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Preface 

 
 
If one were to ask a number of people who had worked as intelligence analysts to 
define their work, the responses would undoubtedly vary, and in some instances 
noticeably. In part, this is because the term “intelligence analysis” has been used 
as a catch-all for various types of intelligence-related work. It is used, at times 
indiscriminately, by different organizations within the intelligence community to 
define work that is specific to them. Even within an organization, the purpose, 
function and nature of intelligence analysis can differ between divisions. Of 
course, country-to-country variations exist as well.    
 
At the level of the individual, some intelligence analysts may spend almost all of 
their time sorting through information collected in a covert manner on a narrowly 
defined subject, while others sift mainly through reams of open-source material 
relating to a global issue.  Some “work in the weeds” while others want the bird’s 
eye view. All, however, are engaged in some form of analysis or the breaking 
down of a problem or question into its constituent parts, collecting and assessing 
relevant information, synthesizing the results and presenting the outcome in a 
logical and coherent argument.    
 
Even though the work of analysts within the intelligence community may look 
different at the surface, practitioners have much in common with respect to their 
trade. It is the commonality of the profession that this primer on intelligence 
analysis sets out to capture. Invariably, however, an introduction to intelligence 
analysis will reflect the experience and working milieu of the author. In this case, 
the writer is Dr. Timothy R. Walton, an analyst with the CIA for 24 years, who 
went on to teach analysis at the CIA’s Sherman Kent School for Intelligence 
Analysis, Mercyhurst College and the U.S. Director of National Intelligence’s 
“Analysis 101.” Consequently, the context of this paper is the US intelligence 
community and the experience reflects Dr. Walton’s focus on foreign intelligence 
not domestic security intelligence.  
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Dr. Walton has done a masterful job in summarizing the various types of 
intelligence analysis, describing the range of sources used in intelligence analysis 
and outlining a six-step process or “pathway” for intelligence analysis. In doing 
so, he has provided us with a useful framework that can be used as an 
introduction, a “primer”, to explain what intelligence analysis is all about. From 
this foundation, others can delve deeper, expand and elaborate as appropriate to 
their needs.  
 
This paper should, therefore, be viewed as a work in progress and a stimulus to 
further conversation about the nature of professional analysis. Questions and 
comments should be sent to me at campbellintel@hotmail.com.  
 
Anthony Campbell 
Coordinator 
GFF Community of Interest on the Practice and Organization of Intelligence 
Ottawa, Canada 
March 10, 2008 
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Introduction 
 
The goal of this paper is to provide a basic guide for carrying out intelligence 
analysis. At the core of the paper is a systematic, six-step method for addressing 
analytic problems. This systematic approach should contribute to clearer thinking 
about issues, as well as better outcomes for analysis. Also included are definitions 
of key terms, as well as several analytic tools for mastering data. 
 
 
 
 

What is Intelligence Analysis? 
 

Definitions 
 
There is no universally agreed upon definition of intelligence analysis. For the 
purposes of this paper, however, the term will be taken to mean the methodical 
gathering, evaluation, and presentation of data in order to assist decision making. 
Intelligence analysis includes such basic functions as summarizing, describing, 
explaining, evaluating, and forecasting. More sophisticated and refined analysis 
considers factors that are less obvious but still important, such as assumptions, 
possible outcomes and impacts, warning of danger, driving forces behind events, 
uncertainties, risks, gaps in collection, and the analysts’ level of confidence in 
both their sources and their own judgments. Intelligence analysis becomes even 
more useful to decision makers when it is accurate, timely, clear, relevant, and 
makes obvious the sources upon which it is based and the logic of its inferences.  
 
Intelligence is part of a hierarchy of increasingly complex and sophisticated ways 
to think about data. 

• Data: individual sensations (from sight, hearing, taste, smell, etc.) that 
have not been evaluated or put into context. 

• Facts: individual data points that have been evaluated and judged to be 
true. 

• Information: facts that have been organized in a way—such as in lists, 
dictionaries, catalogs, databases—so that those facts can be readily located 
and retrieved.  

• Knowledge (or understanding): facts that have meaning because they have 
been put into a context, such as patterns and relationships that provide 
insight into causes, reasons, and implications. 

• Intelligence: information, knowledge and evidence that have been 
formulated to improve decision making.   

• Wisdom: evaluating the worth of information and appreciating its value, 
but not necessarily putting it to practical use. 
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Figure A: The Hierarchy from Data to Wisdom 

 
Intelligence analysis is carried out in both large and small organizations in 
government, law enforcement and business. There may be differences in 
procedures between organizations having different levels of resources, with larger 
ones, for example, having more specialized personnel and a more elaborate 
review process for products.  Although the recommendations in this primer may 
not apply to every organization, analysts and their managers are welcome to select 
what they find to be useful in their situation.  
 
Some intelligence services make a distinction between analysis and assessment. 

• Analysis is improving data by, for example, condensing, organizing, or 
validating. It deals with existing knowledge and is usually focused on 
current, or short-term, issues. 

• Assessment seeks to generate new knowledge by means such as 
interpreting data or making a forecast.  It is focused more on strategic, or 
long-term, issues. Some intelligence services refer to such assessments as 
estimates.   
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Within the broad field of analysis in the national-level agencies, where most 
intelligence analysts work, there are a number of subspecialties, each with its own 
particular methods and vocabulary. These include, but are not limited to, politics, 
military, economics, leadership, targeting, and science and technology. Successful 
and insightful intelligence analysis draws on all of these specialties and is based 
on an understanding of how complicated—but still interrelated—the world is.  
 
The accuracy and usefulness of analysis is also improved by considering as wide 
a variety of sources as possible. Known as all-source intelligence, it draws on 
clandestine collection, such as from human sources and technical means 
(satellites, aircraft and listening posts), as well as open sources (the media, the 
internet, and academic experts). The strengths and weaknesses of these various 
kinds of sources will be addressed in detail later in this paper. 
 
A useful way to think about the complexities of intelligence analysis is the 
military’s distinction between tactical, operational and strategic intelligence. 

• Tactical issues involve actual or imminent combat, and take place in a 
limited timeframe (hours and days) and space (the battlefield). Tactical 
intelligence is concerned with issues such as warning about how imminent 
combat is, where it will take place, and what weapons the adversary will 
use. Intelligence support, in these circumstances, would predominantly be 
short and rapidly produced reports, updated as often as necessary. 
Analysts focus on obtaining the facts; they have no time for research or to 
modify procedures. In the civilian realm this is usually referred to as 
current intelligence. 

• Operational questions deal with a series of battles, or a campaign, that 
takes place over a longer period of time (weeks and months) and in a 
wider space (a theater of operations). Operational intelligence helps the 
commander to decide how to use existing resources. The key issues here 
are questions such as which, of the total possible targets, are the most 
lucrative and what will it take to overcome them, the order in which 
targets should be attacked for maximum effect, and how long it is likely to 
take to accomplish the objectives. The focus of reporting is on potential 
threats, and the longer time horizon gives analysts time to adjust existing 
streams of reporting and analytic methodologies. Operational intelligence 
products are a mix of facts and analysis.  

