
The Ladder of Inference is a framework developed by organizational learning professor Chris Argyris.  It examines 
the mental process that moves us from the data we observe to the beliefs and conclusions we adopt about the 
world around us.  Our beliefs are largely self-generated and untested.  We come to conclusions based on our 
experiences and what we observe in the world around us, yet we are largely oblivious to this process, thinking 
instead that we are merely seeing reality.  The ladder of inference: 
• Provides a framework to help students examine their reasoning and accessing the reasoning of others 
• Offers students a way to explicitly visualize their (otherwise implicit) thinking process in any situation 
• Helps students understand specific reasons why and how they have come to different conclusions than others 

who disagree with them, and access concrete value in the opposing views 
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There is a pool of data – testable facts (experience, 
observations, sensory information) that we encounter in the 
world around us.  Because that data pool is so huge (imagine 
trying to capture all the data available in just one room at 
one time  - it is an impossible exercise), each person selects 
some of that data, and interprets it in light of his or her own 
background, experience and understanding.  This 
interpretation then leads to a conclusion – the top of the 
ladder, which becomes the basis for our actions. 

Q: Does this mean 
reality is entirely 
subjective? 

     A: No, we are not suggesting that we 
tackle existential questions like whether or 
not the ground is, in fact, below our feet or 
whether we actually exist or not.  This 
framework instead illustrates our 
interpretations of the testable data we 
encounter.  Because everything we perceive 
is an incomplete interpretation of the world 
around us (rather than the whole picture), it 
is vital we remember to question our 
assumptions and conclusions in order to 
expand our view of the world. 

Q: But what about factual 
information that I teach in my 
class?  Am I supposed to qualify 
everything I teach? 

    A: Even the most factual information is 
often supplanted by future discoveries.  Take, 
for example, our reliance on Newton’s laws 
of gravitation until Einstein shook up the 
scientific community with his Special Theory 
of Relativity.  Harvard professor Ellen Langer 
notes in her research that students who learn 
information in a provisional, context specific 
way (rather than as pure fact) not only learn 
the material better, but are also more likely 
to seek out more complex understandings 
later on in their lives.  This doesn’t mean you  
have to qualify everything, but we should be 
mindful of what we present as fact versus 
simply our best current understanding. 

What we decide or how we choose to act based on 
our interpretations. 
Example: Jack will not work with Jill for any group 
assignment.  
 

Making meaning from the data we have selected. 
Example: Jack thinks that Jill hands in her  
assignments late because she is lazy and has poor 
time management skills.  
. 

Information that we can all agree on.  
Example: Jill handed in her assignment past the due 
date. Jill hands in 50% of her assignments after the 
due date.  

INTEGERATIVE 
THINKING  

TOOLS The Ladder of Inference 

Conclusion: 

Interpretation: 

Data: 
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How do I tell the difference between 
an interpretation or a conclusion? 

If you hear your students say…. …you can suggest: 

Conclusions are often more abstract and less precise than interpretations.  For 
example, if a friend walked by me without saying hello, I might interpret that to 
mean she was deliberately ignoring me (whether or not that was actually the 
case).  But the conclusion in my head might simply be, “How rude!”  

Sometimes other people are just 
wrong. Isn’t there room for that 
interpretation? 

Sure, there’s always a possibility that the other person is actually wrong and you 
are right.  Still, consider how much you learn if you are convinced that is the case 
– not much.  You’ll never know what useful information another person has to 
offer unless you try on a stance that says, “I have a view worth hearing, but I 
might be missing something.”  Why cut off the opportunity to develop a more 
complex argument because we’ve made an assumption that we’re totally in the 
right and thus have nothing left to learn? 

Does this work if I’m the only one 
doing it?  What if other people are 
the ones making all the 
assumptions? 

Even if you are the only one asking questions and working to draw the 
conversation down the ladder, the conversation will still be more productive than 
if both people are simply sticking to their high-level conclusions.  That is because 
you will be more likely to draw out the other person’s thinking, instead of 
engaging in a “I’m right, you’re wrong” ping-pong match where no one learns 
anything new.  At the very worst, you’ll come away with new information about 
how the other person thinks.  That is still more valuable than coming away with 
nothing. 

Example 
Sally and Bill, Principal and Vice-Principal of a high school, 
attend a teachers’ meeting. They both hear a comment from a 
teacher – now, take a look at what each decides to do 

      To promote learning, it is important to: 
• Be explicit about your reasoning and to actually invite inquiry into it 
• Seek to understand the other person’s data and interpretations by asking what they mean, rather than just 

assuming 
• Actively explore your own process of moving from data to conclusion. The lower down on the ladder you are, 

the more concrete the conversation. 

We tend to communicate at the level of 
conclusion, and not share the logical 
steps that got us from the data (things 
that, together, we could see, hear, 
experience and agree upon). This makes 
disagreements with others feel more 
intractable than they might otherwise be.  
Others’ conclusions often seem wrong 
(and sometimes silly) to us because we 
haven’t followed their reasoning (or 
made ours particularly explicit, either).  
This is particularly problematic since we:  
• Assume our reasoning is perfectly 

clear and does not need to be 
explained – thus we leave much of our 
thinking abstract and unsaid 

• Believe we understand others’ 
reasoning and motives, so we assume 
rather than ask or state explicitly 



When can I use this in the classroom? 
- To help students make their reasoning more explicit when writing a piece that involves both a thesis and supporting 

data 
- As preparation for engaging in a debate 
- As a conflict resolution tool when students are in disagreement with each other or with you 
- As a self-assessment tool for students to analyze their thinking about how a mark will or should be allotted for a 

particular assignment 
- As an analytical tool to help them explore the logic and reasoning behind any argument (from the media, a textbook, 

a piece of non-fiction, etc.) 
- As a tool to help students distinguish between the data they observe and the conclusions they have come to as a 

result of that data. 
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English/Language Arts 
Show students a video clip of a conflict between two 
characters in a well-known movie or TV show and ask 
them to reproduce the dialogue inside the ladder of 
inference.  Where did most of the dialogue fall (i.e. 
conclusions? Assumptions? Factual info?).  Ask 
students to analyze the impact the language had on 
the outcome of the conflict. 

Give students the ladder of inference framework as a 
tool for helping them build an argument for an essay 
they are writing.  How explicitly are they backing up 
conclusions with specific data? More importantly, to 
what extent are they sharing the reasoning that led 
them from the data they collected to their final 
conclusions?  Use the ladder explicitly on your 
marking rubric to assess how clearly a student has 
expressed his or her logic. 

Civics History/Social Sciences 
Find a strongly worded opinion/editorial piece in the 
newspaper.  Ask students to examine to what extent 
the writer is using assumptions, rather than data, to 
support his/her conclusions.  What kind of data would 
the writer need to find to make the argument 
stronger?  

As students are developing their hypothesis for an 
experiment, ask students to explain how they arrived 
at their hypothesis by explicitly identifying the 
information they are relying on predict the outcome 
of the experiment.  Ask them to lay out their 
reasoning on the ladder of inference. 

Rotman School of Management Copyright©2012 



Space for your ideas 
Rotman School of Management Copyright©2012 


