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AMBIGUITY
Tolerance &

INTERPRETATION

How to keep more than one explanation alive, ask

for evidence that separates them, and act without

pretending uncertainty has disappeared.

FIELD GUIDE + PRINTABLE EXPERIMENT
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01 / ORIENTATION

AMBIGUITY IS NOT JUST MISSING
INFORMATION

A situation is ambiguous when available cues can be organized into more than

one plausible meaning. Tolerance is not passive confusion; it is staying

capable of inquiry and proportionate action while the reading remains open.

AMBIGUITY More than one meaning or causal model fits the available cues. A terse message or

before-and-after result can be ambiguous even when accurately recorded.

UNCERTAINTY The broader condition in which facts, outcomes, probabilities or meanings are not

fully known. Ambiguity is one source of uncertainty.

RISK A setting where possible outcomes can be assigned known or agreed probabilities.

Decision theory often contrasts this with ambiguity about probabilities.

EQUIVOCATION Language or conduct that avoids a clear commitment. It can create ambiguity, but not

all ambiguity is intentional.

EXAMPLE

UNCERTAIN, NOT VERY AMBIGUOUS

A fair coin will land heads or tails. The outcome

is uncertain, while the states and probability

model are familiar.

EXAMPLE

AMBIGUOUS

A colleague writes "Can we talk?" Tone, subject

and urgency are unresolved. Several readings fit

the same words.

Disciplines use these terms differently. State your working definition.
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02 / THE CONCEPTUAL MODEL

HOW AN INTERPRETATION TAKES
ROOT

1

CUES

Observations,

reports, absences

and measures enter

attention.

2

FRAMES

Goals, language and

experience make

patterns salient.

3

STORIES

Cues become causal,

social or predictive

accounts.

4

MOVES

A story shapes what

we seek, ignore and

do next.

5

UPDATES

Consequences can

strengthen, narrow

or replace it.

The loop is not linear. Frames affect what gets noticed; actions change the environment that later

supplies evidence. If a leader assumes silence means agreement, stops inviting objections and then

hears fewer objections, the action has manufactured apparent confirmation.

PERSPECTIVE A / DISPOSITION

A RELATIVELY STABLE ORIENTATION

The trait tradition asks whether people differ

reliably in how threatening or attractive they

find novel, complex and unresolved situations. It

has generated influential scales and

associations. It can also flatten domain

differences: a person may welcome ambiguity in

art and resist it in medicine, money or

relationships.

PERSPECTIVE B / SITUATION + SKILL

A RESPONSE MADE BY CONDITIONS

Stakes, fatigue, time pressure, power, expertise

and support shape closure. Need-for-closure

research treats closure as both an individual

difference and a situationally evoked state.

Processes and environments can change a response

without requiring a personality claim.

Use both lenses modestly. This guide offers practices, not a score.

Sources: Frenkel-Brunswik 1949; Budner 1962; Kruglanski & Webster 1996; Stephens et al. 2023.
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03 / PRINTABLE EVIDENCE GARDEN

THE QUIET-HOURS HARVEST

FICTIONAL SIMULATION

A software team introduced a daily two-hour no-meeting block. In the next month,

completed features rose. Leaders are considering a company-wide policy.

Read all nine clues. On page 5, copy each clue number into the bed where it does the most explanatory work. A

clue may fit more than one bed; choose one, then name what your choice assumes.

01 / OUTCOME

18 features were completed; the

prior six-month median was 15.

Compatible with an effect; cause

unknown.

02 / STAFFING

Two senior developers returned

from leave at the start of the

month.

May rival, combine with or be

irrelevant.

03 / SCOPE

The share of issues labelled

"small" rose from 30% to 48%.

Counts can rise without total value

rising.

04 / SELF-REPORT

7 of 11 respondents said focus

improved; 4 did not respond.

Experience evidence with nonresponse

limits.

05 / TRADE-OFF

Three cross-team dependencies

waited longer for replies.