• Strategy is determining what resources, or changes in resources, are 
needed to accomplish goals over a long period of time (years) and on a 
vast scale (perhaps even globally). At this level, the military is operating 
in conjunction with the political leadership, as well as other elements of 
national power such as diplomacy, economic leverage and the media. 
Effective strategies take into account the likelihood of change and 
uncertainty, and strategic intelligence tries to help by identifying long-
term trends, as well as various possible scenarios to better understand 
options, outcomes, and expected reactions. Scenarios are an extremely 
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useful analytic technique, and will be discussed in more detail later in this 
paper. Because it is more concerned with the long-term future, the 
strategic viewpoint is likely to contain more analysis than hard facts. On 
the civilian side, strategic intelligence is often referred to as an assessment 
or estimate.  

 
These insights about the different levels of activity and the related intelligence 
support can also readily be applied to other fields, such as counterterrorism, law 
enforcement, and the business environment. 
 
 
 

The Goal of Intelligence Analysis 
 
The goal of intelligence analysis is to improve decision making. What it cannot do 
is compensate for serious gaps in collection, make knowable what is inherently 
unknowable, consistently and accurately predict the future, or settle disputes 
based on differences of values. Moreover, it should not intrude on the 
prerogatives of decision makers. 
 
There is an important difference between intelligence analysis and policy 
analysis. 

• Intelligence analysis tries to establish an objective or reasonable truth 
regarding a range of facts, context, explanations and possible outcomes.  It 
functions only up, to the actual point of decision. 

• Policy analysis, on the other hand, tries to determine the best option for a 
decision maker based on factors such as personal and party preferences, as 
well as plans and commitments. 

 
In short, intelligence informs, policy shapes; and this means that intelligence 
analysis cannot free decision makers from responsibility for making choices, or 
guarantee that any particular decision will be the right one. 
 
In light of these considerations, this paper presents a systematic method for 
conducting intelligence analysis in the hope that this will assist analysts and their 
managers in doing their work better. The recommended methodical approach 
involves six steps: 

• Define the Problem 
• Gather, Evaluate, and Organize Data 
• Deal with Potential Mental Traps 
• Formulate and Test Hypotheses and Scenarios 
• Construct a Sound Argument 
• Give an Effective Presentation 
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Six Steps to Better Analysis 

 
 

Step 1: Define the Analytic Problem 
 
The first step in dealing with an analytic issue is to define the problem. This is 
also sometimes referred to as problem restatement. Failure to define the problem 
properly could mean that other steps in analysis, such as gathering data and 
preparing a presentation, might be off-target or wasted. If the definition of the 
problem is too broad or too vague, the analysis will lack focus and be less helpful; 
if the definition is too narrow, perspectives of important stakeholders or important 
corollary issues might be missed. Careful definition of the problem also leaves 
room for consideration of a range of possible outcomes and impacts, including the 
unexpected. 
 
 

1.1 Questions to Ask 
 
One of the best ways to define the problem is to ask probing questions. A 
checklist of questions for an analyst to ask includes: 

• What are the key questions? A good place to start is with the traditional 
journalist’s questions: who, what, where, when, why, and how. Then go 
beyond that to consider factors, such as implications, risks and alternative 
outcomes.  

• Does the key question need to be broken down into sub-questions, or 
expanded to include other perspectives (such as military, diplomatic or 
economic)?  

• What major change has taken place, and what is its significance? 
• How broad or narrow should the scope of the analysis be? Does the 

decision maker need plenty of details, broad generalizations or some 
combination of both? What is the time horizon for the decision makers 
(how quickly do they have to decide and act)? 

• Have the concerns and possible reactions of various stakeholders, such as 
different government departments, voters and adversaries been taken into 
account? 

• Is it an appropriate intelligence question (i.e., does it address actual and 
significant policy issues, refrain from criticizing existing policies, but does 
not support a particular policy option)? 

• What exact decision needs to be made? 
• What are the risks, and what is the worst that can happen? What are the 

opportunities? How might current trends, patterns and relationships 
change?  

• What are the possible outcomes? What are the key factors that will 
influence those outcomes? Can the key factors be influenced or changed? 
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What indicators suggest that one outcome or another is more likely or is 
actually taking shape? What will be the impact of those outcomes? 

• What are the gaps in the data, and can they be filled? 
 
 

1.2. Consider the Issue from the Decision Maker’s Perspective 
 
At the same time, the analyst needs to consider not only what the decision makers 
want to know, but also what they need to know, that is to say, what the leader 
might have forgotten or not taken into consideration. Analysts should also probe 
the concerns that motivated the question; what is the real question the decision 
maker wants answered? Ways to do this include asking: 

• Exactly what does the decision maker mean by specific key terms? 
Paraphrasing or listing some synonyms of key terms ensures that the 
analyst understands what the decision maker means. If the decision 
makers have been asking about “economic growth” in a county, are they 
really concerned about “stability” or “uncertainty?”  

• What do the decision makers already know about the topic? Is their 
background knowledge accurate and complete? 

• Do the decision makers have any preconceptions about what the answer 
will be, even if only on a preliminary basis? 

• What are their priorities; what is most important, or needed first? 
• What do they want the intelligence product to be? When is it to be 

delivered? Should it be current or future oriented? Do they want a written 
or oral presentation? 

• In determining priorities, a useful question to consider throughout the 
process is, “What keeps the decision maker up at night?” 

 
Because of the close links between intelligence analysis and decision making, 
analysts need to be alert to where the leaders are in their decision-making cycle in 
order to design appropriate analysis. Early in the cycle, the main need is to clarify 
an issue, so the emphasis should be on gathering information and providing 
context. Later on, as goals and a policy are articulated, the analyst can assist by 
sharpening perception of those goals, helping to sort out what is needed to meet 
them, and identifying options and risks. As the outcome of a decision becomes 
clear, analysts may participate in lessons learned. Preferably, analysts or their 
managers learn these things through direct contact with decision makers; but if 
that is not possible, they can also consult sources such as the staffs of senior 
officials or the media.  
 
 
 

Step 2: Gather, Evaluate, and Organize Data 
 
A crucial element of analytic work is the gathering, evaluation and organization 
of data. Data can come from both open and clandestine sources; but such data 
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does not necessarily represent the truth, and thus it must be evaluated. 
Organization of data improves understanding, and when carefully done, also lays 
the foundation for a sound argument and an effective presentation.  
 
