October 2008


Dear Presbyters,

Please join the Worship and Theology Team in continuing our Presbytery’s discernment and community building process as we prepare to vote on the issues set before us by the 218th General Assembly.  Below you will find a description of the Ladder of Inference—the discernment exercise we will use this month.  Please take a few minutes to read about this process in anticipation of participating in a small group at the October Presbytery meeting.  WATT hopes that uncovering in community the reasons and assumptions by which we make decisions will help us come to understand our brothers and sisters in Christ better, increase our compassion for each other, and foster tolerance, or perhaps celebration, of our differences.
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Elizabeth Presbytery Worship and Theology Team
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Howard Bryant
Gerry Nelson 
Ken Macari


Sam Massengill
John Howard 
Karen Chamis



Elsie Armstrong Rhodes 
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Jeff Wildrick

Ladder of Inference5

The ladder of inference was developed by Chris Argyris to address problems that stem from the fact that the meanings people create are based on selective facts as they interpret them. Argyris contends that persons’ confidence in their own positions comes from the way the human mind works, moving quickly from concrete data to abstract judgments. The ladder of inference explores the way the mind processes experiences by quickly adding to them interpretations, analysis, abstract judgments, and beliefs. He uses the image of a stepladder, with each rung representing another level of movement from concrete experience to increasing abstraction.


A first step toward fuller awareness is to notice when one has drawn a conclusion or made a judgment. The next step is to ask oneself “What assumptions led me to that position or belief?” Naming these assumptions concretely and clearly is crucial. Once one has honestly looked at one’s own perceptions, the next question is “What meanings did I draw from particular events that led me to those assumptions?”6


The next step toward dialogue is sharing one’s thinking process with others, stating as clearly as one can the assumptions one is making, and inviting others to share theirs. One way to help others notice when they are holding a conclusion and how they got there would be to say, “I’d like to understand your experience and I’m not sure that I do. Can you help me?” The more people name their assumptions, especially those that are cross-cultural, the more layers of meaning can be discovered that otherwise are often edited or overlooked.

Walking up and down one’s own ladder of inference, and aiding others to do the same, can resolve many misunderstandings and miscommunications. Openly talking about these with one another can help clarify potential differences long before they get to a stage of conflict. As persons become more conscious, the Spirit can work through them to create new possibilities.

_______________________________________________________________ 
from RESOURCES FOR FOSTERING COMMUNITY AND DIALOGUE by Victoria Curtiss
For use by groups within synods, presbyteries, congregations, and seminaries

4 From a presentation by Stephen Doughty.

5 Peter Senge, Art Kleiner, Charlotte Roberts, Richard B. Ross, Bryan J. Smith. The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook.

(New York: Doubleday, 1994), pp. 245-259.

6 Steven Wirth, The Path of Contemplative Dialogue. (The Yardley Group, Inc., 2003), p. 13.


Ladder of Inference, developed by Chris Argyris

(start at the bottom rung of the ladder)


7) I take ACTIONS based on my beliefs


⇑
6) I adopt BELIEFS about the world → → → → → → → →

⇑ 







↓ The reflexive loop (our

5) I draw CONCLUSIONS 





↓ beliefs affect what data we


⇑ 







↓ select next time)

4) I make ASSUMPTIONS based on the meanings I add 

↓

⇑ 







↓
3) I add MEANINGS (cultural and personal) 



↓

⇑ 







↓
2) I select “DATA” from what I observe ← ← ← ← ← ← ←

⇑
1) OBSERVABLE ‘”DATA” AND EXPERIENCES (as a videotape recorder might capture it)

Ways to make your thinking process visible (walk up the ladder of inference slowly):

Here’s what I think, and here’s how I got there…

I assume that…

I came to this conclusion because…

To get a clear picture of what I’m talking about, imagine that…


Publicly test your conclusions and assumptions:

What do you think about what I just said? Do you see any flaws in my reasoning?

What can you add?

Here’s one aspect you might help me think through…

Do you see it differently?


Ask others to make their thinking process visible:

What leads you to conclude that? What data do you have for that?

Can you help me understand your thinking here?

What is the significance of that? How does this relate to your other concerns?

Where does your reasoning go next?

I’m asking you about your assumptions here because…


Compare your assumptions to theirs:

How would your proposal affect…? Is this similar to…?

Can you describe a typical example?

Am I correct that you’re saying…?
