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Ladder of Inference
A model developed by Agyris, Putnam and Smith (1995)

The ladder of inference is a series of steps which show the process people go through as they selectively pick up signals (or data) from situations they find themselves in, read things into or draw conclusions from those signals and then behave as a result.  An understanding of the ladder of inference helps surface these mindset assumptions and increases awareness of them. (see also Enterprising Behaviour Workshop notes in Tool Kit)
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Decide what to do/how to behave


Link that to other opinions/theories we 


hold


What we infer (conclude) from this data


Select what we notice (and don’t notice)


Observable ‘data’: a conversation, a


newspaper article, body language, facial


expression, eye contact

A simple example:

An interaction between an LA coach and a client:  Elizabeth arrives for an appointment with Sal about her business idea.  Sal says hello and as he does so, he both smiles warmly and takes a quick look at his watch.  Elizabeth, who is not self confident and tends not to think of herself as significant, notices the glance at the watch, rather than Sal’s smile.  She assumes Sal isn’t really very interested in her idea, and wants to limit the time they spend in the meeting.  She loses confidence and enthusiasm for the idea and doesn’t have much to say about it.  The meeting ends quite quickly.

The ladder shows how a existing frame (I am not very important) can influence what data we select (the glance at the watch) and what inferences we draw from that data (Sal is busy or not interested).  Automatic, unconscious inferences can lead to undesirable results (in this case Sal and Elizabeth miss a chance to connect). 
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