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The Ladder of Inference
A quick guide to making better, bias-aware decisions

Every decision leaves a cultural fingerprint. The question is- are you leading with clarity, or

reacting on autopilot?

Action(s)

Beliefs

Conclusions

Interpreting

Observations

7. Action(s)
Actions are taken based on prior beliefs and conclusions

6. Beliefs
Conclusions are drawn based on interpreted facts and prior assumptions

5. Conclusions
Conclusions are drawn based on prior beliefs

4. Assumptions
Assumptions are made based on the meaning you give to your observations

3. Interpreting facts
Facts are interpreted and given a personal meaning

2. Selecting facts

Facts are selected based on convictions and prior experiences and typically on
what we ‘think’ is true.

1. Observations(reality and facts)

Information is observed from the real world.

¢ Ladder of Inference by Chris Argyris and Peter Senge

This is a great tool to use when tensions are high, time is short, or opinions are strong—especially in talent,
performance, or culture decisions. The Ladder helps you separate what's true from what you're telling
yourself is true, so you can choose actions that hold up under scrutiny.

When to use it

» You hear "we know what will happen if we make this decision.” but the evidence is thin.
» Teams are arguing past each other or getting stuck in either/or thinking.
« Ahigh-stakes call (hiring, promotion, termination, crisis response) needs a defensible rationale.

How to use it

1.Name the decision and the risk if you get it wrong.

2.Start at the bottom: list observable facts only (no adjectives, no motives).

3.Surface interpretations & assumptions separately. Label them.

4. Test them: What else could be true? What data would change our minds?

5.Decide and document: facts used, assumptions made, risks considered, next checks.
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The Ladder of Inference Steps (with Case Example)

Imagine you're addressing “The Cost of a Star’—a Managing Director who delivers
record revenue but creates a toxic team culture.

Step 1: Observable Data

What it is: Verifiable facts—no adjectives, no motives.

How it manifests: You gather what can be seen, heard, or measured.

Example: The MD generated $50M revenue; 7 exit interviews cite the MD; 3 HR complaints filed; quote:
“If you can't keep up, leave.”

Step 2: Selected Data

What it is: The subset of data we notice first.
How it manifests: We unconsciously prioritize what fits our role or lens.
Example: Finance notices profit; HR notices turnover and morale data.
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Step 3: Interpreting Meaning

What it is: Interpretation—adding labels or intent to the data.
How it manifests: We use words like “abrasive,” “demanding,” or “driven.”
Example: One group sees “high standards and tons of revenue,” another sees “abusive behavior.”

Step 4: Assumptions

What it is: Filling in gaps with our own logic or beliefs.
How it manifests: We assume cause and effect without proof.
Example: “If we remove the MD, we’'ll lose clients and revenue.”

Step 5: Conclusions

What it is: The judgment or decision based on our assumptions.
How it manifests: We lock into a position.
Example: “We can't get rid of the MD, they are essential to success” or “The MD must go.”

Step 6: Beliefs

What it is: Deep rules or values formed over time.
How it manifests: They shape what data we’'ll accept next time.
Example: “Top performers deserve more leeway” or “Culture outweighs revenue.”

Step 7: Actions

What it is: The behavior driven by our belief.
How it manifests: We act before re-examining the facts.
Example: Retain and coach, exit quickly, or reassign and backfill.

Bottom Line

The Ladder of Inference reveals how quickly we leap from data to decision—often fueled by hidden
biases, assumptions, and past experiences. But every rung we climb shapes not just our thinking, but our
culture. Because culture is built moment by moment through what people experience, what they come to
believe, how they act, and the results that follow. In fast-moving, high-stakes situations, a single unchecked
decision can reinforce fear—or spark clarity and trust. It's not about being right. It's about being clear,
conscious, and accountable—especially when the path isn’t obvious.
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