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Purpose of S4: Journey of Inference Questions 
 

To clarify the link between interpretations and actions. To make unconscious thinking, conscious. 
To explore parties’ current narratives and to shift perspectives to a new narrative 

 

a: Observable Data 
The world of observable data taken in through our five senses. 
What did you see/observe? 
 
b: Interpretation 
The action of explaining the meaning of something. This is based on our experiences, values and 
beliefs  
What did you think this meant? 
c: Assumption 
A thing that is accepted by us as true, or as certain to happen.  
What did you assume would happen? 
 
d: Conclusion 
A judgment or decision.  
What conclusion did you come to about all this?  
 
e. Beliefs 
Our conclusions are influenced by our beliefs, and these beliefs are based on our experience of the 
world around us. They are the rules of our operating system and they contribute to the 
interpretations and assumptions that we make.  
What are your beliefs about people, about the world, and how it all works, that influenced you to 
come to that original interpretation?  
 
f: Action Taken 
We then decide what action we take, based on what we believe to be true and justified.  
What did you do/not do? 
How did this link with your original interpretation?  
 

 
References: 
‘The Mediator’s Toolkit: Formulating and Asking Questions for Successful Outcomes’ - Page 101   
Explanation of each element, with sample questions: Pages 107 – 113 
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Case scenario for context of theory in Journey of Inference Image 
on next page 
 
Note: 
This case scenario provides the context and background to the presentation of the theory in the 
Journey of Inference image on the next page. This is explained in the filmed module and it is here for 
your reference during that part of the film.  
 
Anne and Mary have both worked in a hospital laboratory for five years. The laboratory had nine 
members of staff in total. The working relationship between Anne and Mary was good and they even 
socialized together on occasions. Lately, however, Anne had noticed a slight difference in her 
relationship with Mary. There was nothing that she could specifically name — it was just a niggly 
feeling that Anne had had for a few weeks, with no actual evidence.  
 
Last week when Anne arrived at work, Mary was walking towards her in the hospital corridor. When 
Anne was about to say hello, she noticed that Mary kept her head down and did not say hello to her. 
Anne was taken aback by this and continued walking towards the laboratory. Anne's first thought 
was that this confirmed her previous suspicions: she interpreted the incident to mean that Mary 
wanted to avoid her, and she then assumed that Mary did not like her anymore. Anne concluded 
that Mary probably wished to end their friendship but had no idea why Mary would want to do this, 
especially without telling her why. As she continued to reflect, Anne became convinced that Mary 
had been talking about her behind her back to others in the laboratory.  
 
Anne then realized that this was just one more example of the way people behave, she believed that 
people never have the courage to say something to your face, but spend their time thinking negative 
thoughts about you, while continuing to smile and pretend that everything is OK with the friendship. 
Anne also believed that people talk to others about you and try to turn them against you too. Anne 
immediately decided that she would stop talking to Mary and to all the other staff as well. Anne had 
experienced this situation many times before and she believed that she knew exactly how to deal 
with it! 
 
Over the next few days, both Mary and the other staff began to wonder what was wrong with Anne. 
But they did not approach her, because they noticed she was bubbling over with anger and they 
knew she could be aggressive at times. They did not want to create a scene, but they all engaged on 
their own individual Journeys of Inference and took actions in line with their personal past 
experiences and beliefs.  
 
Over the following days, Anne noticed more and more things that confirmed her suspicion that no 
one wished to be her friend any more. She even started to proactively look for examples to prove 
that her beliefs were correct. The situation became steadily worse until one day Anne completely 
lost her temper with Mary in the hospital cafeteria while dozens of staff looked on. Mary went to the 
human resources department to make a complaint about Anne, and mediation was proposed.  
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Film Case Scenario with parties Tom and Kathy 
 

This Film Case Scenario is the context for the filmed demonstration of the application of theory to 
practice in the dispute between Tom and Kathy. Read this after the theoritcal input on the film and 
before the filmed roleplay. 

Office night out – Tom and Kathy 
 

Tom is the department manager and Kathy joined the team a year ago. They were on an office night 
out with the rest of their team some months ago, and both had a lot of alcohol to drink. When they 
were all leaving, Tom offered to give Kathy a lift to her home in a taxi. Tom had been secretly attracted 
to Kathy and felt that the feelings were mutual. He made an advance to her in the taxi and she 
immediately asked him to get out of the taxi. 
 

The next morning Tom woke up feeling mortified and went to apologise to Kathy when he arrived in 
the office. Kathy briskly accepted the apology and said: ‘ok’. But Tom did not feel that his apology had 
been properly heard so he continued to apologise a number of times. Meanwhile Kathy became more 
anxious and impatient in her response. She confided in two of her team mates about what was 
happening and eventually she applied for a transfer to another department.  A few months later she 
regretted this decision and now wishes to come back to work in the department where Tom is her 
manager. 
 

Note: 
Both parties have separately stated to the mediator that the ‘apology’ was the worst part of the 
situation. Neither wish to talk about what happened in the taxi. 
 

 The mediation film contained in this mediation training module sets the context for the dispute, giving 
the interpretations and assumptions that parties made about the conflict situation and how this led 
to their misunderstanding of each other and to the mediation positional stance that they take. These 
strategic, but searching, Journey of Inference mediation questions make an unconscious thinking 
process conscious, and they introduce new insight to the parties that creates understanding between 
them. They shift a party’s perspective from their old narrative towards a new and more healthy 
narrative. This powerful mediation questions technique will dynamically improve a mediator’s skills 
and competency level leading to improved mediation practice. (Demonstration mediation film is done 
at a plenary meeting with both parties in the room) 
 

Note: These Journey of Inference mediation sample questions are a derivation from The Ladder of 
Inference developed by Chris Argyris. 
 

Context for mediator post first separate private meeting 
After I met both Kathy and Tom separately, I realised that they had both made different 
interpretations and assumptions as to the what the other’s motives were during the incidences when 
Tom apologised to Kathy. In the filmed demonstration for this question, I decided it would be helpful 
to take both parties through the Journey of Inference questions process in the joint meeting to 
increase their understanding of each other and to allay their fears. I knew it would not completely 
allay the fears of Tom as he had told me that he was worried that Kathy may have told the Human 
Resource department about what happened in the taxi. He was very clear to me that he did not want 
to talk about this fear at the joint session with Kathy.  Inwardly I concluded that this could be addressed 
at a later stage, if he changed his mind. 
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Questions for exploring a person’s Journey of Inference 

Observations What happened? What did you see or notice? 
Interpretations What did you think that meant? 
Assumptions What did you think might happen? 
Conclusion What conclusion did you reach? 
Beliefs What is your belief about the world and how people are with each other...? 
Actions What action did you take? 
How did your actions connect with your initial interpretations and assumptions? 
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Post-training Exercises 
 

 
 
Exercise 1  

a) What has been achieved at this stage by asking these journeys of information questions in the 
filmed demonstration role play?  

b) What will this mean for the joint meeting if these questions are first tested at a separate 
meeting?  

 
 
Exercise 2 
Challenging the narrative of a party’s Journey of Inference: 
 

a) If Tom and Kathy had not reached mutual understanding, what questions could you 
ask to gently challenge/explore their observations, interpretations and 
assumptions? 

Refer to: 
- The image of the Journey of Inference on page 6 of this workbook 
- ‘The Mediator’s Toolkit ... ‘  on pages 108 – 112 

 
 
Exercise 3 

a) What was your learning? 
b) How will you apply it to your practice? 
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