RESPONSE 

“We've spent five weeks looking at several reasons sending may feel difficult, and 
the proposal is complete. I'm concerned that understanding more is starting to 
become something that has to happen before you allow yourself to make a 
decision about sending. We don't need to figure out the deeper psychological 
origin of that feeling for accountability purposes. Is there anything you still need to 
know that would actually change your decision about what you do with the 
proposal?” 

11. REASONING 

The response places a boundary on continued analysis without dismissing Ian's 
difficulty. 

It does not claim that the previous conversations were useless. 

Earlier inquiry may have generated relevant information about the goal, 
commitment, practical barriers, and Ian's experience of the task. 

The problem is functional rather than simply quantitative. 

Continued discussion becomes an accountability-process concern when additional 
understanding repeatedly becomes a prerequisite for action or decision-making 
without producing information that changes the accountability response. 



 

The Accountabili-Buddy also avoids converting Ian's reported fear of rejection into a 
proven psychological explanation. 

Ian may have meaningful emotional reasons for finding submission difficult. 
Exploring the deeper origins of those reactions is not necessary for the 
Accountabili-Buddy to perform the accountability role. 

The Accountabili-Buddy can acknowledge unresolved discomfort while asking Ian to 
make an accountable decision in its presence. 

Ian still owns whether that decision is to submit, revise the commitment, pause, 
reconsider the goal, seek appropriate outside support, or choose another course. 

12. PLAUSIBLE ALTERNATIVE RESPONSE 

“There may be more to understand about why this feels difficult, but I'm not sure 
more psychological analysis is necessary for the accountability decision. We've 
spent five weeks discussing the barriers and no submissions have happened. Is 
there something unresolved that would actually change what you decide to do 
next, or are we making complete understanding a condition for acting?” 

This version directly tests whether additional inquiry has a decision-relevant purpose. 

13. WEAK RESPONSE EXAMPLES 

WEAK RESPONSE A 

“Yes, let's explore whether this goes back to how your last project was received.” 

Problem: The response moves into deeper psychological processing outside the 
accountability role and reinforces the assumption that additional emotional 
understanding is necessary before Ian can make an accountable decision. 

WEAK RESPONSE B 

“Stop overthinking and send it.” 

Problem: The response recognizes that continued analysis may be excessive but 
becomes dismissive and takes ownership of the decision about submission. 



 

WEAK RESPONSE C 

“Maybe you're just not ready.” 

Problem: The response treats subjective readiness as a prerequisite for action 
without examining whether additional readiness is actually necessary for the 
accountability decision. 

WEAK RESPONSE D 

“Let's keep talking until we figure out what's really stopping you.” 

Problem: The response assumes that a deeper explanation must exist and that 
finding it is necessary before accountability can proceed. It also risks reinforcing 
discussion as the condition Ian must satisfy before making a decision. 

14. WHAT HAPPENS NEXT 

If Ian identifies a specific unresolved practical issue that would materially change his 
decision, the Accountabili-Buddy can determine whether limited inquiry about that 
issue belongs within the accountability role. 

If Ian cannot identify additional decision-relevant information, the 
Accountabili-Buddy can make the process pattern explicit and redirect the 
conversation toward what Ian is willing to decide or commit to with the information 
already available. 

If Ian chooses to continue pursuing submission, he owns the next commitment 
related to that goal. 

If Ian decides he is not willing to submit under the current circumstances, the 
Accountabili-Buddy can help him clarify whether he wants to revise the 
commitment, reconsider the goal, pause it, or close it. 

If Ian wants to explore the deeper emotional or psychological origins of his difficulty, 
the Accountabili-Buddy should clarify that this work falls outside the accountability 
role. 



 

The Accountabili-Buddy should also recognize any contribution the accountability 
process has made to the pattern. Repeatedly participating in analysis that no longer 
generates useful accountability information may have unintentionally reinforced 
discussion as a prerequisite for action. 

Correcting that process does not require hostility or abrupt withdrawal. It requires 
returning the conversation to the accountability task. 

15. RECORD / UPDATE 

Goal: Submit book proposal 

Current Commitment: Send proposal to three agents 

Proposal Status: Complete 

Performance: No submissions during five weeks of accountability discussion 

Discussion History: Fear of rejection, proposal structure, agent research, timing, 
confidence, prior writing experiences 

Current Client Request: Further exploration of whether difficulty relates to reception 
of previous project 

Current Formulation: Accountability discussion may now be functioning as part of 
the non-action pattern; additional psychological understanding not established as 
necessary for accountability decision 

Accountability-Process Concern: Repeated inquiry may have reinforced discussion 
as a prerequisite for action 

Scope Concern: Proposed deeper psychological exploration exceeds accountability 
role 

Missing Information: Whether any unresolved information would materially change 
Ian's current decision 

Next Question: Is there anything Ian still needs to know that would actually change 
what he decides to do with the proposal? 



 

16. SCORING CRITERIA 

Full-credit responses should: 

• Recognize when accountability conversation itself may become part of a 
non-action pattern 

• Distinguish useful inquiry from discussion that no longer generates 
decision-relevant information 

• Recognize that previous discussion may have been useful without assuming that 
continued discussion remains useful 

• Avoid treating Ian's reported fear of rejection as an established causal formulation 

• Recognize that deeper psychological exploration exceeds the accountability role 

• Avoid requiring complete psychological understanding before accountable action 
or decision-making 

• Recognize the Accountabili-Buddy's possible contribution to maintaining an 
ineffective interaction pattern 

• Avoid taking responsibility for Ian's failure to submit 

• Challenge continued analysis without becoming dismissive or hostile 

• Avoid deciding that Ian must submit the proposal 

• Recognize goal or commitment reassessment as a legitimate possible outcome 

• Ask the smallest question capable of determining whether additional inquiry is 
necessary 

• Preserve Ian's ownership of the goal, decision, and next commitment 