 

2.1 Gathering Data 
 
Having defined the problem, analysts need to generate questions that can actually 
be answered through collection and analysis. These intelligence-related queries 
are known as requirements, and they are a way for analysts to act as brokers 
between decision makers and collectors. The emphasis in requirements should be 
on what needs to be collected, as opposed to what can be collected. Well 
formulated requirements start with the decision maker’s desires, needs and 
priorities; these are then reformulated as specific queries for collectors. 
Requirements should take into account whether answers can be obtained through 
existing means of collection, or whether new collection systems will have to be 
established. The latter will, of course, mean that it will take longer and be more 
expensive to respond to the requirements.  
 
Requirements should be specific and answerable, and they should also be directed 
to the appropriate collector. Some questions are more appropriate for open 
sources or human agents, for example, while others are better answered through 
communications intercepts or photographs taken by satellites. Analysts should 
have realistic expectations of what the various collectors can provide, based on a 
thorough knowledge of their strengths and weaknesses. Since numerous decision 
makers and analysts want many things from collectors, and resources are finite, 
some prioritization must be done. Analysts and their managers may be involved in 
setting priorities, based on factors such as the importance of the issue and the 
capabilities of the collectors. 
 
Because there may not be readily collectable data to answer questions completely, 
analysts should be prepared to inform decision makers of gaps in collection, along 
with steps that are being taken to fill those gaps through creative use of material 
from existing systems, or new systems. The process of formulating requirements 
can also indicate which techniques the analyst should use. For example, if the 
decision maker’s question explicitly asks for judgments about the future, the 
analyst probably will want to use scenarios laying out possible outcomes in the 
response. Scenarios will be discussed later in this paper.  
 
There are many potential streams of data for intelligence analysis, both open and 
clandestine, and each has strengths and weaknesses. A wide range of reporting 
from different kinds of sources, such as intercepts and satellite photography, helps 
in evaluating individual reports, as the strengths of one system can be used to 
compensate for the weaknesses of another. A press report on the location of a 
chemical weapons plant is more credible, for example, if imagery or other data 
confirms the location and function of the facility.  
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2.1.1 Open Sources 
 
Much of the basic data for intelligence research, even for analysts working on 
highly classified projects, comes from open source intelligence (OSINT). For 
some topics the analyst may not need other kinds of sources. OSINT includes 
material such as the media, professional journals, the internet and library 
reference works. Open source materials are readily available, usually at modest 
cost, and provide large amounts of data on a wide variety of subjects.  
 
There are drawbacks to open sources, however. Ease of acquisition does not 
equate to value, and the analyst will still have to select what is most important 
and accurate. Moreover, the wide availability of OSINT material means that 
analysis based exclusively on it will not provide the decision maker with 
anything unique. The volume and extremely mixed quality of open-source 
materials means that basic analytic procedures, such as source validation, are 
essential in dealing with OSINT.  
 
Depending on the nature of the problem, analysts will use various kinds of 
statistics, or conclusions drawn from a large volume of numerical data. Statistics 
are usually available from open sources, and like any form of data they need to 
be evaluated. Analysts should decide whether the issue at hand is one that is best 
dealt with using numerical data, whether properly prepared statistical data is 
obtainable, and whether the statistics, in fact, answer the question at issue. 
Numbers only have meaning when they are in context, or respond to some 
specific query. In addition, consider whether the statistics cover all aspects of the 
problem, as well as whether there might be some other explanation besides the 
conclusions suggested by the numerical data. Decision makers are often eager to 
receive statistical analysis. Effective ways in which to present numerical data are 
discussed later in Step 6 on presentation.  

 
 
2.1.2 Overview of Clandestine Sources 
 
Intelligence analysis in the national-level agencies, and to a lesser extent in law 
enforcement, has traditionally been differentiated from other analysis in think 
tanks, academia and the media by their access to classified data, that is to say, 
data that have been collected clandestinely from adversaries. Clandestinely 
acquired data are presumably of considerable value to the adversary because they 
have been protected (through encryption, safes or some other method). Because 
of this protection, some effort will be required to collect them, and there is a 
distinct advantage if this is done clandestinely, and the adversary does not know 
that they have been collected. To retain this advantage, collection systems 
themselves are protected (through guarded facilities, limited distribution of 
product, etc.). Clandestine sources are also protected because revelation of such 
methods could embarrass the sponsoring government. Exposing clandestine 
collection is also dangerous because it may well make adversaries aware of 
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vulnerabilities in their systems of protection; and if they correct those 
deficiencies, the flow of data through clandestine collection may slow or even 
stop.  
 
From an analyst’s perspective, however, it is important to realize that 
clandestinely collected data are classified because of the negative impact of their 
exposure—and not because of the inherent truth or relevance of the data. The 
truth or relevance must be determined through other means, such as comparison 
with other data known to be true or their appropriateness in responding to 
decision makers’ questions. 
 
Different systems are used for categorizing clandestine sources, there can be 
some overlap between the categories, and some categories include data that are 
gathered more or less openly. That said, covert sources are generally considered 
to include: human intelligence; signals intelligence; imagery intelligence; and 
measurement and signatures intelligence. 

 
 
2.1.3 Human Sources 
 
Human intelligence (HUMINT) is the oldest and best known of the clandestine 
sources. It can come from spies and confidential informants, but also from other 
observers, such as military attachés, substantive experts, travelers, refugees and 
prisoners. Intelligence from human sources is valued because it has the potential 
to provide data, such as an adversary’s plans and intentions, that may not be 
available from other sources. A human source can also be questioned and 
directed more extensively than mechanical collection systems. 
 
This is, however, the most difficult type of data to acquire. It can take years to 
recruit spies, and for security reasons it may not be possible to communicate with 
them quickly or on a regular basis. Moreover, productive human sources are not 
likely to be available for every desired target. The best sources, especially on 
issues such as terrorism or drugs, are likely to be unseemly and difficult to deal 
with, and even a well placed human source may not be able to produce a 
definitive answer. Exposure can bring embarrassment, or even loss of life. 
Finally, human sources, unlike technical ones, can entail a host of difficulties, 
such as fabrication of reports, spies pursuing their own agenda, and potential 
double agents.  

 
 
2.1.4 Signals Intelligence 
 
Signals intelligence (SIGINT) is derived primarily from human conversations, 
but can be collected from other types of transmitted data, such as faxes or the 
internet. In both national security and law enforcement intelligence SIGINT 
includes audio surveillance, such as taps on telephones or electronic bugs in 
rooms. It can also be electronic transmissions from weapons systems. After the 
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signals are intercepted, decryption and translation, if necessary, reveal the 
content. Of the various sources, SIGINT can come the closest to human 
intelligence as a potential source of data on intentions.  
 
Signals intelligence is limited by the fact that it is usually only a random sample 
and the context is not always clear. Moreover, collection systems, either ground- 
or space-based, are expensive. Generally large amounts of data are produced, but 
it is of mixed quality and can take considerable amounts of time and personnel to 
determine what is valuable. SIGINT is subject to manipulation through denial 
and deception, especially if those being observed know details about the 
capabilities of the collection system. 

