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PROLOGUE 
The everyday leader series is designed for the individual who 
leads from where they are. It is a preparation and a reminder 
to be ever evolving whether you are the CEO or the most 
essential worker with the least amount of respect in your 
field. Often times we rise when we pursue excellence in all 
that we do. This everyday leader series will equip you with 
principles, processes and strategies to improve your 
everyday life. 

Our goal at equipmysuccess.com is to do just that in each 
publication, video, training or coaching session we present.  
Feel free to share and reach out for virtual services to help 
make you and your team more excellent as everyday leaders!  

This media book helps you to focus in a specific space by 
downloading to your device in your favorite book reading 
app. In addition, each lesson should take you no longer than 
15 minutes to complete. We discovered over two decades 
ago about the power of 15 minutes to destiny. Simply put 
this principle helps you to focus on dedicating 15 minutes a 
day to hone a skill, read a book, learn a new skill, meditate or 
just unplug.  After doing this for 365 days you will have 
devoted 5,475 minutes to a decision of your importance. In 
other words, you can account for 91.25 hours of personal 
development in activities that make you better at life. So let’s 
get started! 

http://equipmysuccess.com


1. 
THE LADDER OF INFERENCE 

 

We live in a world of self-generating beliefs which 
remain largely untested. We adopt those beliefs 
because they are based on conclusions, which are 

inferred from what we observe, plus our past experience. Our 
ability to achieve the results we truly desire is eroded by our 
feelings that: - Our beliefs are the truth. - The truth is obvious. - Our beliefs are based on real data. - The data we select are the real data. 

Before you read further in this everyday leaders lesson, take 
a look at the introduction of the Ladder of Inference by Todd 
Adkins, 90 second Leadership in this short video below.  In 
this lesson, if you want the super short watch the video, if you 
want application see the example of Larry in a business 
setting giving a presentation. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WHi8evW46MU


For example: I am standing before the executive team, 
making a presentation. They all seem engaged and alert, 
except for Larry, at the end of the table, who seems bored out 
of his mind. He turns his dark, morose eyes away from me 
and puts his hand to his mouth. He doesn't ask any questions 
until I'm almost done, when he breaks in: "I think we should 
ask for a full report."  

In this culture, that typically means, "Let's move on." 
Everyone starts to pick up their phones and put their notes 
away. Larry obviously thinks that I'm incompetent - which is a 
shame, because these ideas are exactly what his department 
needs. Now that I think of it, he's never liked my ideas. 
Clearly, Larry is a power-hungry jerk. By the time I've returned 
to my seat, I've made a decision: I'm not going to include 
anything in my report that Larry can use. He wouldn't read it, 
or, worse still he'd use it against me. It's too bad I have an 
enemy who's so prominent in the company. 

In those few seconds before I take my seat, I have climbed 
up what Chris Argyris calls a "ladder of inference," - a 
common mental pathway of increasing abstraction, often 
leading to misguided beliefs. I started with the observable 
data: 

Larry's comment, which is so self-evident that it need not 
be said at all. 

I selected some details about Larry's behavior: his glance 
away from me and apparent yawn. (I didn't notice him 
listening intently one moment before.)  

I added some meanings of my own, based on the culture 
around me (that Larry wanted me to finish up). 

I moved rapidly up to assumptions about Larry's current 
state (he's bored). 



 "LADDER OF INFERENCE," - A COMMON MENTAL 
PATHWAY OF INCREASING ABSTRACTION, OFTEN 

LEADING TO MISGUIDED BELIEFS.” 
And I concluded that Larry, in general, thinks I'm 

incompetent. In fact, I now believe that Larry (and probably 
everyone whom I associate with Larry) is dangerously 
opposed to me. Thus, as I reach the top of the ladder, I'm 
plotting against him. 

It all seems so reasonable, and it happens so quickly, that 
I’m not even aware I've done it. Moreover, all the rungs of the 
ladder take place in my head. The only parts visible to 
anyone else are the directly observable data at the bottom, 
and my own decision to take action at the top (conclusion). 
The rest of the trip, the ladder where I spend most of my time, 
is un-seen, unquestioned, not considered fit for discussion, 
and enormously abstract. (These leaps up the ladder are 
sometimes called “leaps of abstraction.") 

I've probably leapt up that ladder of inference many times 
before. The more I believe that Larry is an obnoxious know-it-
all, the more I reinforce my tendency to notice his malevolent 
behavior in the future. This phenomenon is known as the 
“reflexive loop:” our beliefs influence what data we select 
next time. And there is a counterpart reflexive loop in Larry's 
mind: as he reacts to my strangely antagonistic behavior, he's 
probably jumping up some rungs on his own ladder. For no 
apparent reason, before too long, we could find ourselves 
becoming bitter enemies. 

Larry might indeed have been bored by my presentation - 
or he might have been eager to read the report on paper. He 
might think I'm incompetent, he might be shy, or he might be 
afraid to embarrass me. More likely than not, he has inferred 



that I think he's incompetent. We can't know, until we find a 
way to check our conclusions. 

Unfortunately, assumptions and conclusions are 
particularly difficult to test. For instance, suppose I wanted to 
find out if Larry really thought I was incompetent. I would 
have to pull him aside and ask him, "Larry, do you think I'm an 
idiot?" Even if I could find a way to phrase the question, how 
could I believe the answer? Would I answer him honestly?   

  

LEARN HOW TO EXAMINE HOW YOU THINK? 

You can learn a great deal just from the act of writing 
out a case, putting it away for a week and then 
looking at it again. The case becomes an artifact 

through which you can examine your own thinking, as if you 
were looking at the thinking of someone else.  

Take a look at Table 1.1 and observe the dialogue between 
these co-workers to identify the inferences that are being 
made.  When you have a conversation ask yourself: - What has really led me to think and feel this way? - What was my intention? What was I trying to 

accomplish?  - Did I achieve the results I intended? - Am I making a decision on facts or feelings? - What am I most afraid of and what am I trying to avoid? 

Here’s an example of how you can examine your thinking.  - Create two columns: What was I thinking? What was 
said?  



Table 1.1 Jim (Thinker) is talking with his co-worker Todd 

Before we make assumptions that often lead to incorrect 
conclusions, we should practice examining, listening and 
suspending our judgement until we have more data to make 
more accurate decisions. 

What I was thinking What we said (dialogue)

We're two months late, I didn't 
think he knew. I was hoping we 
could catch up.

Todd:  Jim, I'd like to come down 
there next week. We're a few 
weeks behind, and I think we 
might all benefit from a meeting at 
your office.

I need to make it clear that I'm 
willing to take responsibility for 
this, but I don't want to 
volunteer for more work.

Jim  I've been very concerned 
about these deadlines. As you 
know, we've had some tough luck 
here, and we're working around 
the clock. But of course, we'll 
squeeze in a meeting at your 
convenience.

He never offers this help in the 
planning stages, when I could 
really use it. It's too late now to 
bring that up.

Todd:  Well, it's occurred to me that 
we could use better coordination 
between us. There are probably 
some ways I could help.

The changes he keeps making 
are the real reason we're late. 
He must have another one.

Jim:  Well, I'm happy to talk 
through any changes you have in 
mind. 

Todd: I don't have anything 
specific in mind.

It's a shame I can't tell him that 
he's the cause of the delays. If I 
can hold him off for two more 
weeks, I think we'll be ready.

Jim:  I'd like to have a prototype 
finished to show you before you 
come down. What if we set up 
something for the twenty-seventh?
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