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LADDER OF INFERENCE 

ARE YOU CLIMBING YOUR LADDER? 
First described by William Isaacs in a 1992 paper by the MIT Center for Organizational Learning, 
the Ladder of Inference describes the thinking process that we go through, usually without 
realizing it, to get from a fact to a decision or action. According the Rick Ross, “the ladder of 
inference [is] a common mental pathway of increasing abstraction, often leading to misguided 
beliefs” (242-3). Being conscious of the Ladder of Inference helps you draw better conclusions, 
and ask questions to explore other people’s conclusion based on interpretations or true facts 
and reality. 

CLIMBING THE LADDER OF INFERENCE 

Our ability to achieve the results we truly 
desire is eroded by our feelings that: 

o Our beliefs are the truth 
o The truth is obvious 
o Our beliefs are based on real data 
o The data we select are the real data 

By using the Ladder of Inference, you can learn 
to get back to the facts and use your beliefs 
and experiences to positive effect, rather than 
allowing them to narrow your field of 
judgment. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPLEMENTING 
THIS TOOL WITH YOUR TEAM 

When you notice team members explaining 
ideas, thoughts, or judgements as facts; this 
tool can be used to invite people to walk back 
down the ladder, by asking questions and being 
curious about data that lead to potentially 
flawed conclusions.   
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LADDER OF INFERENCE 

Sample Activity: 

Think of a recent situation where you may have jumped to a conclusion: 

o Where are you on the ladder right now? 
o From your current rung, work your way back down the ladder to analyze your reasoning, 

using the following questions as a guide: 
• Why have I chosen this action? 
• What belief lead to that action? 
• Why did I draw that conclusion? 
• What am I assuming? 
• What data have I chosen and why? 
• Are there opposing facts that I have chosen to ignore? 
• What other information could I look for? Are there other facts I should consider? 

o Once you have a wider field of data and more considered assumptions, work your way up 
the ladder, rung by rung. 

RISKS/ROAD BLOCKS 

 

Often, when climbing the Ladder of Inference, we establish a basic set of beliefs 
about how people, individuals, organizations, cultures etc. react and respond. We 
then use these beliefs as a lens to apply to similar/same people and situations.  

This can be one of the primary roadblocks to effectively exploring for additional 
information when things get “tricky” with others on our team and beyond. 

REFLECTION/DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

o What are you inferring about your staff, colleagues, or clients? 
o Do you tend to skip rungs when working through your reasoning? 
o What steps could you take to be more aware when you are “going up your ladder”? 
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