One outcome can improve while another

worsens.

06 / HISTORY

The same month averaged 17

features in the previous two

years.

Seasonality matters; the baseline is

thin.

07 / COMPARISON

Every team adopted the block; no

simultaneous comparison group

exists.

The missing counterfactual limits

attribution.

08 / QUALITY

Reopened defects were 2 of 18,

versus 2 of 15 before.

Small counts are compatible with little

change.

09 / QUOTE

A lead called it "our best month"

after seeing the output.

Interpretation, not independent causal

proof.

Illustrative and unvalidated. The arrangement is not a psychological assessment.
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04 / PLANT AND INSPECT

THREE BEDS. NO PERSONALITY
SCORE.

BED A

QUIET BLOCK HELPED

The policy caused focused work and

raised output.

BED B

CONTEXT EXPLAINS

Staffing, scope or seasonality

better explains the rise.

BED C

STILL UNRESOLVED

The clue does not discriminate or a

comparison is missing.

READ THE ARRANGEMENT

A concentrated garden may show a coherent

explanation - or a strong frame selecting its own

support. A plural garden preserves rivals, but

more alternatives are not automatically more

accurate. A full Open bed can express honest

uncertainty - or avoidance. Ask: what observation

would move a clue?

ASSUMPTION AUDIT

Choose one clue. Complete: "I planted this here

because I assumed ______." Now write a different

assumption that would move it. This is the garden

model: cue + frame -> story -> next search and

action.

THIS DOES NOT PROVE: a trait, diagnosis, motive, competence, ethics, or the true cause in the fictional case.
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05 / FROM STORY TO MOVE

PRICE ERROR, DELAY AND
REVERSIBILITY

Confidence alone should not decide action. The same evidential uncertainty

calls for different safeguards when consequences change.

CONDITIONS DELAY LOW DELAY MEDIUM DELAY HIGH

HARM LOW Buy one separating

observation.

Run a bounded comparison. Use a time-boxed probe if

reversible.

HARM MEDIUM Compare against a useful

baseline.

Bound the trial; pre-agree

outcomes.

Act small; set a review date.

HARM HIGH Raise the evidence threshold. Preserve dissent; monitor

failure modes.

Add guardrails; name residual

uncertainty.

This matrix is illustrative, not a recommendation engine. Law, consent, professional standards and domain expertise may

require higher thresholds. Reversibility also depends on who bears the consequences.

WRITE THE NEXT MOVE

Current leading interpretation

Most serious way it could be wrong

Smallest responsible action

PRE-COMMIT THE UPDATE

Evidence that would change my view

Review date and trigger

Who bears error and delay costs
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06 / GUIDED REFLECTION

THE SIX-MINUTE INTERPRETATION
WALK

Use after a confusing message, disputed meeting, surprising result or

uncertain decision. Write for one minute per step.

01 / 60 SEC RECORD THE CAMERA VIEW

Describe only what a camera, transcript or instrument could capture. Replace "ignored me" with

"did not reply for two days." Note what the record cannot show.

02 / 60 SEC NAME YOUR FIRST STORY

Write the interpretation that arrived fastest. List the cues it explains and the assumptions

required to connect them.

03 / 60 SEC GROW TWO RIVALS

Create one benign and one structurally different explanation. Each must be plausible enough

that evidence could support it.

04 / 60 SEC SEEK A SEPARATOR

Ask what result would be more likely under one story. "More information" is vague; specify the

message, comparison, date or measure.

05 / 60 SEC PRICE DELAY AND ERROR

What happens if you wait? What happens if you act and are wrong? Who bears each cost? Which

option can be reversed?

06 / 60 SEC CHOOSE AND DATE THE UPDATE

Take the smallest responsible action. State what you believe, how confident you are, and when

new evidence triggers review.

Openness is disciplined when it seeks evidence that could separate stories.



