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How to Act in Your 
Own Best Interest  

A team leader had a habit of jumping to conclusions. His most recent leap 

landed him in hot water. In conversation with his coach, he learns a tool for 

making better choices.
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Stepping in a Heap
Edwin was already shaking his head when he popped onto my screen for our coaching call. 

“Oh, boy, I really stepped in it,” he said as an opener.

I knew Edwin had a sincere drive to do the right thing. When he felt himself off the mark, he 

suffered. Although he was smiling, I could see this was no small matter to him.

He told me what happened. 

Edwin had created a document for his boss, Marta. He’d intended the document for her eyes 

only and assumed she’d treat it as such. 

Ten days later, Marta sent an email to dozens of people, including Edwin, referencing a 

document she’d shared in a different setting. Edwin could tell she was referring to the not-

for-distribution document he had created for her. The fact that she had shared it was not his 

biggest concern; he accepted he hadn’t been explicit with her about confidentiality. What 

disturbed him most was that the document was going to stir up a hornet’s nest of upset. 

Wanting to protect Marta from blow-back, Edwin composed a heartfelt apology to the group, 
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taking full responsibility for the document Marta had referenced, and sent it to the 

distribution list. Almost immediately he found out that he’d been wrong. The document 

Marta had referenced was not the one Edwin had created. The email he’d sent caused 

all sorts of confusion and upset.

There were so many people to apologize to he didn’t know where to start. He was 

mortified. He had, as he said, stepped in it.

I watched as he gathered himself.

He said, “I’ve been here before, you know.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

A History of Jumping
“I think back to being with friends in school. I’d be the one guy arguing that, no, we 

really should do it that way. Then I’d come to find out I’d missed the boat somewhere 

along the line and gone off down my own path.”  

“How interesting,” I said. “What was happening?”

“You mean why was I doing it? I don’t know. But it happened more than once.” 

“And does it matter? If you did this forever, would it make any difference?”

“I think so,” he said. “I don’t want to be the guy who’s stirring things up all the time, like 

I did with that email. But if I keep jumping to wrong-headed conclusions, I’m gonna be 

that guy. How could that be good for me?” 

I replied, “I agree, it can be costly to jump to wrong conclusions. But I also believe 

we all jump to conclusions all the time and it can be super beneficial. Jumping to 

conclusions lets us be efficient. I see the light turn green and jump to the conclusion 

that everyone else sees it, too, and that we all agree on what it means, so I step on the 

gas – because I jumped to a conclusion. It’s not always bad.”

“But how do you know whether it’s a good conclusion or a bad conclusion? When all the 

signs say ‘go,’ how do you learn to slow down and make sure?” 

The Ladder of Inference
Considering, I said, “I wonder if The Ladder of Inference would be helpful to you, Edwin. 

“We all jump to 

conclusions all 

the time.”
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The Ladder of Inference might give you a way to see whether all those signs are really saying 

‘go,’ or not. The Ladder has three rungs and each one gives you questions to ask yourself 

before moving up. You might like it.”

“Is this something you can send me?” he asked.

“Sure, I’ll send you a PDF,” I said. “But can I tell it to you? It’s not complicated.”

“Oh, yes, if it’s something you know, yes, please.”

I said, “Okay. At the very top of The Ladder of Inference is an action. An 

action taken. Something I do, like stepping on the gas.”

“Or sending out that email,” he smiled.

“Alas, yes,” I smiled back. “You top out on the Ladder when you take an action. The rungs on 

The Ladder, which come before the action, help you confirm that the action you’re going to 

take is going be beneficial. It helps you be intentional.” 

“No jumping to bone-headed conclusions,” he said. 

“Right,” I smiled. “The Ladder helps lead you to an action that is perfect for the moment.” I 

gave a little shrug and said, “Your brain is going to climb these three rungs anyway. Being 

conscious of them helps make the action solid.” 

“That’d be great. Lord knows it couldn’t hurt,” he said smiling.

Based in Data
I said, “So if the top of The Ladder is an action, what’s at the bottom? Well, the bottom of The 

Ladder is planted in the pool of all the data that is available to you. It is everything around 

you. And there’s way more data than you can possibly process. So you have to select data 

that’ll help your action be well-intended. That choice, that selection of data, is the first rung 

on The Ladder of Inference. Rung number one: select data.”  

He said, “But isn’t selecting data like bias? Isn’t selecting some data and excluding others a 

bad thing?”  

“No. The Ladder is saying that selecting data is inevitable. You have to select data, so how 

about examining the data before you take action, instead of afterwards?”

