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Ladder of Inference
The automatic and unconscious process of forming beliefs







	
	Take action
	
	We make decisions and take actions based on the rapid, unconscious reasoning process that just occurred. Our actions are visible to others — our reasoning behind them is not.

	
	Adopt or support beliefs
	
	We adopt beliefs based on our generalizations. These beliefs influence influence the data we select. We tend to select data to support our beliefs and ignore other data.

	
	Make generalizations
	
	We make generalizations about things we have not directly observed based on our conclusions about the person or event.

	
	Draw conclusions
	
	We reach conclusions based on the meanings we have added.

	
	Add meaning
	
	We attach meaning to the data we have selected based on our cultural and personal history.

	
	Select data
	
	We selectively acknowledge only certain data. This selection is influenced by our belief systems.

	
	Observe event
	
	The actual event — visible to any observer.





3 TOOLS FOR WORKING WITH THE LADDER OF INFERENCE

We usually operate on the assumptions that:
· Our beliefs are “the truth.”
· The truth is obvious.
· Our beliefs are based on real data.
· The data we pay attention to is the only real data.
When people believe their personal experiences and conclusions are “the truth,” conflict is inevitable.

Conflict can be reduced and communication improved by dealing with the ladder of inference in three ways:
Reflecting 

Becoming more aware of our own thinking and reasoning
Asking

Inquiring into others' thinking and reasoning
Telling 

Making our own thinking and reasoning visible to others





REFLECTION


	
	REFLECTING

The most critical tasks are to: 
· Slow down our thinking process to become more aware of how we form our mental models 
· Separate what we actually know from what we assume 
· Examine the experiences from which we draw our conclusions and test them 

To do so, we need to 

· Become more aware of the limitations of our own thinking and reasoning
· Recognize that our knowledge is always incomplete and, therefore, tentative
· Surface our mental models and test them
· Be open to new information
· Be open to new ways of looking at experience
· Seek to expand both our knowledge (data) and understanding (analysis)
· Be curious and continuous learners


ASKING
The purpose of inquiry or asking is to 
· understand other people’s experience and perspectives
· make the others’ thinking visible
· open our minds to other ways to interpret our own experience
· question our mental models

By asking questions, we walk people back down their ladders of inference
To better understand others’ thinking, we can ask them:
· What did you observe? What did you actually see and hear? 
· What conclusions did you draw?  How did you reach those conclusions?
· What did you assume in reaching those conclusions?
· What did you feel based on your conclusions?

TELLING

We usually think telling other people means explaining our conclusions and beliefs and why they are correct.

People who understand the ladder of inference recognize that we cannot impose our conclusions on each other.  People need to understand how we reached our conclusions and then reach their own insights.  
Through the art of effective advocacy, we walk others up our ladder of inference.  We make our own thinking visible with the willingness to change our minds.

Effective communication requires a conscious balancing of inquiry and advocacy.
	Inquiry

	Yours
	
	
	Mine

	Belief
	
	
	Belief

	Conclusion
	
	
	Conclusion

	Assumption
	
	
	Assumption

	Meaning
	
	
	Meaning

	Data
	
	
	Data

	Advocacy
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