
Using the PMI framework
Background

PMI stands for principle, mechanism, impact 

PMI is not a widely used framework. However, a word of caution- as with all debate learning, developing an 
understanding of any method and implementing it in your debating takes time. When in debates we often 
stress and when we stress we resort to what is comfortable. Introducing new elements in how you speak 
means breaking habits and trying new things when you’re not sure whether you will succeed in using them. 
So try and try again, get advice and be patient. 

Change the way you think about arguments

When referring to ‘arguments’ I don’t mean arguments in the sense of what we call ‘arguments’ in a debate 
speech (separate blocks of ideas that are presented in a given structure so they are easy for the judge to 
follow), but rather this way- an argument is an entire idea presented from beginning to end with all 
necessary components for it to prove the motion. As such it can be a stand-alone proof of the motion.

Example: THW introduce progressive taxation

2 debate speech ‘arguments’ on this motion may be: 

a) Principled justification: increasing happiness in society is a legitimate reason for the government 
to intervene.

b) How do we increase happiness:  poor gain more from 1$ than the rich 1$, because of 
diminishing returns. If we sum up everyone’s happiness, overall society on aggregate becomes 
happier. 

While presented as separate blocs in a debate speech these two things are proving the same thing- that 
the government should introduce progressive taxation because it will increase happiness- and as such are 
one argument.

An example of 2 debate speech blocs that are not part of the same argument:

a) Luck: most rich people (if not all) don’t deserve their money, because they have acquired it 
through birth lottery (being born to rich parents, being talented) or other luck (meeting the right 
people). 

b) Money is power: the government should use progressive taxation to equalize the freedom and 
power imbalances in society, e.g. the rich have disproportional ability to influence politics due to 
more leisure time, more available information, lobby power, etc. 

While complementary (both these points if true make each other stronger) these two are not part of the 
same argument because they are proving two different things- a) that the government should introduce 
progressive taxation to correct for existing injustices that exist because of luck and b) the government 
should do this to equalize power balance in society. 

What is PMI?

Let’s use the logic of World A (where the motion hasn’t been implemented) and World B (where the motion 
has been implemented). You have to prove that B is better (or worse) than A.

PMI stands for:



Name LEVEL 2 question
P Principle What does ‘better’ mean?
M Mechanism How do we get from A to B? 
I Impact What good results will the policy bring?

PMI is used to make sure that every time you are debating you have all the necessary elements of an 
argument to prove what you need to prove, for example, if you have proven P&M, but lack an impact the 
judge may ask: but why does it matter? Even if it works and is principally justified- we still don’t have a 
reason to do it.

It also represents a logical sequence to present all necessary elements, though it is completely valid to 
sometimes switch their sequence around.

My statement is this:

Missing any PMI element means you are failing to prove the entirety of your argument.

You may think “but I’ve won debates without proving all of these elements”- that can and does happen, 
when, for example, there is a strong presumption for your principle (e.g. stopping a genocide from 
happening, for example, needs no proof as a principle in most cases) or when no team challenges you 
enough, or when other teams simple are even worse at filling all the necessary steps. So it is true that in 
absence of a challenge to one of the elements you don’t need all these elements to win, but it is still good 
to have them.

Principle

Let’s return to the previous table:

Name LEVEL 2 question
P Principle What does ‘better’ mean?

If you are trying to prove that a world would be better, you need a criterion as to what makes that world 
better. It may seem obvious, better is better. However, in the world of debating where fundamental rights 
clash with each other you may not be able to prove that your world is better in every single way it can be. 
Therefore, it becomes a good idea to define why the values you can prove are more important.

For example, you may have trouble proving that capitalism maximizes happiness for the worst off in 
society, so you need to prove that there is something trumping that as a value, e.g. that capitalism 
maximizes freedom. 

So let’s see an in depth example:

THBT feminists in the developing world should campaign for economic and political rights not gender rights.

Argument idea: Unstable governments and economics will damage the sustainability of gender rights even 
if achieved

What is the principle? What will I be able to prove with my argument?

In this scenario there are 3 possible things that I can think of: (1) that women will be better off this way in 
the long run, (2) that all underprivileged people will be better off, (3) that the feminist movement is more 
influential.

What is the metric? What does ‘better’ mean?
Well-being of  women Women will be better off this way in the long run 

(more empowered, safe, etc.)



