
 

CASE STUDY 63 

THE ESCALATION TRAP 

1. TRAINING OBJECTIVE 

Recognize when repeated failure leads the Accountabili-Buddy to increase 
monitoring intensity without evidence that monitoring is the missing variable. 

2. CLIENT PROFILE 

Client: Sarah​

Goal: Complete three weekly study sessions​

Initial Accountability: Weekly review 

3. RELEVANT BACKGROUND 

Sarah initially misses several sessions. 

The Accountabili-Buddy progressively adds: 

• midweek check-ins;​
• morning reminders;​
• same-day reminders;​
• start confirmations;​
• completion confirmations. 

Follow-through improves briefly, then deteriorates again. 

 



 

INTERACTION 1 

Accountabili-Buddy: You missed Tuesday even with the reminder. 

Sarah: Yeah. 

Accountabili-Buddy: I can start checking an hour before and again when the 
session is supposed to begin. 

Sarah: I guess. 

4. PROVISIONAL CONCERN 

The Accountabili-Buddy is treating insufficient prompting as the default explanation 
without evidence. 

The accountability process has also drifted from scheduled check-ins into reminders 
and real-time prompting. 

INTERACTION 2 

One week later: 

Accountabili-Buddy: I sent both reminders and you still did not start. What 
happened? 

Sarah: I saw them. 

Sarah: I just did not want to study. 

Sarah: Honestly, all the messages are starting to make me dread the whole thing 
more. 

5. UPDATED EVIDENCE 

• Memory is not the problem;​
• prompt visibility is not the problem;​
• increasing reminders are not improving initiation;​
• the intervention itself may now increase aversion. 



 

6. REVISED FORMULATION 

Escalating monitoring is addressing the wrong mechanism and may be worsening 
the accountability experience. 

7. TRAINEE DECISION POINT 

The Accountabili-Buddy should not add another reminder. 

The accountability process should return to scheduled check-ins, and the original 
barrier should be reassessed. 

8. RECOMMENDED RESPONSE 

“Then more reminders are clearly not the answer. You are seeing them, and the 
extra monitoring may actually be making the task feel heavier. I have also made 
the accountability too focused on prompting you to start. Let’s return to our 
scheduled check-ins and look at what is actually getting in the way of these study 
sessions.” 

INTERACTION 3 

Sarah: I think I am burned out on this course. 

Sarah: Every session feels like another obligation hanging over me. 

Sarah: I still need to finish it, but I do not think being reminded six times is helping. 

9. FINAL FORMULATION 

Task fatigue or disengagement is now a stronger working formulation; excessive 
monitoring intensified aversion without improving follow-through. 

10. REVISED INTERVENTION 

• return to scheduled accountability;​
• reassess course pace and commitment structure;​
• discontinue reminders and real-time prompting. 



 

11. WHY THIS CASE MATTERS 

Repeated failure often creates an intuitive escalation: 

more reminders → more accountability → better follow-through. 

That sequence is not inherently valid. 

Professional intervention intensity should depend on the mechanism. 

In this case, escalation also caused the accountability process to drift from 
scheduled check-ins into reminder behavior. 

12. WEAK ACCOUNTABILI-BUDDY RESPONSES 

WEAK RESPONSE A 

“You need even more reminders.” 

Problem: Directly contradicted by evidence and continues an inappropriate 
reminder-based structure. 

WEAK RESPONSE B 

“Clearly reminders do not work for you.” 

Problem: Focuses on whether reminders “work” rather than recognizing that the 
accountability structure itself has drifted into reminder behavior. 

WEAK RESPONSE C 

“Then I will stop checking entirely.” 

Problem: Overcorrects. The appropriate response is to return to scheduled 
accountability, not withdraw accountability. 

13. RECORD / UPDATE 

Original Issue: Incomplete study sessions​

Escalated Intervention: Increasing reminders and real-time prompting​



 

Evidence: Client sees reminders but still does not act​
Accountability Process Issue: Scheduled check-ins drifted into reminder behavior​
Unintended Effect: Increased dread/aversion​

Revised Formulation: Task fatigue or disengagement more plausible; monitoring 
mismatch established​

New Intervention: Return to scheduled accountability; reassess task structure 

14. SCORING CRITERIA 

Full-credit responses should: 

• identify intervention escalation as unsupported;​
• distinguish scheduled accountability check-ins from reminders and real-time 
prompting;​
• recognize that the Accountabili-Buddy contributed to the problem;​
• use outcome data to stop escalation;​
• recognize possible intervention harm;​
• reassess the client barrier;​
• return to appropriate scheduled accountability. 

 