 
 
2.1.5 Imagery Intelligence 
 
Imagery intelligence (IMINT) is traditional photography, as well as data from 
other parts of the light spectrum, such as infrared. It is collected from satellites 
and high altitude aircraft, so it can cover remote areas that may not accessible 
through other means, and it is hard to detect or disrupt. Imagery is useful for 
concrete indications of capabilities, such as numbers and location of military 
equipment, and it can be compelling as evidence. Another term that is 
increasingly used is geospatial intelligence (GEOINT), meaning the use of a 
variety of sources, including imagery, but also traditional maps and human 
observations, to improve situational awareness. 
 
Some forms of imagery can be hindered by darkness or cloud cover. Even when 
good imagery is obtained, it only shows a situation at a specific moment, so 
continuing coverage is necessary to track changes over time. IMINT is limited in 
its ability to reveal plans and intentions. Like SIGINT, IMINT is expensive to 
collect, generates volumes of data that can be difficult to manage, and is 
vulnerable to denial and deception. 

 
 
2.1.6 Measurement and Signatures Intelligence 
 
Measurement and signatures intelligence (MASINT) is the newest of the main 
forms of collection and includes emanations, such as heat and sound, but also 
residues such as fingerprints, footprints, fiber samples, smoke from factories, and 
potentially many more. This approach can fill in some gaps, such as what is 
actually going on inside a suspicious factory, which may not be available from 
other sources. MASINT has an advantage because the targets are often not aware 
of its capabilities. 
 
Some of the problems of MASINT are that it can be highly classified and thus 
disseminated to only a limited number of intelligence consumers. In addition, it 
is often highly technical in nature, can be difficult to understand, and it takes 
time and expertise to process. 

 16



2.1.7 Collection Plans 
 
As analysts gather data from whatever variety of sources are available to them, 
they may want to construct a collection plan to better manage their efforts. Such 
a plan assembles in one place what the analysts have, what they need, and the 
value of the various sources. A collection plan is a simple matrix or spreadsheet 
laying out the various categories of sources (grouped by type of source if there 
are several) on the vertical axis, with one row for each specific source within 
those categories. On the horizontal axis are key factors analysts will want to 
consider about their sources, such as: 

• Location: the organization that has the desired data (note a point of contact 
for any necessary follow-up); 

• Purpose: how the analyst intends to use the data, such as background, 
statistics, biographic material, or others; 

• Utility: how useful the data was in fulfilling the purpose (if the source 
didn’t fulfill expectations, should other sources be consulted?); 

• Section of paper: the section of the analytic product the data supports (are 
all sections covered?); and 

• Comments: any other considerations. 
 
Analysts can select the factors on the horizontal axis, and may want ones other 
than those offered here. Empty cells indicate gaps in collection that need to be 
filled. 

 
Analysts need to be aware, however, that even when their collection plan results 
in hundreds, or even thousands, of data points—which is well within the realm of 
possibility—they are still seeing only part of the picture. This is because 
collection and processing systems are selective, adversaries seek to hide important 
data, and situations can change rapidly.  
 
Analysts should seek access to data from as wide a variety of sources as possible 
and should also consider historical data as these can help to shed light and 
perspective on a current development. Using both open and clandestine sources is 
known as all-source intelligence. A range of sources will give different 
perspectives on the problem. In addition, some aspects of a problem can be better 
addressed by one type of collector than another; for example, human sources and 
communications intercepts are more likely to provide data on plans and 
intentions. Finally, collection of a wide variety of intelligence is one of the best 
ways to uncover denial and deception.  
 
Analysts collect many different types of data, but as they proceed, they soon find 
that they have to deal with a flood of material, much of it ambiguous, incomplete, 
and contradictory. Some might say that a valid approach is to gather all of the data 
possible and then let it speak for itself. But analysts usually approach their data 
with some kind of expectations and assumptions, and they need to make sure that 
the strategies they employ while searching for data do not force them into a range 
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of explanations or possible outcomes that is too narrow. Keeping an open mind is 
essential. Something that appears unlikely at first might turn out to be more likely 
after further thought or more data are received.  
 
 
         Source 

 
Location 
(Point of 
Contact) 

 
Purpose 

 
Utility 

 
Section of 
Paper 

 
     Comments 

OSINT 
 

     

    Websites      
      
    Books      
      
    Periodicals      
      
    Interviews      
      
      
HUMINT      
          
      
IMINT      
      
      
SIGINT      
      
         
MASINT      
      
      
 
 
 

Figure B: Template for a Collection Plan 

 
2.1.8 The Intelligence Cycle 
 
Analysis and collection are separate—but closely related—activities that can be 
better understood by putting them into the context of what is known as the 
intelligence cycle—the process of turning questions and data into something that 
is helpful for a decision maker. Analysts should be involved at all stages of the 
intelligence cycle, which is referred to as analysts driving collection. There are a 
number of different versions of what constitutes the intelligence cycle, but they 
generally include the following. 
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• Requirements: questions based on what the decision maker wants and 
needs to know, as well as the analyst’s expertise. This forms the basis for 
planning and direction by managers in the rest of the cycle. 

• Collection: gathering data that will fulfill the requirements. 
• Processing: putting the data into forms that analysts can use, for example 

by decrypting or translating it. 
• Analysis: providing evaluation of the data, as well as context, to aid in 

decision making.  
• Presentation: putting analysis into forms that decision makers can use. 
• Dissemination: getting the analysis to those who need it in a timely 

fashion. 
• Feedback: determining whether the analysis was effective, which then 

informs further requirements. 
 
This, of course, is only a formal model, and an oversimplification of a process 
that is complex and constantly changing. In addition, because numerous large 
organizations are involved, numerous informal linkages exist between the 
various components of the intelligence process that are essential in making it 
function. 

 
 
 

2.2 Evaluating Data 
 
There are a number of fundamental factors that analysts should consider when 
they evaluate data. Some relate to how the data were obtained, others to the data 
itself. Although it may not be possible to take all of these factors into account on 
every piece of data, a thorough scrub, using the following criteria, will be useful if 
individual reports are especially important or controversial. 
 
 
2.2.1 Criteria to consider about the source 
 

• Accuracy: Is the report consistent with reality? Does it agree with 
previous reports from this source or previous reports from other sources, 
which are known to be accurate?  

• Expertise: Do human sources have the competence to understand what 
they are reporting, or to comment on the data? This can be determined by 
examining the source’s education, training, and experience. 

• Access: Is this direct or indirect reporting? Has the report been distorted 
by having passed through several hands? Direct reporting generally 
includes IMINT, SIGINT, and MASINT, while OSINT and HUMINT are 
indirect. Although psychologists and lawyers have demonstrated some of 
the shortcomings of eyewitness testimony, there is general agreement that 
a report from a direct witness is likely to be more reliable than hearsay or 
data obtained second hand. 
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• Reliability: Have the source’s reports on this topic been accurate in the 
past? 