Well-being of  underprivileged groups All underprivileged people will be better off (more 
empowered, safe, etc.)

Influence of the feminist movement The feminist movement has more power

Next thing you have to think about is how each of them is important.

What is the 
metric?

What does ‘better’ mean? Proof of importance

Well-being of  
women

Women will be better off this way in 
the long run (more empowered, 
safe, etc.)

Women are the primary concern of the 
feminist movement. There is no use achieving 
anything in the short run to lose it in the long 
run.

Well-being of  
underprivileged 
groups

All underprivileged people will be 
better off (more empowered, safe, 
etc.)

Feminism is an intersectional movement and 
there’s no principled difference between 
oppression because different types of 
oppression-ignoring any is hypocritical.

Influence of the 
feminist movement

The feminist movement has more 
power

Feminists will be able to achieve whatever 
change it deems to be necessary.

After rearranging them in a logical sequence in a speech this may look something like this:

Component Explanation
Principle(s) There are three things the feminist movement should aim to achieve:

1) For all underprivileged groups to be better off- feminism is an intersectional movement 
and there’s no principled difference between different types of oppression-ignoring any is 
hypocritical and especially damages women facing an intersection of oppression, for 
example, women of racial minorities.

2) Even if you don’t buy that feminism has an obligation to ensure all groups being better 
off, they need to make women better off in the long term- women are the primary concern 
of the feminist movement. There is no use achieving anything in the short run to lose it in 
the long run.

3) Ultimately, the feminist movement should be powerful – to be able to achieve whatever 
change it deems to be necessary. 

In this argument I will prove exactly how we achieve all of that.

Mechanism

Name LEVEL 1 question LEVEL 2 question
M Mechanism How does it work? How do we get from A to B? 

Mechanism is a description of steps that happen once the policy is implemented. Without a mechanism the 
judge will have no reason to believe your solution leads to the outcomes you promise. It’s like saying “if we 
legalize gay marriage, it will cause the destruction of traditions”- there’s absolutely no causal link in the 
statement. 

Mechanisms in debating sometimes, yet rarely, are single steps. Usually mechanisms are described as 
“The policy will cause A, A will lead to B, B will lead to C and C causes D…”. 

The important part here is to make sure every link in the step makes sense. I like to use a very stupid stair 
analogy here- every step of the mechanism is a stair, and it has to be obvious enough so the listener has 
no trouble climbing it.



If I just said that legalizing marihuana would reduce crime it would sound silly. 

A- legalize marihuana 

B- less crime

Whereas explaining it in a way that the listener so that every step makes sense is much more persuasive.

A- legalize marihuana 

D- less crime

B-much of illegal drug revenue comes from selling mariuhuana currently. With an 
option to buy it legally, consumers would avoid the risk and not turn to illegal source.

C-criminals with less marihuana income would have less resources to fund their illegal 
activity

Let’s return to our in-depth example about feminists and pick one of the principles.

What is the 
metric?

What does ‘better’ mean? Proof of importance

Well-being of  
women

Women will be better off this way in 
the long run (more empowered, 
safe, etc.)

Women are the primary concern of the 
feminist movement. There is no use achieving 
anything in the short run to lose it in the long 
run.

How does feminists in the developing world campaigning for economic and political rights not gender rights 
lead to women being better off in the long term?

1. How does it work?
2. How do we get from A to B?

STEP 0: We don’t try to secure women’s political and economic rights. We do try to achieve gender rights.

STEP 1: We don’t achieve women’s political and economic rights, because we don’t try. Let’s assume we 
achieve gender rights.

STEP 3: Political and economic situation is unstable, power changes happen frequently and 
undemocratically- gender rights can be taken away by the new people in power, e.g. we establish girl 
schools in Afghanistan and then they are burned down by the Taliban. 

Alternatively,

STEP 0: We try to secure political and economic rights.

STEP 1: Political and economic situation is more stable. People like the feminist movement, because they 
take care of what most of the population cares about.

STEP 2: The feminist movement has political capital to push for gender rights.



STEP 3: More gender rights are secured (and are not threatened by unstable political or economic 
situation).

Of course, this mechanism doesn’t prove all three principles, but let’s go with this for now.

