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Assumptions & Beliefs

What do assumptions or beliefs have to do 
with my role as a mentor or mentee?

It’s important to recognise that most people make  
or act on assumptions and beliefs, often more than 
they realise. It’s a natural part of being human to 
make quick judgements about people or situations 
and, in some cases, it can save lives. However, it can 
also be a distraction and lead to a pattern of taking 
actions based on inferences without pausing to 
question their validity.

For example, consider whether you have ever heard  
a colleague discussing a person in the public eye  
(and their actions) as if they knew them personally.  
In today’s environment, these types of assumptions 
can be further amplified by the echo chambers 
created by social media.

In the same way, when having an in-depth 
conversation in a mentoring relationship it can  
be easy to make snap judgements about what has 
motivated someone or why they have suggested  
a course of action. 

We may not notice that our own set of unchecked 
beliefs or assumptions have led us to a particular 
conclusion. It can also mean we stop listening with  
the level of attention discussed in the previous module 
(Appreciative Inquiry) because we feel convinced we 
already know what is being communicated to us. In 
fact, we may be applying our own frame of reference 
and choosing a course of action based on that.

What is a frame of reference?

We all learn to make assumptions and ‘fill-in-the-
blanks’ from early childhood. This can be extremely 
useful – for example, we are taught to assume that 
strangers are dangerous and that we shouldn’t talk  
to them. 

However, as we get older, we begin to make 
assumptions automatically, both consciously 
and subconsciously. We start to build a bank of 
assumptions based on our personal experiences 
and the views expressed by people around us. 
Consequently, assumptions made by two individuals 
can be very different as each person sees the world 
through their own personal filter, known as their 
‘frame of reference’. 

This is the basis by which we accept and process 
all the information we observe each day. Our 
frame of reference is often the underlying cause for 
misunderstandings and conflict, since it influences 
how we interpret the actions of others.

Consider this example of two colleagues in different 
countries who are working together on a project. 
Serge prepares all of his deliverables on time, whilst 
Keri is constantly late. Serge is from a culture where 
punctuality is highly valued, so he uses this as a frame 
of reference when interpreting Keri’s late submissions. 

Serge has only ever delivered late on a project when 
he didn’t respect the people he was working with so, 
based on his own frame of reference, he concludes 
that Keri doesn’t like him. 

However, Keri would tell you that she enjoys working 
with Serge. The culture in her country is more relaxed 
and a little lateness is accepted and often factored 
into deadlines. Keri is therefore acting completely 
normally based on her own frame of reference.

Frames of reference are influenced by many factors: 
family, community, education, experiences, religion, 
media, gender, cultural background etc. They operate 
at an unconscious or implicit level, meaning we don’t 
always recognise their impact. One way to combat 
this is to become aware of our own ‘ladders of 
inference’.
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What is a ladder of inference?

The diagram below shows how we can use our frame of reference negatively to make a judgement about 
someone. The ‘ladder of inference’ describes how we might make a series of judgements, moving up from an 
initial observation (the bottom rung) until we reach the top rung and decide on an action, all influenced by  
our personal frame of reference. 

In the example shown above, the decision maker observes that Jane only spoke once during a meeting.  
S/he takes a single piece of data and eventually makes a significant decision about Jane’s career path  
with no real evidence to substantiate the judgement beyond their own rapidly-made assumptions.

It is striking how quickly a judgement can be made in circumstances such as these. So, here is another  
way of looking at the same piece of observable data:

TAKE ACTIONS I will not promote Jane

ADOPT BELIEFS Jane has poor leadership skills

DRAW CONCLUSIONS Jane can not lead the team

MAKE ASSUMPTIONS
Jane knows the issues and is not assertive 
enough to speak up

ADD MEANINGS Jane is the manager and should speak up 
to support the team. 

SELECT DATA Jane only spoke once

OBSERVABLE DATA Jane speaks once during the meeting
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Ladder of Inference – Source: The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook by Peter Senge) 

TAKE ACTIONS I will promote Jane

ADOPT BELIEFS 
Jane has excellent leadership abilities 
and overall executive presence

DRAW CONCLUSIONS Jane is one of our best managers

MAKE ASSUMPTIONS
Jane has a good understanding of the 
issues and knows how to listen

ADD MEANINGS Jane pays close attention to key details 
talked about in the meeting

SELECT DATA Jane only spoke once and made a very 
insightful comment

OBSERVABLE DATA Jane speaks once during the meeting
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Ladder of Inference – Source: The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook by Peter Senge) 



Although the decision maker starts from the same 
piece of observable data (Jane speaks once during 
the meeting), this time s/he asks themselves about  
the quality of what she contributed to the meeting. 

As a consequence, the decision maker begins to see 
Jane in a new light and considers her potential as 
one of their best managers, eventually deciding to 
promote Jane at the next opportunity.

This situation is actually no better than the first 
(although it arguably has a better outcome for Jane!). 
In both cases, the decision maker has taken snap 
judgements and set a course of action based upon  
a small piece of factual data. 

Strategies for ensuring an open-minded 
approach in mentoring

The key is to raise our levels of self-awareness so we 
start to notice when we may be acting on assumptions 
or beliefs. Here are three approaches that can help:

1) Reflection

Become more aware of your own thinking and 
reasoning through reflection. Ask yourself:

• How did I handle the situation?

• Did the person react the way I expected?  
If not, why not?

• What were the assumptions I made?

• Did I reach the right conclusions?

• What were my own frames of reference and biases?

2) Advocacy

Make your thinking and reasoning more visible to 
others by explaining what you were thinking and  
how you came to certain conclusions:

• Here is how I came to that conclusion…

• Here is what I am thinking…

3) Inquiry

Try to better understand the behaviour of others  
by inquiring into their thinking and reasoning:

• Here’s what I heard you say…

• Would you have reached the same conclusions? 

Becoming more aware of the assumptions your  
inner voice is making as you listen to someone  
enables you to suspend your judgement and return 
your attention to the speaker.
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Find out more – all of the following are highly recommended!

• How to use the Ladder of Inference in practice

• How to avoid climbing the Ladder of Inference inadvertently

• How to use the Ladder of Inference to positively influence professional and personal relationships

• A quick guide to values, beliefs and attitude

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K9nFhs5W8o8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XA94chykm-c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XzuPoYNzZMM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=118&v=F7XF6jMsaP0&feature=emb_logo