• Objectivity: If from a human source, have any mindsets or biases been 
clearly identified? What was the motivation of the source (such as greed, 
revenge, manipulation, attention)? Has opinion been clearly distinguished 
from fact, and are any of the opinions fair? 

 
 
2.2.2 Criteria to consider relating to the way in which the report has been transmitted from the original source 
to the analyst 
 

• Distortion in transmission: Has the content been altered as the report has 
moved through the reporting chain due to factors such as translation, 
editing, and efforts to simplify or summarize? 

• Is it possible that there has been denial or deception?  
 
 
2.2.3 Criteria to consider relating to the content of the report 
 

• Plausibility: Is the report credible or believable when considered in a 
broader context? This may be an especially useful criterion for early 
reports of a first time event, or a major change in a trend or pattern.  

• Currency: Are the data up to date? This is determined by finding out how 
long ago they were collected, whether they were up to date at that time, 
and whether anything new on that issue has since been received. 

• Completeness and sufficiency: How much of the needed data does the 
report provide? Is there some aspect that has not been covered? Are there 
other places to look? Might part of it be right, and part wrong? 

• Relevance: Does the report address the issue at hand? A report may have 
all of the above characteristics, but its usefulness is limited if it does not 
help to answer the question under consideration.  

 
 
2.2.4 Denial and Deception 
 
As already noted, an important aspect in evaluating data is to determine if 
adversaries are using denial and deception. Denial is restricting access to 
information about plans, assets, or other important information, and it is carried 
out through means such as silence or concealment. Deception is steering 
observers away from vital information, and it is conducted by providing 
alternative and false information that is still plausible. To deny, adversaries 
would cover their tanks; to deceive, they would deploy multiple dummy tanks. 

 
To counter denial and deception, analysts should: 

• identify and consider the opponent’s best options, even if there is no 
current evidence they are pursuing them; 
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• beware of obvious, neat patterns that point to one option—they may be 
manufactured to encourage that conclusion; 

• collect intelligence through as many different and reliable means as 
possible; 

• avoid giving undue importance to a limited number of data points that 
appear to be consistent—small and consistent sets of data could be an 
indication of deception, so more data should be sought from a wider range 
of sources; and 

• keep an open mind and envision a range of possibilities. 
 
 
 

2.3 Organizing Data 
 
Organizing many different data points into a structure gives meaning to the data, 
helps to indicate what other data are needed to complete the picture, and assists in 
generating hypotheses about possible explanations. As early as possible, analysts 
should work out systems for organizing their data.  
 
Three analytic perspectives or frameworks that provide meaningful ways to 
organize data are: patterns, relationships, and trends.  

• Patterns: pieces of data arranged in ways that give meaning to the 
individual data points. Once a pattern has been detected, the analyst can 
ask: Is there a change from the normal? If so, why has this change 
happened? Is the change significant? Is the pattern an accurate indicator of 
what is happening or likely to happen? Is there, in fact, a pattern; or is the 
perceived pattern the result of coincidence or random events? 

• Relationships: significant connections or associations between data points 
that represent an attempt to track influence or effects. Key questions when 
considering relationships are: What influences link the various factors? 
How strong are those influences? What are the causes and effects? 

• Trends: tracking data over time to discern a tendency to change. This will 
indicate what has happened to the underlying forces in the past, and may 
anticipate what might happen in the future. Key questions concerning 
trends include: What are the key driving factors behind the data? What is 
the general direction in which things are moving? How quickly are things 
changing? What will be the impact as time passes? What could generate 
major changes in the trend (discontinuities)? 

 
Some other useful frameworks for organizing data are: 

• Group by source or reporting stream, such as signals intelligence, imagery 
intelligence, material from open sources, or reports from different 
individual sources within these categories. Such an arrangement will help 
to highlight which sources are more credible than others. 
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• Group by hypothesis. Under each hypothesis list the data that both support 
and undermine it. This will be an indication of which hypothesis is the 
strongest.  

 
If an analyst has already organized data using one strategy, reorganizing it using 
another may provide useful insights. 
 
Careful organization of data lays the groundwork for the presentation of analysis, 
and time invested by the analysts at this stage can make presentation, to be dealt 
with later in this paper, easier. For example, analysts may want to consider where 
their data might fit into an outline of the overall project. 
 
 
 

Step 3: Deal with Potential Mental Traps 
 
Historically, the main reasons for analytic failures are the mental traps of 
incorrect assumptions, along with mindsets and biases; that is to say, analysts did 
not have a correct mental framework for understanding the data they received. 
The logical operation of the human mind—seeking and organizing patterns—is an 
extremely useful tool for analysts; but there are also pitfalls that result from the 
way the human mind works. An important part of an intelligence analyst’s work is 
to be aware of mental shortcomings, which allows the analyst to construct more 
accurate frameworks of understanding. 
 
 

3.1 Assumptions 
 
When analysts encounter gaps in their information because of data that is poor in 
quality or incomplete, they fill those gaps with assumptions. But these 
assumptions can be wrong, or can become outdated. Among the easiest, and most 
dangerous, assumptions to make are that present trends or conditions will 
continue. Assumptions are particularly insidious because they are often not 
explicit. Analysts have to articulate their assumptions clearly, and then examine 
them for credibility, relevance, and other factors, just as they would for facts. 
Because of the difficulty in doing this, help from an outsider may be needed.  
 
An assumptions check can be done at any time, but it is particularly important 
towards the beginning of a project. Key steps and questions to test assumptions 
include:  

• List all assumptions at the outset. Writing them down makes them 
concrete, explicit, and easier to challenge. 

• Are there implicit or tacit assumptions that you need to articulate? 
• Are there data to support your assumptions, and are they still valid? 
• Does the fact that you have made an assumption suggest key areas of 

uncertainty that need to be investigated?  

 22



• What data would undermine or refute your assumptions? 
• How confident are you of your assumptions? Would others accept your 

assumptions, or disagree? What data would get you to change your 
assumptions? Are you sure that such data do not exist?  

• How much of your analysis would be undermined if these assumptions 
turned out to be false? 

• What assumptions are your customers, the decision makers, using? 
• What assumptions are the adversaries making, and what opportunities 

might that present? 
 
 

3.2 Biases and Mindsets 
 
Biases and mindsets constitute another set of potential analytic pitfalls. The brain 
makes sense of the flood of sensory data that it constantly receives by fitting 
individual stimuli into categories. The mind could not function without forming 
patterns, so the issue is not how to get rid of mental categories, such as mindsets 
and biases, but rather how to be aware of and understand them.  
 