So our argument has grown into this:

Component Explanation
Principle(s) There are three things the feminist movement should aim to achieve:

1) For all underprivileged groups to be better off- feminism is an intersectional movement 
and there’s no principled difference between different types of oppression-ignoring any is 
hypocritical and especially damages women facing an intersection of oppression, for 
example, women of racial minorities.

2) Even if you don’t buy that feminism has an obligation to ensure all groups being better 
off, they need to make women better off in the long term- women are the primary concern 
of the feminist movement. There is no use achieving anything in the short run to lose it in 
the long run.

3) Ultimately, the feminist movement should be powerful – to be able to achieve whatever 
change it deems to be necessary. 

In this argument I will prove exactly how we achieve all of that.
Mechanism(s)

If we do “gender first”: 
We don’t achieve women’s political and economic rights, because we don’t try. Let’s assume we 
achieve gender rights.
Political and economic situation is unstable, power changes happen frequently and 
undemocratically- gender rights can be taken away by the new people in power, e.g. we establish 
girl schools in Afghanistan and then they are burned down by the Taliban. The feminist 
movement looks bad for failing and ignoring the suffering of the politically and economically 
oppressed and lose power to change things later.

If we do political and economic rights first:
Political and economic situation is more stable. People like the feminist movement.
The feminist movement has political capital to push for gender rights.
More gender rights are secured (and are not threatened by unstable political or economic 
situation).

Impact

Identifying impacts usually is not hard. All it is, is what happens in the end. If you lack impacts a judge may 
ask: why should I care? 

On a side note, it is a common misconception (one held by even high level judges) that impacts have to be 
“consequential” or “utilitarian”, which tends to imply that even well proven arguments based on other 
principles than utilitarianism also get the question: “why should I care”? While this is wrong, it may be a 
good idea to prove principled cases with consequential impacts just to make sure.

In a motion about forcing people to donate their organs post-mortem, it is a perfectly legitimate argument to 
talk about people’s right to a legacy, a right to have their interests fulfilled after death or similar. The impact 
really is that this right is not fulfilled, however, a ‘not so smart’ judge will likely say “so what?” when you 
present it that way. With this example, the utilitarian impact could be something like: “knowing your legacy 
won’t be preserved after death will make you unhappy during life, e.g. if you think you will go to hell if your 
body is desecrated in such a way, you have to live your whole life thinking you will burn in hell”. That is in 
fact an entirely separate argument (one has the principle of a “right to legacy” and the other has a principle 
of “maximizing happiness”), however dumb judges exist so sometimes doing stuff wrong means winning. 
Rant over.



Usually, it is a good idea to refer to your principles when talking about impacts and describing how you 
have fulfilled them. Sometimes there are also good side-impacts that have nothing to do with the principles, 
but are still good and add strength to your argument, e.g. when one of your arguments also makes another 
one of your arguments stronger. 

Let’s return to the feminist example.

What is the impact? The feminist movement is regarded in better light and thus has more influence to 
create sustainable and meaningful change in gender rights. 

Component Explanation
Principle(s) There are three things the feminist movement should aim to achieve:

1) For all underprivileged groups to be better off- feminism is an intersectional movement 
and there’s no principled difference between different types of oppression-ignoring any is 
hypocritical and especially damages women facing an intersection of oppression, for 
example, women of racial minorities.

2) Even if you don’t buy that feminism has an obligation to ensure all groups being better 
off, they need to make women better off in the long term- women are the primary concern 
of the feminist movement. There is no use achieving anything in the short run to lose it in 
the long run.

3) Ultimately, the feminist movement should be powerful – to be able to achieve whatever 
change it deems to be necessary. 

In this argument I will prove exactly how we achieve all of that.
Mechanism(s)

If we do “gender first”: 
We don’t achieve women’s political and economic rights, because we don’t try. Let’s assume we 
achieve gender rights.
Political and economic situation is unstable, power changes happen frequently and 
undemocratically- gender rights can be taken away by the new people in power, e.g. we establish 
girl schools in Afghanistan and then they are burned down by the Taliban. The feminist 
movement looks bad for failing and ignoring the suffering of the politically and economically 
oppressed and lose power to change things later.

If we do political and economic rights first:
Political and economic situation is more stable. People like the feminist movement.
The feminist movement has political capital to push for gender rights.
More gender rights are secured (and are not threatened by unstable political or economic 
situation).

