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Ladder of inference

You saw something, picked out part of it, added meaning, assumed, concluded, and acted, in about a second.

Climb back down before you speak.

FOR A CONVERSATION - CHRIS ARGYRIS, 1970S - TAKES FIFTEEN MINUTES

HOW TO RUNIT

1. Bottom rung. Write what a camera would
have recorded: the words said, the things
done. No adjectives.

2. Next rung. What you noticed out of all that.

You did not notice everything, and what
you picked out is already a choice.

3. Next. The meaning you gave it. "She was
late" is data. "She doesn't take this
seriously" is meaning.

4. Next. The assumptions that meaning rests
on, then the conclusion you drew, then
what you now believe about the person.
Write each rung separately; the point is to
see how many there are.

5. Now go down the ladder with them. Start
from the bottom: "What | saw was this.
What | made of it was this. Is that how you
saw it?"

6. Expect their ladder to have different rungs
from the same bottom step. Thatis the
conversation, and it is usually shorter than
the row would have been.

Where it falls down. Starting the conversation
at the top rung, which is where you already are
and where they cannot follow you.

WITH A PEN

What | believe about them now
The top rung. Write it, then climb down

The conclusion | drew

The assumptions it rests on

The meaning | added

What | noticed
Out of everything that happened

What a camera would have recorded

The bottom rung. Words said, things done, no adjectives
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My opening line, from the bottom
"What | saw was... What | made of it was... Is that how you saw.it?"
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Chris Argyris, a Harvard professor who spent his career on how organisations learn and fail to, drew the On paper, and in the app: www.greggle.app

ladder in the 1970s to show how people leap from what they observed to what they believe, and then treat
the top of the ladder as fact. Peter Senge’s Fifth Discipline Fieldbook of 1994 put it in general circulation.