Biases arise from the structure of the mind, and humans are born with mental 
frameworks and dispositions that form the basis for eventual biases. Examples 
include:  

• The hindsight bias—looking back on an event, once the outcome is 
known, and wrongly believing that events were clearer in nature and easier 
to predict than they actually were.  

• The availability bias—the mind gives greater weight to data that are 
vivid, concrete, and personal than to more abstract information such as 
statistics.  

• The pattern bias—the mind attributes a pattern or a controlling force in 
situations when data are actually random or a coincidence. 

• The confirmation bias—we see what we expect to see, and more data are 
needed to recognize and understand what has not been expected. 

 
Mindsets, on the other hand, are mental models that people develop over time, 
based on factors such as education, family environment, professional experience 
and travel. Mindsets are easy to form but difficult to change, and data that do not 
fit into a given mindset are often dismissed or devalued. Examples are: 

• Mirror imaging—people assume that others, even in a different culture, 
would deal with a situation more or less the same way in which they 
would.  

• Groupthink—a small group, with strong leadership, tries to reach a 
decision under pressure, but it discounts alternatives (and therefore is 
more likely to make the wrong decision) in the interest of maintaining the 
solidarity of the group. 

• The paradox of expertise—it is exactly those who have worked intently 
on an issue for a long time who are least able to detect potential change; 
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moreover, their experience helps to make these experts overconfident 
about the accuracy of their judgment.  

 
 

3.3 Countermeasures 
 
Structured analytic techniques provide a means of dealing with potential mental 
traps—such as assumptions, mindsets, and biases—that can undermine effective 
analysis. A methodical approach to a problem gives the analyst a place to start, a 
rigorous roadmap for how to proceed, and a way to measure progress. Examples 
of structured techniques presented in this paper include checklists, matrices, 
scenarios and analysis of competing hypotheses. These systematic techniques can 
be used by individuals or by groups.  
 
Nonetheless, structured techniques are not the solution to every analytic problem, 
nor are they the only way to deal with an issue. These techniques need to be 
validated, that is to say, proven to be useful and effective. It is also important to 
know the strengths and weaknesses of the various techniques, so that the analyst 
can select the right techniques for the problem at hand. Care should be taken to 
assure that using structured techniques does not become a method for just 
reinforcing existing views or going through the motions to “check off a box on the 
form.” In addition, it is essential to realize that there is an important role in 
analysis for less structured approaches involving creativity and imagination. 
 
Specific structured techniques for countering mindsets and biases include: 

• Red Team. This technique comes from military training exercises, in 
which one’s own forces, the Blue Team, find it more realistic and useful to 
have the other side, the Red Team, employ the adversary’s approach. The 
main benefit is to have someone assigned to look at situations from the 
opponent’s point of view, often based on intelligence about intentions and 
capabilities.  

• Devil’s Advocacy. This approach is based on the Roman Catholic 
Church’s procedure in considering a candidate for sainthood, in which all 
of the possible counterarguments are presented to make sure that the 
church’s case is the strongest possible one. For intelligence analysts, this 
is a way to evaluate the soundness of the prevailing view or conventional 
wisdom. 

• Team A/Team B Exercise. This technique is based on the controversy in 
the 1970s over whether the Central Intelligence Agency’s analysis of the 
Soviet Union was too complacent. Two groups are given the same data, 
but they evaluate them separately to see if they come to similar, or 
different, conclusions. 
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Step 4: Formulate and Test Hypotheses and Scenarios 
 
Hypotheses are useful in intelligence analysis because they provide a range of 
possible explanations, usually for events that have already happened or are in the 
process of unfolding. They are somewhat different from scenarios, which are 
plausible narratives about how events might unfold in the future.  
 
 

4.1 Formulating Hypotheses 
 
Generating hypotheses is at the heart of intelligence analysis, and is one of the 
main ways in which analysts try to provide meaning for their data. Analysts 
should always try to generate several explanatory hypotheses, to make sure that 
they have covered a wide range of possibilities. In intelligence analysis, as in 
science, hypotheses are preliminary explanations, put forward for examination 
and testing, and not a final judgment. This is one of the aspects of effective 
analysis in which creativity and imagination are most important. 
 
Several techniques for generating hypotheses can be used. 

• Look at the particulars of the specific case, such as a country or 
organization. This involves a narrow, but deep, examination of the 
issue. What has caused the current situation, what are the key driving 
factors unique to this situation, and what are some ways in which they 
might develop? This approach is most useful when the analyst has 
substantial data. 

• Consider similar situations in a number of similar cases. This, in contrast, 
is a wide, but shallow, search for possible explanations. How has the 
current situation come out in other comparable countries and 
organizations? What do outcomes elsewhere suggest as possible outcomes 
in the situation under consideration? This approach is likely to be 
especially helpful if the analyst has only limited data on a particular 
situation. 

 
Another set of ways to generate hypotheses is to look at the problem from a 
different perspective. Interdisciplinary inquiries are particularly helpful in 
producing effective intelligence analysis. If the analyst has been looking at a 
problem from a political or military point of view, would considering it from the 
perspective of economics, sociology or some other discipline provide new 
insights and possible explanations? 
 
There are also a number of other analytic perspectives that can help to explain a 
situation, as well as to evaluate strengths and vulnerabilities:  

• Organization—what are the key elements of a structure, how do they 
relate to each other, and is the structure stable and effective?  

• Systems—what are the main steps in the process, how is input related to 
output, and is the system efficient? 
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• Network—what are the key nodes and the nature of the relationships 
between them? 

• Complexity—how do individual actors evaluate constantly changing 
situations and adjust their behavior in response? 

 
 

4.2 Testing Hypotheses 
 
Hypotheses can be tested, to determine their relative explanatory power, by 
asking questions such as: 

• What data or valid assumptions support each hypothesis? 
• What further developments would be expected if a hypothesis is true? Are 

they present, or is there good reason to expect them? 
• What are some indicators of an alternative or contradictory hypothesis? 

Are you sure there is no evidence for these?  
• What are the collated views of a panel of experts, especially ones from a 

variety of backgrounds (such as political, economic, and military)? 
 
An effective tool for judging whether hypotheses will stand up is the technique 
called Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH). This is an exceptionally 
valuable approach because it was designed to counter cognitive biases, especially 
“satisficing,” and to ensure the generation of hypotheses even if the first one 
tested fits much of the available evidence. Like the scientific method, ACH 
stresses disproving evidence, and it encourages analysts to find ways to account 
for credible evidence that does not fit into the existing set of explanations.  
 
The steps in performing an Analysis of Competing Hypotheses are: 

• Identify the possible hypotheses to be considered; have at least four or 
five. Place them along the horizontal axis of a matrix.  

• Gather the available evidence, and list those items along the vertical axis. 
Analysts may want to refine the evidence by assigning a value or weight 
to each piece on a scale, such as from one to five, with five being the 
strongest. 

