The Story Behind the Event:
Changing Explanations to Change Outcomes
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Two Paths from the Exact Same Failure

Why?

It 1s not the event that

determines the outcome.
[t is the hidden
machinery of the mind.

Person B experiences the
exact same failure

Person A experiences
fallure

Adjustment, problem-
solving, and persistence.

Withdrawal, shame, and
learned helplessness.
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The Hidden Machinery: Attribution Theory

Attribution

Emotional &
> Behavioral

B
/ Responses
4
Concept: The Mechanism: The Shift:
People do not respond to what happened; Introduced by Bernard Weiner, Attribution We must stop asking simply “What
they respond to the story they construct Theory maps how our explanations for happened?” and start asking “How are
about what happened. success and failure dictate our future we explaining it?”
motivation, resilience, and actions.
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The Anatomy of an Explanation
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The Maladaptive Setting: “I am incapable.”

Setting explanations to this configuration guarantees shame,
hopelessness, and withdrawal. The dials must be turned.
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The Diagnostic Matrix

Internal
Causality

External
Causality

Uncontrollable

“I'm just bad at this.”

Impact: Learned helplessness.

“The system is rigged/
I was unlucky.”

Impact: Unpredictability, resignation.

Controllable
Effort & Strategy
“My approach needs a tweak.”

Impact: Resilience, future planning.
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The Intervention: Attribution Retraining

S GG

~11ailed because
Haned because a7 - my strategy needs
I canit do it—=="" improvement.”

Fixed/Uncontrollable Malleable/Controllable

Attribution Retraining (AR) is the deliberate cognitive restructuring
of causality. It teaches that failure is feedback, not identity.
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. The Modern Cognitive Chain (And Where to Breék It)

__I_ I

Causal

Interpretation Responsibility

Key Insight
= AR _ Research confirms this chain applies to
= ?;E;ventlun psychotherapy, education, and relationships.

Rewiring the Causal Interpretation inherently
| | alters the downstream Emotion (sympathy/anger)

and Action (help/withdraw).
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Application I: Education & Learning

74

The Maladaptive Learner The Adaptive Learner

Attribution: “I lack the Attribution: “I need a
different study strategy.”

22

innate ability.

e Reduced effort e Higher motivation
e Academic disengagement e Resilience
e Performance anxiety e Active help-seeking
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Application lI: Healthcare & Patient Adherence

Patient
View

Shifting away from
“I have no willpower”
to “My daily routine

needs adjustment”.

Overcoming provider uncooperatite” to “There
bias. Shifting away from is a systemic barrier or
“The patient is complex dosing schedule
uncooperative” we must solve”.

Clinician

View

Key Insight

Effective health
communication
frames health
metrics not as
personal
character
failures, but as
temporary,
adjustable
strategies.
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~ Application lll: Leadership, Teams & The Al Era

Outcome

Technology/
Al

The Outdated Question:
“Whose fault is it?”

The Modern Framework:
“What proportion of the outcome belongs
to each contributing factor?”

The Al Frontier (Hu et al., 2026):

In human-AI collaboration, individuals with a
low sense of power default to a self-serving
bias, accepting responsibility for Al success

but not failure. AR is vital for maintaining
psychological safety and accurate post-
mortems in automated environments.
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The Nuance: The Helper's Trap ~  Eemessyysam

High recipient controllability usually
equals lower sympathy:.

The 2025 Update:

When a helper feels highly

responsible for a team member or
The He]per pﬂtiEHt,_ this rule breaks.

(Leader/Clinician) |

The Hidden Mediator:

Self-Blame. Discovering an outcome
was “controllable” triggers the helper to
think, “Where did I go wrong?”’ This
alters standard responsibility attributions
and overrides typical biases.

T Cermin Motebook



The Retraining Toolkit: Four Daily Interventions

Reframe Emphasize Ask Reflective Model
Failure Strategy Questions Explanations
Shift from “I failed Focus praise and Prompt with: “What Leaders and clinicians
because I'm incapable” feedback purely on factors were under my | must publicly demonstrate
to “I failed because my process, preparation, | control?” and “What can constructive causal
approach needs and time management, I do differently next explanations for their
improvement.” not innate talent. time?” own successes and

setbacks.
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Calibrated Attribution: The Limits of Agency

Genuine Situational &

Systemic Barriers
Personal Agency, (Discrimination, Lack of
Strategy, Effort Resources, Pathology)

- —— A

-l Attribution Retraining is not toxic -I-- Effective interventions demand calibrated attribution:
positivity or simply telling people balancing personal responsibility for controllable factors
to try harder. with the explicit recognition of genuine external constraints.
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The Unified Pattern:
The Calibration Loop

Our explanations are
our destiny. By mastering
the causal switchboard,
we transform fixed
dead-ends into continuous
learning loops.

- The AR Switch

deliberate intervention
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Attribution Retraining teaches us to
interpret setbacks as opportunities
for improvement rather than
evidence of permanent inability.

Change the explanation. Change the outcome.
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