AMBIGUITY GARDEN  /  SAHILVERSE FIELD STATION 08

07 / REFLECTION SHEET

ONE LIVE AMBIGUITY

SITUATION

CAMERA VIEW

Only observable facts, exact words and known timing.

FIRST STORY

What it explains; assumptions it adds.

TWO RIVALS

One benign; one structurally different.

SEPARATOR

Expected under one story, surprising under another.

HARM IF WRONG

Low / Medium / High

COST OF DELAY

Low / Medium / High

REVERSIBILITY

Easy / Partial / Hard

SMALLEST RESPONSIBLE NEXT MOVE

REVIEW DATE AND TRIGGER
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08 / TWO DOCUMENTED CASES

EVIDENCE TRAVELS THROUGH
INSTITUTIONS

CASE 01 / ESTABLISHED FINDINGS

CHALLENGER: UNCERTAINTY DID NOT JUSTIFY LAUNCH

On 28 January 1986, Space Shuttle Challenger was lost shortly after launch. The Rogers Commission concluded

that the physical cause was failure of seals in a joint of the right solid rocket motor. It also called the

launch decision flawed: crucial information about earlier O-ring problems and engineers’ cold-weather

objections did not reach senior decision-makers, and contractor management reversed an initial no-launch

position.

The data were incomplete and contested, but that did not make the options equally responsible. Launch lay

outside prior temperature experience, possible harm was catastrophic and delay was reversible. Uncertainty

about safety was not evidence of safety.

INTERPRETIVE LESSON: severe harm should raise the evidence threshold, preserve dissent and make uncertainty

visible. Do not reduce the record to a personality story; the official findings concern communication and

decision processes.

Primary source: NASA Rogers Commission Report - https://www.nasa.gov/history/rogersrep/

CASE 02 / ESTABLISHED SEQUENCE, DEBATED LESSONS

CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS: PHOTOGRAPHS ANSWERED ONE QUESTION

A U-2 flight on 14 October 1962 photographed Soviet missile sites under construction in Cuba. A declassified

review says analysts made a tentative identification the next day and strengthened it through continued

analysis. The images reduced uncertainty about the presence of an offensive missile capability.

They did not mechanically choose a response. Advisers still had to interpret intent, forecast reactions and

compare air strikes, invasion, blockade and diplomacy. Evidence constrained the debate while leaving judgment

necessary.

INTERPRETIVE LESSON: ask exactly which uncertainty a clue resolves. A photograph can establish equipment

while leaving intent and response effects open.

Primary source: U.S. National Archives - https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/aerial-photograph-of-missiles-in-cuba
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09 / EVIDENCE, MYTH AND LIMITS

KEEP THE DOOR OPEN - WITHOUT
REMOVING THE HINGES

MYTH 01

MORE TOLERANCE IS ALWAYS BETTER

Delay can harm and expertise can support fast

action. Fit the response to evidence, stakes and

reversibility.

MYTH 02

EVERY INTERPRETATION IS EQUAL

Possible does not mean equally supported. Compare

sources, base rates, mechanisms, assumptions and

prediction.

MYTH 03

A SCALE REVEALS THE REAL PERSON

Validity depends on population, purpose and

consequences. Research association does not justify

diagnosis or selection.

MYTH 04

MORE DATA SETTLES IT AUTOMATICALLY

Data can be noisy or gathered under the wrong

comparison. Better design may matter more than

larger volume.

ETHICAL LIMIT: AMBIGUITY IS DISTRIBUTED

People with authority can leave expectations vague while others absorb the risk. "Stay flexible" means

something different when a worker lacks schedule security, a patient lacks informed consent, or a

community must live with an institution’s experiment. Do not romanticize uncertainty another person is

forced to carry.

Charitable interpretation should not erase repeated harm. You do not need certainty about another

person’s motive to document what happened, apply a clear threshold or set a boundary.