• Look at each piece of evidence and move across that row of the matrix 
judging the consistency of each piece of evidence with each hypothesis. 
Fill in the box in the matrix with an “I” if the evidence is inconsistent with 
that hypothesis, a “C” if it is consistent, or a “?” if it is ambiguous. An 
“N” for neutral can also be used. 

• Refine the matrix. Are any hypotheses implausible, or does any of the 
evidence have no diagnostic value (that is to say, is either consistent or 
inconsistent for all of the hypotheses under consideration)? 

• Draw tentative conclusions about the relative plausibility of each 
hypothesis by tallying the number of “I’s.” The lower the level of 
inconsistencies, the higher the level of plausibility. Try to disprove 
hypotheses rather than prove them. 
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• Consider how sensitive your conclusion is to a few critical items of 
evidence. What would happen if crucial evidence turned out to be wrong? 
Is there evidence that you would expect to see for any hypothesis, but is 
not there?  

• Report conclusions. Discuss the likelihood of all of the hypotheses, not 
just the most likely one. Keep in mind that new evidence could arise that 
increases the likelihood of some of the hypotheses. 

• Identify indicators for future observation that may indicate that events are 
taking a different course than expected. 

 
 
4.3 Scenarios 
 
Intelligence analysts’ concerns about factors such as consequences, implications, 
possible outcomes, and adversaries’ reactions can make an important contribution 
to decision making. These concerns mean that analysts are inevitably grappling 
with the future. Dealing with the future is not the only thing analysts do, but it is 
an important aspect of their work. The main problem with the future, of course, is 
that there are so many possibilities and so little reliable evidence pointing to 
which of the many potential outcomes actually will happen. 
 
The greater the number of possible outcomes and discontinuities, the harder it is 
to predict the future with a high degree of confidence. Existing elements that have 
a bearing on the situation could well change, and new elements could enter the 
mix. This is the dilemma for intelligence analysts, who must strike a balance 
between providing so many possible outcomes and explanations that their 
assessment does not clarify the situation, and so few options that the analyst 
appears ignorant or unimaginative. Analysts thinking about the future need to be 
alert to the danger of assuming that the future will look more or less like the past. 
To counter this, they should use their imagination to come up with “wild cards,” 
which are also known as low probability but high impact outcomes. These are 
exactly the outcomes that are most dangerous, and so thinking or planning about 
how to deal with them is important.  
 
An extremely useful technique for thinking about the future is to formulate 
scenarios, or a set of plausible stories that suggest possible outcomes. Scenarios 
lay out a detailed account of what various, distinctly different end states might 
look like, and then provide informed speculation about how those end states could 
come about. This procedure highlights potential problems and choices, and makes 
it possible for decision makers to do more effective planning. Scenarios are not 
predictions that a particular outcome will take place. Constructing scenarios is one 
of the most significant ways in which creativity can be brought into the analytic 
process. One of the greatest advantages of scenarios is that laying out a range of 
possible outcomes helps to identify the key forces—economic, political, social, 
military, technological, environmental, psychological, for example—and the 
decision points that will shape the future. Considering multiple possible outcomes  
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Figure C: Template for an Analysis of Competing Hypothesis 

also increases the odds that one of the scenarios will accurately anticipate what 
actually does happen.  
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That said, there are drawbacks to scenarios. Decision makers sometimes complain 
that scenarios lack value because they are not evidence-based and do not provide 
clarity. Unless they are carefully prepared, scenarios can also cross the line into 
policy analysis, especially if they appear to favor one outcome over another. To 
be properly done, scenarios can also involve considerable expenditure of time and 
money. 
 
One of the most important uses of scenarios is to assist in warning of potential 
attacks or other threats. Warning is anticipating serious negative consequences—
especially surprise—in time to allow effective countermeasures. Effective 
warning starts with analysts using their experience and imagination to envision, in 
detail, several possible ways in which a threat might unfold. Then the analysts 
identify the indicators, concrete and observable data points, which would be 
associated with those various threats. Indicators suggest not only which specific 
threat is emerging, but how quickly it might come to fruition. Finally, analysts 
work with collectors to spot changes in the indicators, as well as with planners to 
make sure that defenses are designed to deal with a variety of possible threats. 
 
There are a variety of techniques for generating scenarios, but one of the best is 
the following: 

• Decide on the key issue, problem, or upcoming decision, as this will help 
in framing the key question and deciding what factors are relevant.  

• Identify the assumptions being made, and check if they are valid. Also 
note any uncertainties. 

• Use brainstorming (generating a large number of ideas without prejudging 
them) to determine the drivers, that is to say, the key forces or variables 
that will determine the outcome of a situation—the state of the economy, 
the strength and loyalty of the security forces, demographic change, and 
the effectiveness of the leadership are some examples. 

• Construct a minimum of four scenarios, based on the different ways in 
which the key forces interact. Coming up with four or more means that the 
analyst has to think beyond the conventional frameworks such as 
good/indifferent/bad, or improvement/neutral/deterioration. Lay out at 
least five or six factors that would make that scenario distinctly different 
from the others. Give each of the scenarios a catchy name that captures the 
essence of what makes it distinctive and easier to remember. 

• Plot out, with a narrative, what it would take to get from the present to the 
end states in the scenarios. Include signposts, or anticipated events, which 
will indicate which of the scenarios is coming to pass. These indicators 
should be concrete and observable, and could include activities such as 
budget decisions, public statements, commodity prices and opposition 
demonstrations.  

• When evaluating or testing scenarios, be sure to allow for low-probability, 
high-impact discontinuities, or wildcards, such as natural disasters or new 
technologies, which are difficult to predict in advance with any precision, 
but could have significant consequences if they happen. 
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• Testing can also be done by establishing a regular schedule, such as 
monthly or quarterly, to monitor signposts to see which of the scenarios 
are becoming more likely, or if more signposts or different scenarios are 
needed. 

• Note that signposts can be the basis for intelligence collection 
requirements.  

 

 
 
 

Step 5: Construct a Sound Argument 
 
Analysts sum up their work in arguments, in which the three basic elements of 
analysis—evidence, logic, and conclusions—are linked together into a structure 
that lays out the problem or question and offers solutions. Analysts should have 
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Figure D: Example of a Scenario-Generating Quadrant 
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all three of these elements in their arguments, and look for them in the arguments
of others. 
 

 

5.1 The Structure of an Argument 

he conclusion, or claim, is the point the analyst is trying to make. In intelligence 
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5.2 Evaluating Arguments 

nalysts can evaluate an argument by determining whether the evidence cited 

 

 
T
analysis, the conclusion is usually presented first, in deference to busy decision 
makers. For clarity, each argument should include only one conclusion. 
Conclusions are usually preceded by words or phrases such as “therefore
result.” An argument for which the conclusion is missing, or does not follow from 
the evidence and logic, is weak. 
 
