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brainstorming session. Ask each participant to write down several 
assumptions on 3 × 5  cards.

Step 3:	Collect the cards and list the assumptions on a whiteboard for all to 
see. A simple template can be used, as in Table 9.3.

Table 9.3 ▸ Key Assumptions Check Template

Key Assumption Commentary Supported With Caveat Unsupported 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Step 4:	 Elicit additional assumptions. Work from the prevailing analytic line 
back to the key arguments that support it. Use various devices to prod partici-
pants’ thinking. Ask the standard journalist questions: Who? What? How? 
When? Where? and Why? Phrases such as “will always,” “will never,” or “would 
have to be” suggest that an idea is not being challenged and perhaps should be. 
Phrases such as “based on” or “generally the case” usually suggest that a chal-
lengeable assumption is being made.

Step 5:	After identifying a full set of assumptions, critically examine each 
assumption. Ask:

▸▸ Why am I confident that this assumption is correct?
▸▸ In what circumstances might this assumption be untrue?
▸▸ Could this assumption have been true in the past but no longer 

be true today?
▸▸ How much confidence do I have that this assumption is valid?
▸▸ If this assumption turns out to be invalid, how much impact 

would it have on the analysis?

Step 6:	Using Table 9.3, place each assumption in one of three categories:

▸▸ Basically supported
▸▸ Correct with some caveats
▸▸ Unsupported or questionable—the “key uncertainties”




