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We don't see things as they are,  we see things as we are.

Anais Nin
Introduction

Mental models are the images, assumptions, and stories which we carry in our minds of ourselves, other people, institutions, and every aspect of the world.  Quite simply, mental models determine what we see.  Human beings cannot navigate through the complex environments of our world without cognitive “mental maps”.  All of these mental maps are flawed in some way.

Differences between mental models explain why two people can observe the same event and describe it differently; they are paying attention to different details.  Mental models also shape how we act.  For example, if we believe people are basically trustworthy, we may talk to new acquaintances far more freely than if we believe people can’t be trusted.  Because mental models are usually tacit (i.e., existing below the level of awareness) they are often untested and unexamined.  They are generally invisible to us until we look for them.  An important task is to bring mental models to the surface, to explore and talk about them with minimal defensiveness,  see their impact on our lives, and find ways to create new mental models that serve us better in the world.

Reflection & Inquiry
Two types of skills are central to working with mental models: 
Reflection: slowing down our thinking processes to become more aware of how we form our mental models. 
Inquiry: holding conversations where we openly question, share views and develop knowledge about our own and each other’s assumptions.
The value of these skills is perhaps most apparent in their absence.  Individuals who are undisciplined in their thinking have difficulty hearing what others actually say.  Instead, they hear what they expect others to say.  They have little tolerance for multiple interpretations of events because they often “see” only their own interpretation.  In teams and groups, people who have not mastered a threshold level of inquiry skills will spend hours arguing their ideas.  
On the other hand, people who have learned to reflect, talk more openly, and make their assumptions explicit have more penetrating conversations.  Their talk always considers mental models and their conversations tend to be more naturally suffused with openness and humor.    

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.
Example

I am standing in front of a classroom, making a presentation.  The students all seem to be engaged and alert, except for Larry, 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 the end of the period, when he breaks in: “I think we should be given this as a handout.”  In this culture, that typically means, “Class is over, let’s move on.”  Everyone starts to shuffle their papers and put their notes away.  Larry obviously thinks I am incompetent, which is a shame because my information is exactly what he needs to learn to be a productive, well-rounded student.  Now that I think of it, he’s never liked my class.  Clearly, Larry is arrogant and a lost cause.  By the time the classroom is empty, I’ve made a decision: I’ll ignore Larry completely, I am not going to provide a handout, and many detailed test questions will come from today’s presentation.

I have just climbed what is often called a “ladder of inference”, a common mental pathway.

What the “ladder of inference” implies is that we begin with Available Data, the kind that would be captured by a movie camera that didn't lie (words, tone of voice, body language, statistics, etc.). We then choose a set of Selected Data & Experiences that we pay attention to (we can’t pay attention to all the available data). To this Selected Data we Affix Meaning/Interpret Data, from our interpretation/paraphrasing/evaluation, Draw Conclusions, and finally develop Beliefs. Beliefs then form the basis of our Actions which create additional Available Data.
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 inside my head.  The only visible parts to anyone else are the observable data at the bottom and the actions I take at the top.  The rest of the trip is unseen, unquestioned, not considered fit for discussion and enormously abstract.  I’ve probably leaped up this ladder of inference many times before.  The more I believe Larry is a bad guy, the more I reinforce my tendency to notice his negative behavior in the future.  This phenomenon is known as the “reflexive loop”: our beliefs influence what data we select the 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 find ourselves adversaries.

The ladder of inference explains why most people don’t usually remember where their deepest attitudes come from.  The data is long since lost to memory, after years of inferential leaps.  The reality is that you can’t live your life without adding meaning or drawing conclusions.  You can improve your communication through reflection, and by using the ladder of inference in three ways:
Becoming aware of your own thinking and reasoning (reflection)

Making your thinking and reasoning more visible to others (advocacy)

Becoming aware of others’ thinking and reasoning (inquiry)