He frowned, thinking. “What was the data in my case? I guess it would be seeing her mention 

my document in her email, right?” 
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“Ah, wait. Seeing her mention a document was the data point. Deciding that the 

document was yours was the next rung up. But let’s stick with this first rung for a 

second. When you’re on this first rung, test the data you’ve selected. You ask yourself, 

‘What do I really know? Is this data reliable? Is it accurate? Is there other data out 

there?’”

He said, “You know what other data was out there? The fact that she had already shared 

the document with people. If I’d bothered to check out what that document was, I 

would never have sent that email.” He pulled at his lip, thinking. “Okay, check my data. 

What’s the second rung?” 

Interpreting the Data
I said, “Interpretation. We take the data we selected and interpret it. We make it mean 

something.” 

“Right,” he said. “My interpretation was that she was talking about my document.” 

“Exactly,” I agreed. 

“So is the second rung always a distortion of the data?” he asked.

“Always? No. But it could be, which is why this rung can be helpful. Ask yourself, ‘Is this 

interpretation real? How do I know thi`s? What other interpretations are there?’ You test 

your interpretation.”

“So this is when I would’ve asked myself, ‘Is she really referring to my document? 

Really?’”

“Exactly. Test your interpretation. If this second rung is sturdy, you move up to the last 

rung before the top: you make a conclusion. The conclusion justifies the action you’re 

about to take.” 

“Justifies? Maybe, but by then it’s too late. By the time I make a conclusion I’m already 

screwed.”

“Screwed why? You haven’t taken the action yet.” 

That stopped him. “Oh. I don’t think of my conclusions as separate from my actions. 

Once I make my conclusion, the action’s going to happen. But you’re saying I could 

separate them.” 
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I nodded. “Yes, that is the exact lesson The Ladder teaches.” 

“So what was my conclusion? To send the email?”

The Jump
“The way I heard it, you interpreted that the document Marta had shared was yours, 

which led you to conclude that people would be up in arms and that you could protect 

her by falling on your sword.”

He just looked at me and nodded. Then he made air quotes and said, “’Then what?’ 

My wife does ‘then what?’ with me sometimes. I’ll tell her some string of things that’s 

happened and she’ll just look at me and say, ‘Then what?’ Like ‘so what?’ Like, ‘If that 

happened, then what are you going?’”

“And does ‘then what’ change what happens next?” I asked.

“Sometimes, yes. It slows me down. It makes me think about my thinking.” He stopped 

and wrote something down. Then he asked, “So what’s the question I should ask myself 

on this ‘conclusion’ rung?”

“Same as the other rungs. Test your conclusion. Ask yourself, ‘Even if my 

interpretation’s correct, does that mean my conclusion is correct? What other 

conclusions might there be? What have I left out?’”

“So even if Marta had been referring to my document, would I need to do anything about 

it? Could I just let it be and see what happens?”  

“That’s an interesting question, Edwin. Could you have just let it be?” 

He gave it consideration. “If I really believed everyone had received that document? I 

suppose.”

“And what might have happened?” I asked.

“I would’ve had one really bad sleepless night.” He gave a snort. “But better that than 

this!” 

The Ladder of Inference helped Edwin be more thoughtful in many parts of his life. 

When he used it, he felt himself reining in an energy that had been wild in him but now 

was guiding him toward The Look & Sound of Leadership.

Ask yourself, 

‘What other 

conclusions 

might there 

be?’
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n  Jumping to conclusions is not inherently bad. We all do it all the time.

n  The three rungs on The Ladder of Inference are processes our brains perform anyway.

n  The Ladder shows us how to examine those automatic processes.

n  Asking questions on each rung leads us to more thoughtful actions.

n  The questions to ask yourself are in a free PDF. Download it here.

Core Concepts

Managing Yourself

Perception – How You Perceive Yourself

Personal Growth & Self-Development

Related Library Categories

# 102 Getting Unstuck

# 210 How to Grow Your Self-Management

# 63 Positive Opposites

# 154 Self-Limiting Beliefs

# 190 Thinking Errors

Related Episodes

Free Essential Tool

The Ladder of Inference

https://essentialcomm.com/how-to-act-in-your-own-best-interest/
https://essentialcomm.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EC-The-Laddder-Of-Inference.pdf 
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/?_sft_post_tag=managing-yourself
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/?_sft_post_tag=perception-how-you-perceive-yourself
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/?_sft_post_tag=personal-growth-self-development
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/getting-unstuck/
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/how-to-grow-your-self-management/
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/positive-opposites/
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/self-limiting-beliefs/
https://essentialcomm.com/podcast/thinking-errors/
https://essentialcomm.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EC-The-Laddder-Of-Inference.pdf 
https://essentialcomm.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/EC-The-Laddder-Of-Inference.pdf 

