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35 The Ladder of [nference®

Rick Ross

‘ N 7e live in a world of self-generating beliefs which remain largely

untested. We adopt those beliefs because they are based on con-
clusions, which are inferred from what we observe, plus our past expe-
rience. Our ability to achieve the results we truly desire is eroded by our
feelings that:

Our beliefs are the truth.

The truth is obvious.

Our beliefs are based on real data.
The data we select are the real data.

For example: I am standing before the executive team, making a pre-
sentation. They all seem engaged and alert, except for Larry, at the end
of the table, who seems bored out of his mind. He turns his dark, morose
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eyes away from me and puts his hand to his mouth. He doesn’t ask any  Needham, Mass.. Allyn and Bacon), pp.
questions until I'm almost done, when he breaks in: “I think we should  88-89; Reasoning, Learning, and Action
ask for a full report.” In this culture, that typically means, “Let’s move by Chris Argyris (1982, San Frandisco:
on.” Everyone starts to shuffle their papers and put their notes away.  joey.Bass) pp. wvii-xviii, pp. 176-78;
Larry obviously thinks that I'm incompetent —which is a shame, because
these ideas are exactly what his department needs. Now that I think of
it, he’s never liked my ideas. Clearly, Larry is a power-hungry jerk. By
the time I've returned to my seat, I've made a decision: I'm not going to
include anything in my report that Larry can use. He wouldn’t read it,
or, worse still, he’d just use it against me. It’s too bad I have an enemy ™Mo these books.
who's so prominent in the company.

In those few seconds before I take my seat, I have climbed up what
Chris Argyris calls a “ladder of inference,”—a common mental pathway
of increasing abstraction, often leading to misguided beliefs:* = S ee Overcoming Organizational

Adtion Science by Chris Argyris, Robert
Putnam, and Diana McLain Smith
(1985, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass), pp
57-58. See Fieldbook, p. 264 for

Defenses, p. 87.
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2 T he “reflexive loop” was first
published in Williom Isaacs’s
1992 working paper, The Ladder of

Inference, published by the MIT Center

for Organizational Learning.

® I started with the observable data: Larry’s comment, which is so self-
evident that it would show up on a videotape recorder . . .

® ... Iselected some details about Larry’s behavior: his glance away
from me and apparent yawn. (I didn’t notice him listening intently
one moment before) . . .

® ... Iadded some meanings of my own, based on the culture around
me (that Larry wanted me to finish up) . . .

® ... I moved rapidly up to assumptions about Larry’s current state
(he’s bored) . . .

® ... and I concluded that Larry, in general, thinks I'm incompetent.
In fact, I now believe that Larry (and probably everyone whom I
associate with Larry) is dangerously opposed to me . . .

® ... thus, as I reach the top of the ladder, I'm plotting against him.

It all seems so reasonable, and it happens so quickly, that I'm not
even aware I've done it. Moreover, all the rungs of the ladder take place
in my head. The only parts visible to anyone else are the directly observ-
able data at the bottom, and my own decision to take action at the top.
The rest of the trip, the ladder where I spend most of my time, is un-
seen, unquestioned, not considered fit for discussion, and enormously
abstract. (These leaps up the ladder are sometimes called “leaps of ab-
straction.”)

I've probably leaped up that ladder of inference many times before.
The more I believe that Larry is an evil guy, the more I reinforce my
tendency to notice his malevolent behavior in the future. This phenom-
enon is known as the “reflexive loop™: our beliefs influence what data we
select next time. And there is a counterpart reflexive loop in Larry’s
mind: as he reacts to my strangely antagonistic behavior, he’s probably
jumping up some rungs on his own ladder. For no apparent reason, be-
fore too long, we could find ourselves becoming bitter enemies.”

Larry might indeed have been bored by my presentation—or he
might have been eager to read the report on paper. He might think I'm
incompetent, he might be shy, or he might be afraid to embarrass me.
More likely than not, he has inferred that I think he’s incompetent. We
can’t know, until we find a way to check our conclusions.

Unfortunately, assumptions and conclusions are particularly difficult
to test. For instance, suppose I wanted to find out if Larry really thought
I was incompetent. I would have to pull him aside and ask him, “Larry,
do you think I'm an idiot?” Even if I could find a way to phrase the
question, how could I believe the answer? Would I answer him honestly?
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No, I'd tell him I thought he was a terrific colleague, while privately
thinking worse of him for asking me.

Now imagine me, Larry, and three others in a senior management
team, with our untested assumptions and beliefs. When we meet to deal
with a concrete problem, the air is filled with misunderstandings, com-
munication breakdowns, and feeble compromises. Thus, while our indi-
vidual IQs average 140, our team has a collective IQ of 85.

The ladder of inference explains why most people don’t usually re-
member where their deepest attitudes came from. The data is long since
lost to memory, after years of inferential leaps. Sometimes I find myself
arguing that “The Republicans are so-and-so,” and someone asks me
why I believe that. My immediate, intuitive answer is, “T don’t know. But
I've believed it for years.” In the meantime, other people are saying,
“The Democrats are so-and-so,” and they can’t tell you why, either. In-
stead, they may dredge up an old platitude which once was an assump-
tion. Before long, we come to think of our longstanding assumptions as
data (“Well, I know the Republicans are such-and-such because they're
so-and-s0”), but we’re several steps removed from the data.

Using the ladder of inference

YoUu CAN'T LIVE YOUR LIFE WITHOUT ADDING MEANING OR DRAWING CON-
clusions. It would be an inefficient, tedious way to live. But you can
improve your communications through reflection, and by using the lad-
der of inference in three ways:

®  Becoming more aware of your own thinking and reasoning (reflec-
tion);

®  Making your thinking and reasoning more visible to others (advo-
cacy);

®  Inquiring into others” thinking and reasoning (inquiry).

Once Larry and I understand the concepts behind the “ladder of
inference,” we have a safe way to stop a conversation in its tracks and
ask several questions:

What is the observable data behind that statement?

Does everyone agree on what the data is?

Can you run me through your reasoning?

How did we get from that data to these abstract assumptions?

When you said “[your inference],” did you mean “[my interpretation
of it]”?

Some ladders of infevence :

We cant count
on John. .
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tn late. 4

John Knew exactly
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a
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Says the boss.
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I can ask for data in an open-ended way: “Larry, what was your re-
action to this presentation?” I can test my assumptions: “Larry, are you
bored?” Or I can simply test the observable data: “You've been quiet,
Larry.” To which he might reply: “Yeah, I'm taking notes; I love this
stuff.”

Note that I don’t say, “Larry, I think you've moved way up the ladder
of inference. Here’s what you need to do to get down.” The point of this
method is not to nail Larry (or even to diagnose Larry), but to make our
thinking processes visible, to see what the differences are in our percep-
tions and what we have in common. (You might say, “I notice I'm moving
up the ladder of inference, and maybe we all are. What's the data
here?”)

This type of conversation is not easy. For example, as Chris Argyris
cautions people, when a fact seems especially self-evident, be careful. If
your manner suggests that it must be equally self-evident to everyone
else, you may cut off the chance to test it. A fact, no matter how obvious
it seems, isn’t really substantiated until it’s verified independently—by
more than one person’s observation, or by a technological record (a tape
recording or photograph).

Embedded into team practice, the ladder becomes a very healthy
tool. There’s something exhilarating about showing other people the
links of your reasoning. They may or may not agree with you, but they
can see how you got there. And you're often surprised yourself to see
how you got there, once you trace out the links.