FOUR QUESTIONS: observe / infer / generate a rival / seek a separator.
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10 / FIELD FAQ

QUESTIONS THAT KEEP RETURNING

CAN TOLERANCE BE LEARNED?

Some processes are practicable: separate

observation from inference, generate rivals,

specify disconfirming evidence and use reversible

probes. This does not promise that one exercise

changes a trait.

OPEN-MINDED OR AVOIDING?

Set an information threshold and review time.

Inquiry can name what would change the choice.

Avoidance leaves the question unbounded while

hiding delay costs.

WHAT IF I MUST DECIDE QUICKLY?

Name the leader, one serious alternative and the

costliest way you could be wrong. Prefer

reversibility, add safeguards and review

afterward.

DOES PLURALITY MAKE TRUTH RELATIVE?

No. The world constrains interpretation. Present

evidence can underdetermine a conclusion without

making every story true or equally supported.

CAN I JUDGE SOMEONE WITH THIS?

No. Use the questions collaboratively. The garden

is unvalidated for assessment and cannot

diagnose, select, profile or infer motives.

WHEN SHOULD INQUIRY STOP?

When more stories no longer change the decision,

a pre-set threshold is met, or delay costs exceed

the value of more evidence. Keep a residual

"unknown."

A RESPONSIBLE PROVISIONAL CONCLUSION

"This is the best-supported option now, for these reasons, until this evidence

changes."



AMBIGUITY GARDEN  /  SAHILVERSE FIELD STATION 12

11 / REFERENCES AND IDENTITY

FOLLOW THE ROOTS

01 Frenkel-Brunswik, E. (1949). Intolerance of Ambiguity as an Emotional and Perceptual Personality Variable. Journal of

Personality, 18(1), 108-143. doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1949.tb01236.x

02 Ellsberg, D. (1961). Risk, Ambiguity, and the Savage Axioms. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 75(4), 643-669.

doi.org/10.2307/1884324

03 Budner, S. (1962). Intolerance of Ambiguity as a Personality Variable. Journal of Personality, 30(1), 29-50.

doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1962.tb02303.x

04 Fox, C. R., & Tversky, A. (1995). Ambiguity Aversion and Comparative Ignorance. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 110(3), 585-603.

doi.org/10.2307/2946693

05 Kruglanski, A. W., & Webster, D. M. (1996). Motivated Closing of the Mind: Seizing and Freezing. Psychological Review, 103(2),

263-283. doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.103.2.263

06 Herman, J. L., Stevens, M. J., Bird, A., Mendenhall, M., & Oddou, G. (2010). The Tolerance for Ambiguity Scale. International

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 34(1), 58-65. doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2009.09.004

07 National Academies. (2017). Communicating Science Effectively: A Research Agenda. National Academies Press.

doi.org/10.17226/23674

08 Stephens, G. C., et al. (2023). Identifying Validity Evidence for Uncertainty Tolerance Scales: A Systematic Review. Medical

Education, 57(9), 844-856. doi.org/10.1111/medu.15014

09 Stanford, K. (2023). Underdetermination of Scientific Theory. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-underdetermination/

10 Association of College and Research Libraries. (2016; revised 2026). Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education.

ala.org/acrl/standards/ilframework

11 Presidential Commission. (1986). Report on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident. NASA History Office.

nasa.gov/history/rogersrep/

12 U.S. National Archives. (1962). Aerial Photograph of Missiles in Cuba.

archives.gov/milestone-documents/aerial-photograph-of-missiles-in-cuba

SOURCE NOTE

Bibliographic identities and URLs were checked on 28 October 2026 against publisher or journal-index pages, the

National Academies, NASA, the U.S. National Archives, the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy and ACRL. Verification

confirms citation metadata and destination; it does not independently replicate study results.

AMBIGUITY GARDEN
A Sahilverse field station for interpretation under incomplete evidence.

ambiguitygarden.sahilwho.online  /  sahiltayal.com  /  sahil@sahiltayal.com


