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Ladder of Inference

Our beliefs are the
truth

The truth is obvious

Our beliefs are 
based on real data

The data we select 
are the real data
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Some “Ladders”

The meeting was
called for 9 a.m.
and John came in 
at 9:30.  He didn’t
say why.

John knew exactly
when the meeting
was to start.  He 
deliberately came 
in late.

John always 
comes in late.

We can’t count
on John – he’s 
unreliable.

A politician just made a
statement which seems 
to contradict a campaign
promise.

It’s another political
sell-out.

Once again he shows
he has no integrity.

Every politician lies and cheats.

I’m not going to bother voting.
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Why Use the Ladder of Inference

• Raise awareness about your own thinking 
and reasoning (reflection)

• Make our thinking and reasoning more 
visible to others (advocacy)

• Inquire into others’ thinking and reasoning 
(inquiry) 
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Ask Yourself (Reflection)

• What is the observable data?
• Does everyone agree on the data?
• Can I run through the reasoning?
• How did I get from the data to the abstract 

assumptions?
• When he/she said “(their inference)”, did 

he/she mean “(my interpretation)”?
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Example - Using the Ladder

• Draw a line down the middle of the 
paper.

• Title each column –
– Left side:  What I’m thinking.  
– Right side: What was said.

• Use as a tool to review a past 
conversation or prepare for a future one.
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Dialogue – the Art and Practice

• The mental models discipline
– Balancing Advocacy and Inquiry

• Building shared understanding
– Assumptions and beliefs

• Building shared vision
– Shared aspirations

Improved Dialogue
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Advocacy 
Make your thinking visible

• What to do
– State assumptions
– Explain assumptions
– Make reasoning explicit
– Explain your point of 

view
– Give examples
– Picture other’s 

perspectives

• What to say
– “Here’s what I think and 

here’s how I got there.”
– “I assumed that…”
– “I came to this 

conclusion because…”
– “To get a clear picture 

of what I’m talking 
about, imagine that 
you’re a customer who 
will be affected…”
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Advocacy 
Make your thinking visible  (continued)
• What to do

– Encourage others to 
explore your 
assumptions and data

– Refrain from 
defensiveness

– Reveal where your 
thinking is least clear

– Listen, stay open, 
encourage others to 
provide different views

• What to say
– “What do you think 

about what I just 
said?” “Any flaws in 
my reasoning?” “What 
can you add?”

– “Here’s one area 
which you can help me 
think through.”

– “Do you see it 
differently?”
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Inquiry 
Asking others to make their thinking visible

• What to do
– Gently walk others 

down the ladder
– Use unaggressive 

language
– Draw out their 

reasoning
– Explain your reasons 

for inquiring

• What to say
– “What leads you to 

conclude that?”  What 
causes you to say 
that?

– “Can you help me 
understand?”

– “What is the 
significance of that?”

– “I’m asking you about 
your assumptions 
because…”
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Inquiry 
Asking others to make their thinking visible (cont.)

• What to do
– Test what they say

– Check your 
understanding.

– Listen for new 
understanding.

• What to say
– “Can you provide a 

typical example?”

– “Am I correct that you 
are saying…”
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Exploring an Impasse
• What to do

– Embrace the impasse

– Look to move forward

– Ask for new/more 
data

– Listen

– Consider mental 
models

• What to say
– “What do we know for a 

fact?”  “What don’t we 
know?”

– “What’s agreed or in 
disagreement?”

– “How can we gather more 
data?”

– “Are we starting from 
different assumptions –
where did they come 
from?”



12

Exploring an Impasse

• What to do
– Ask what would 

change their minds.
– Ask for the group’s 

help.
– Don’t let conversation 

stop
– Avoid “building your 

case” when someone 
else is speaking

• What to say
– “What needs to happen 

before you would 
consider the alternative?

– “Any ideas that will help 
us clarify our thinking?”

– “I don’t understand the 
assumptions underlying 
the disagreement.”