Impact(s) The feminist movement is regarded in better light and thus has more influence to create 
sustainable and meaningful change in gender rights. 

Comparative

Name LEVEL 1 question LEVEL 2 question
C Comparative How does it compare? What makes world B better than A.
Comparative is about doing what the name implies, t. i. comparing. You can and often will have to compare 
the scenario you present with different alternatives.

On proposition you may have to compare to:

1) the status quo (World A);
2) alternative (s) presented by the other side.

On opposition you may have to compare the status quo or the alternative you have provided with:



1) multiple interpretations of the motion.

While it is tempting to compare to a shitty interpretation of alternatives or the status quo, usually it is a good 
strategy to show that your argument proves that your side is right even if the best case scenario from the 
opposition is true.

Let’s have an example. Let’s imagine we’re debating about whether minority groups should ditch investing 
in lobbying politicians and instead focus on funding minority art and culture.

The other side says funding art and culture doesn’t achieve change in majority culture and/ or doesn’t 
achieve any change at all.

Ideally you would present a case like this your impacts as (1) how funding art and culture achieves change 
in majority culture, (2) even if it doesn’t, how it achieves other types of meaningful change, (3) even if it 
achieves no change, how it is important enough for the minority itself to justify funding art and culture.

So comparative with our example of feminists pursuing political and economic rights before gender rights.

The opposition has said that if you don’t pursue gender rights away, you build in gender oppression into 
institutions- after that it is much harder to change,  e.g. many western countries struggle with gender 
inequality, however Cuba doesn’t, because it’s institutions were built with gender equality in mind. 

Component Explanation
Principle(s) There are three things the feminist movement should aim to achieve:

1) For all underprivileged groups to be better off- feminism is an intersectional movement 
and there’s no principled difference between different types of oppression-ignoring any is 
hypocritical and especially damages women facing an intersection of oppression, for 
example, women of racial minorities.

2) Even if you don’t buy that feminism has an obligation to ensure all groups being better 
off, they need to make women better off in the long term- women are the primary concern 
of the feminist movement. There is no use achieving anything in the short run to lose it in 
the long run.

3) Ultimately, the feminist movement should be powerful – to be able to achieve whatever 
change it deems to be necessary. 

In this argument I will prove exactly how we achieve all of that.
Mechanism(s)

If we do “gender first”: 
We don’t achieve women’s political and economic rights, because we don’t try. Let’s assume we 
achieve gender rights.
Political and economic situation is unstable, power changes happen frequently and 
undemocratically- gender rights can be taken away by the new people in power, e.g. we establish 
girl schools in Afghanistan and then they are burned down by the Taliban. The feminist 
movement looks bad for failing and ignoring the suffering of the politically and economically 
oppressed and lose power to change things later.

If we do political and economic rights first:
Political and economic situation is more stable. People like the feminist movement.
The feminist movement has political capital to push for gender rights.
More gender rights are secured (and are not threatened by unstable political or economic 
situation).

Impact(s) The feminist movement is regarded in better light and thus has more influence to create 
sustainable and meaningful change in gender rights. 

Comparative On the comparative, even if it is true that institutions that are built in non-gender equal 
environments have ‘built in sexism’, the reality is that in unstable economic and political 
situations, those built institutions are frequently dismantled or never built, so whatever they are 
like, doesn’t really apply. 



Applying the PMI

How I use it is mostly when I brainstorm arguments I will come up with multiple ideas. When I’m in a debate 
and I am writing down the ideas, I usually use PMI as a check list of whether I have all the necessary 
elements. Similarly, when I help my partner build their case, I will question whether they have all the 
elements and make sure that they do.

In the second half, I look for what’s missing in first half argumentation from all these elements. Since no 
argument can really work without all, it’s a way to provide no real new material, but win with new analysis, 
cause in whip you can prove that what you have added is something that makes the entire clash/ argument 
work.

I also look to opposition and see what is missing in their argumentation to exploit it.

My advice:

1) Watch good debate speeches and look for all these elements, try to understand how they are used.
2) Try to develop your own arguments outside of debate speeches to get used to the idea.
3) Gradually start asking yourself whether you have all the PMI elements in every argument you make.

The rest should become intuitive and natural, if you keep doing these 3 steps.


