
I T
AK

E 
AC

TI
ON

 
BA

SE
D 

ON
 M

Y 
BE

LI
EF

S

I A
DO

PT
 B

EL
IE

FS
 

AB
OU

T 
TH

E 
W

OR
LD

I D
RA

W
 C

ON
CL

US
IO

NS
 

I M
AK

E 
AS

SU
M

PT
IO

NS
 

BA
SE

D 
ON

 M
Y 

IN
TE

RP
RE

TA
TI

ON
S 

OF
 

TH
E 

SE
LE

CT
ED

 D
AT

A

I S
EL

EC
T 

DA
TA

 
FR

OM
 W

HA
T 

I 
OB

SE
RV

E

Th
e 

ac
tio

n 
I i

nt
en

d 
to

 ta
ke

 is
...

Ex
cl

ud
e 

hi
m

 fr
om

 fu
tu

re
 m

ee
tin

gs

Th
e 

be
lie

f I
 a

m
 a

do
pt

in
g 

is
...

“H
e’s

 a
ga

in
st

 m
e 

an
d 

I n
ee

d 
to

 w
or

k 
ar

ou
nd

 h
im

”

Th
e 

co
nc

lu
si

on
 I 

am
 d

ra
wi

ng
 is

...
“H

e 
is

 n
ot

 s
up

po
rti

ve
 o

f m
y i

ni
tia

tiv
e”

I a
m

 a
ss

um
in

g 
th

is
 m

ea
ns

...
“H

e 
is

 n
ot

 in
te

re
st

ed
 in

 w
ha

t I
 h

av
e 

to
 s

ay
”

I a
m

 n
ot

ic
in

g.
..

“J
im

 is
 ty

pi
ng

 o
n 

hi
s 

ph
on

e 
rig

ht
 in

 th
e 

m
id

dl
e 

of
 m

y p
re

se
nt

at
io

n”

In
te

rn
al

 p
re

se
nt

at
io

n

Th
e 

ac
tio

n 
I i

nt
en

d 
to

 ta
ke

 is
...

Up
da

te
 m

y r
es

um
e

Th
e 

be
lie

f I
 a

m
 a

do
pt

in
g 

is
...

“I
 n

ee
d 

to
 s

ee
k 

ne
w 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t”

Th
e 

co
nc

lu
si

on
 I 

am
 d

ra
wi

ng
 is

...
“M

y j
ob

 is
 in

 je
op

ar
dy

”

I a
m

 a
ss

um
in

g 
th

is
 m

ea
ns

...
“M

y b
os

s 
is

 u
nh

ap
py

 w
ith

 m
e”

I a
m

 n
ot

ic
in

g.
..

“M
y b

os
s’

 o
ne

-li
ne

 re
sp

on
se

 to
 m

y p
ag

e 
lo

ng
 e

m
ai

l”

O
B

SE
R

VA
B

LE
 E

VE
N

T
(A

S 
A 

VI
DE

O 
RE

CO
RD

ER
 M

IG
HT

 C
AP

TU
RE

 I
T)

S
C

E
N

A
R

IO
 O

N
E

SE
LF

-R
EI

N
FO

R
C

IN
G

 L
O

O
P

E
V

E
N

T
Em

ai
l r

ep
ly 

re
ce

iv
ed

 fr
om

 m
y b

os
s.

E
V

E
N

T

SC
EN

AR
IO

 T
W

O

Ou
r 

be
lie

fs
 a

ff
ec

t 
w

ha
t 

da
ta

 w
e 

no
ti

ce
 a

nd
 s

el
ec

t 
ne

xt
 t

im
e.

As
su

m
pt

io
ns

, 
co

nc
lu

si
on

s,
 a

nd
 

be
lie

fs
 a

re
 a

ll 
pe

rc
ep

ti
on

s.

PE
R

C
EP

TI
O

N
S

H
U

M
A

N
 P

E
R

F
O

R
M

A
N

C
E

 T
O

O
LS

 
©

S
TA

G
E

N
 A

LL
 R

IG
H

TS
 R

E
S

E
R

V
E

D

TE
LL

IN
G

 O
U

R
S

E
LV

E
S

 S
TO

R
IE

S
 C

O
R

E
 P

R
A

C
TI

C
E

 S
H

E
E

T 



The Ladder of Inference model, developed by Harvard’s Chris Argyris and popularized by MIT’s Peter Senge, highlights the cognitive (thinking)  
process people go through in order to draw conclusions, arrive at a particular belief about things, and make decisions. Even though we all go 
through this process many times each day we are rarely aware of the process itself.  The “Telling Ourselves Stories” practice increases our aware-
ness of this process and allows us to go about it in an intentional and more effective way.  

P E R C E P T I O N  V S .  R E A L I T Y

When we tell ourselves stories we are often dealing with our perceptions of a situation rather than the reality of it. Once we recognize that our  
perceptions are based on limited information, we can consciously interrupt a pattern of drawing unwarranted conclusions. By checking in with  
others, we can test our assumptions and uncover missing information that can lead to better decisions, skillful action, and more desirable results.

1.  Climb the Ladder Consciously. Notice when you are telling yourself stories (climbing the Ladder of Inference).  
Consciously catch yourself making assumptions. Refrain from drawing conclusions or taking any action until you have 
had a chance to “check in” with the other parties involved.

S C E N A R I O  O N E

Perception:  Roger stayed up half the night preparing for a meeting.  
Halfway through his presentation he notices his co-worker Jim is 
typing on his phone. Roger assumes that Jim is disengaged and 
concludes that he is not supportive of the initiative. Roger adopts 
the belief that he will have to work around Jim and decides to 
exclude him from invitations to follow up meetings. 

Reality: Jim is so excited about Roger’s presentation that he 
is enthusiastically emailing notes and ideas to his team with  
suggestions on how to line up support for the initiative. 

Cost: By excluding a key supporter from future meetings,  

Roger has inadvertently jeopardized the success of his initiative. 

P R A C T I C E  I N S T R U C T I O N S

a.   State observation objectively: State your observation of the situation (event) as a video camera might  
capture it.  “Julia, I want to check in with you regarding our recent email exchange. I sent you a very  
detailed email about the new procedures and you replied with a one-line response.”

b.   Own your story: Take ownership of your own experience (assumption) thus reducing the likelihood of the 
other person becoming defensive. “The story I’m telling myself is that your one-line response to my email 
was a way of telling me that you’re upset with me and I wanted to check in with you about that. “

c.   Be open to the other person’s viewpoint: Seek to understand the other person’s view of the event.   
In this way, you can draw conclusions on a more accurate assessment of the situation and then decide  
the best course of action.

H U M A N  P E R F O R M A N C E  T O O L S

T E L L I N G  O U R S E LV E S  S T O R I E S  C O R E  P R A C T I C E  S H E E T 

© S T A G E N  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D

S C E N A R I O  T W O

Perception: Ken sends his boss Julia a thoughtful email detail-
ing his concerns about a high stakes project he is working on. 
In reply, Ken receives a one-line response.  He assumes that Julia 
is unhappy with him and concludes that his job is in jeopardy. Ken 
adopts a belief that he should start seeking new employment and 
takes action by updating his resume for a job search.  

Reality: Julia is actually highly confident in Ken’s management  
of this project. Late for the airport, trusting that he is fully capable 
of handling next steps with minimal direction, she dashed off a 
one-line reply. 

Cost: Julia may be facing the resignation of one her most valued 
employees. In turn, Ken could be leaving a boss who had great 

confidence in him. 

2.  Do a “Check In” with the other person.


