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ABSTRACT
When organizational leaders adhere to untested,
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limited. Although leaders have traditionally been viewed as the bearers of
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emerging views of leadership suggest that their role should be to encourage
the collective learning of all members of the organization. For leaders to
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and their institutions. Leaders who wish to be more effective in their roles
must test their own mental models and understand those of other members of
the organization. One strategy for understanding the mental model is to
become cognizant of the "ladder of inference," or the mental pathway of
increasing abstraction, which often leads to misguided beliefs. To become
aware of this ladder of inference, leaders should collect observable data and
experiences, choose data to be used in formulating the particular inference,
add meaning from previous data to the selected data, make assumptions based
on this meaning, draw conclusions to adopt a set of beliefs, make decisions
based on these beliefs, and use the beliefs to determine what data to select
in the next event. Leaders employing this method will improve their ability
to be creative while providing leadership. (HAA)
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Does the Reality Created by Your Perceptions Enhance or Limit
Your Ability to Walk the Leadership Tightrope?

Introduction

Ideally, leaders serve as conduits for the organizational energy that moves
the organization forward. The ability to achieve desired results can,
however, be limited when leaders adhere to untested, self-generating beliefs.
These beliefs are often based on perceptions that are drawn from
observations and past experiences. Perceptions are frequently grounded in
adamantly held feelings that one's beliefs are the truth and that this truth is
quite obvious. The data one uses to establish the truth are often subjectively
selected and may not be accurate.

Traditionally, leaders of organizations have been viewed as having the most
complete and accurate perceptions of organizational conditions. In The Fifth
Discipline, Peter Senge (1990, p. 340) suggests that "the traditional view of
leadership is based on assumptions of people's powerlessness, their lack of
personal vision and inability to master the forces of change, deficits which
can be remedied only be a few great leaders." Consequently, as the
"bearers of all of the answers" these leaders also have been expected to
make all organizational decisions. New views of leadership suggest that the
leader's role is to encourage the collective learning of all members of the
organization so that problem solving and decision making are based upon a
perspective greater than that of the positional leader.

Peter Senge (1990. p. 3), proposes "destroying the illusion that the world is
created from separate, unrelated forces." He suggests that "our traditional
views of leadersas special people who set the direction, make the key
decisions, and energize the troopsare deeply rooted in an individualistic
and nonsystemic worldview." As a more contemporary understanding of
organizations develops, leaders must re-examine their own perceptions and
come to learn from the perceptions of others in the organization. Once
leaders understand the value of organizational learningindividual, as well
as collectivethey will embrace the role of leader as inspirer and teacher,
rather than ultimate decision-maker.

Mental Models

For leaders to take on this new role, however, they must commit to their own
personal growth, reflection and continuous re-examination of deeply held
personal beliefs, values and perceptions. Senge identifies these



perceptions as mental models, one of the five learning disciplines. Mental
models (Senge, P., et. al., 1994, p. 235) are "the images, assumptions, and
stories which we carry in our minds of ourselves, other people, institutions,
and every aspect of the world."

Senge and his colleagues suggest that variations in mental models explain
why two people have different interpretations of the same event. These
differing interpretations may cause individuals to pay attention to unique
details of an event and consequently to choose to react differently to it.
These mental models or interpretations are often below the level of
conscious awareness and therefore individuals may be unaware of their
potential to influence decisions.

Since there is a lack of personal awareness of one's mental models, these
perceptions go untested by the individual. When assumptions are untested,
they remain unchanged and ultimately may be considered fact. Thus, there
is no need to rethink or change one's perceptions. Leaders who desire to be
more effective in their roles and to foster the qualities of personal and
collective learning in their organizations must begin to test their own mental
models and to understand those of other members of the organization.

Ladder of Inference

According to Chris Argyris (1990), the subjectivity of an individual's feelings
often creates a barrier which can interfere with the ability to view an event
with objectivity and accuracy. One strategy for understanding one's
subjective mental models and assumptions, according to Argyris (1990, p.
87) is to become cognizant of one's "ladder of inference," a common mental
pathway of increasing abstraction, often leading to misguided beliefs."

Individuals, attempting to simplify their complicated worlds, rely upon mental
models that have been developed from past experiences and observations.
Rick Ross, writing in Senge, et. al. (1994, p. 242) suggests that these mental
models limit effectiveness. He offers as explanation the premise that, "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."

The ladder of inference can serve as an important tool for leaders who want
to improve their communication through reflection and self-analysis. This
tool allows leaders to test their assumptions and conclusions. According to
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Senge, Argyris and Ross (Senge, et. al., p. 243), when an individual climbs
the rungs of the ladder of inference he or she

collects observable "data" and experiences
chooses selected data to be used in formulating the inference
adds meaning derived from previous experience and current expectation
to the selected data
makes assumptions based upon the meaning added to the data
draws conclusions from the existing assumptions
using the conclusions that have been drawn, adopts a set of beliefs
makes decisions and takes action according to the beliefs that have been
adopted
uses the newly adopted beliefs to determine what data to select in the
next event

Often this ladder of inference is climbed subconsciously and individuals are
unaware of the reflexive nature of using adopted beliefs to influence current
action and future perceptions. The ladder of inference can be used by
leaders to

. become more aware of their own thinking and reasoning (reflection);

. make their thinking and reasoning more visible to others (advocacy);

. inquire into others' thinking and reasoning (inquiry).

The challenging environment in which today's community college leaders
work necessitates that they give consideration to changes in their leadership
style and role. Leaders willing to re-examine their own mental models will be
more responsive to change and therefore more effective in successfully
leading their organizations through it. Leaders aware of how they and
others form mental models and arrive at conclusions are able to test
effectively their own assumptions and improve their communication with
others.

Leaders who learn to employ the ladder of inference to understand how their
own mental models and those of others are formed and influence decision
making will improve their ability to be creative in bringing change to their
organizations and will ultimately walk with ease the tightrope between
innovation and leadership.

6

52



Resources

Argyris, C. (1990). Overcoming organizational defenses. Needham
Heights, MA: Allyn Bacon.

Senge, P.M. (1990). The fifth discipline. New York: Doubleday.

Senge, P.M., Kleiner, A., Roberts, C., Ross, R. B., & Smith, B. J.
(1994). The fifth discipline fieldbook. New York: Doubleday.

7

53



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

41)

IC
Tb &HID I

Title: Walking the Tightrope: The Balance Between Innovation and Leadership.
Proceedings of the Annual International Conference of the Chair
Academy /..6th Reno, NV, February 12-154. 1997

Author(s): The Chair Academy., et al

Corporate Source:

The Chair Academy/Mesa Community College
I

Publication Date:

February 1997

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced

in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

Check here
For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6' film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Sign
here-4
please

The sample sticker shown below will be

affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

'4.``s)

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS

MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

E
I

Check here
For Level 2 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

'I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronieoptical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service encies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries."

i Ac..acle.my
MCC bot.zryibizr1 &ark"
k 5 N. Ccivicfmicil \Ally
IVlesc A t Yscao

Printed Name/Po7ition/Title:

Cior.1 Fi tan I Ex cu+ive Director
Tefejirione: FAY:

r901) 'ca 1- (.02-10
E-Mail Address:

uoa) - 1oa15
Date:

L413019-1

(over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

ERIC Clearinghouse for Community Colleges
3051 Moore Hall
University of California, Los Angeles
P.O. Box 951521
Los Angeles, CA 90095-1521 EE 45

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2d Floor

Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov

WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com
(Rev. 6/96)