T
inference. Rigorous logic is central to effective analysis. In a sound argumen
conclusion must be true if the premises are true and the rules of inference have 
been followed. One example of valid inference that is widely used in intelligenc
analysis is analogy, in which a known situation can suggest unknown aspects of 
another situation if the two situations are similar in significant ways. Another 
example is generalization, in which the characteristics of a few known example
can suggest the nature of a larger, unknown group. Assumptions are also often 
part of the chain of logic in an argument. Another element that is sometimes 
included is an acknowledgment of opposing points of view, followed by reaso
not to accept those counterarguments. The logic portion of an argument can 
contain probabilistic qualifiers, such as “certainly” or “likely,” as well as any
exceptions that are necessary. Logic that is unclear or relies on logical fallacie
will also result in a weak argument.  
 
T
accepted by those whom you are trying to convince with your argument. Wha
distinguishes evidence from facts is that evidence points to a specific conclusion
in a convincing manner. There can be several pieces of evidence in an argument, 
and evidence usually starts with words or phrases such as “because” or “as shown
by.” The quality of evidence is determined on the basis of factors such as 
accuracy, relevance, and objectivity. Assumptions can be evidence, if true or 
accepted; but they are not always explicitly stated in the argument. Analysts 
should also consider whether the evidence is of sufficient strength to support 
conclusion, and whether any evidence that has not been cited would strengthen a 
counterargument. Minimal or unconvincing evidence makes for a weak argument.
If no evidence is cited, the argument is merely an assertion.  
 
 

 
A
does, in fact, support the conclusion, whether the evidence is accurate (in 
accordance with reality), whether there is enough evidence to support the 

 31



conclusion, and whether the argument has taken account of possible object
and dealt with them.  
 

ions 

he validity of an argument may depend on the circumstances. Decision makers 

5.3 Probability in Intelligence Analysis 

onsumers of intelligence often ask analysts to indicate how likely it is that 
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Step 6: Give an Effective Presentation 

telligence analysis is not truly effective until it has been communicated to a 
 

T
are likely to demand a higher standard of logic and evidence when the stakes are 
high, as when making a decision to go to war. Inferences may be harder to make 
in some cases, such as terrorist threats, given the pressure of time and limited 
data. 
 
 

 
C
something will happen, and analysts should respond to these concerns as part
their argument. Analysts, well aware of the uncertainty and incompleteness of the
data they often have and the fluidity of the situations they study, usually respond 
using expressions of probability, or the chances that something will happen, 
usually over a longer term. Probability is expressed in terms such as “almost 
certainly,” “likely,” “even chance,” or “unlikely.” Expressions of probability 
not specify precisely when an event will happen, because the exact date or time 
cannot be known. Since most situations that analysts deal with do not have a 
clearly defined range of possible outcomes (such as the throw of dice that is u
so often in textbooks on probability), they have to base their judgments on factors 
such as frequency in the past, or perhaps just rely on their intuition. 
 
E
valuable. Such terms can, for example, help planners and decision makers to
in terms of a range of possibilities, and their likelihood. This, in turn, readies the 
consumers of intelligence analysis for the most likely or the most serious 
outcomes. 
 
A
analysts’ level of confidence in their judgments. Once analysts have determine
the likelihood of an event, they should also indicate the degree to which they are 
confident of that judgment. They may, for example, have high confidence that a 
particular outcome has a low probability, or a low level of confidence that it has a
high probability. The level of confidence is determined by factors such as the 
completeness and quality of the data, as well as whether something is 
unprecedented or recurring.   
 
 
 

 
In
decision maker in a convincing manner. Presentational issues that analysts and
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their managers should consider for improving the communication of the results of 
analysis include: 

• Format—delivery can be via basic means such as paper, oral briefing, 
graphics (all of which are discussed in more detail below) or via means 
that require more technical expertise, such as websites, videos, and 
databases. 

 
• Approach—this draws on the basic types of analysis, including 

biographic, economic, military, political, science and technology, and 
targeting.  

• Intended use—the content will be different depending on whether it is for 
crisis support, basic reference, warning, anticipating the future, or some 
other purpose. 

• Desired length and any deadlines—the analysts will have to provide the 
length and quality that are possible within the time allowed. Analysts and 
their managers are likely to want to consult their audience, the decision 
makers, about how to strike a balance between value and timeliness, as it 
is often difficult to have both.  

 
Presentations by intelligence analysts not only focus on the customers’ needs, but 
also provide added value, especially by taking a thoughtful approach to the issue 
that the decision maker is not likely to get elsewhere. Each product will be 
different, of course, but some basic questions to consider in the final analytic 
report, drawing on what has already been said about the nature of analysis, 
include: 

• What is going on that is new and important? What is the trend or 
background? Why is this happening now? 

• Who is involved? Why are they doing this?  
• What impact is already discernable? Will the impact increase or decrease? 
• What are some plausible alternative outcomes? Are these different from 

the options being considered? 
• What are the risks, or threats, and ways to mitigate them, or opportunities?  
• What is the evidence for your judgments? What is the reasoning if the 

evidence is incomplete or contradictory? 
• What might be some other perspectives that would add insight (if you 

have considered the problem from an economic point of view, would a 
political, social, or other viewpoint be useful)? 

• Are there other experts that disagree with your views? Why? 
• What is your level of certainty or confidence in your judgment? What are 

the gaps in information, and what are you, as an analyst, doing about 
them?  
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6.1 Written Reports: Current Intelligence 
 
Because a written intelligence report is intended for a busy reader, it must be 
concise and direct. Senior decision makers may well be juggling a large number 
of significant issues simultaneously, and so they often prefer current intelligence, 
which deals with rapidly developing events in a brief fashion. This kind of 
intelligence product may be only a page or so long, but it may be the best 
approach to support effective decision making, especially in an emergency. 
Whatever is lost in current intelligence in terms of depth and length is more than 
compensated with speed and accuracy. In this format, analysts will have to focus 
on factors such as introducing new and important facts, confirming crisis reports 
that have been received from other sources, or warning of impending danger.  
 
When writing current intelligence, start with a title that, in a few words, identifies 
the subject and makes it clear that the analyst has something new or important to 
say about it. This is the writer’s opportunity to grab the reader’s attention. If the 
analyst is issuing a warning or identifying an opportunity, make that clear in the 
title. 
 
Then compose a thesis statement. Since busy readers may not get much beyond 
the title and first few sentences of a report, analysts should provide their bottom-
line judgment up front in a one-sentence thesis statement. This should be an 
expansion of the theme introduced in the title. Do not dilute the message by 
including a wide range of issues; stick to a single theme. The basic elements of a 
thesis statement are: 

• Who?—identify the key actors, such as a country, group or individual. 
• What and how?—the actions taken by the actors. 
• Why and so what?—causes, motives, implications and impact. 

 
A current intelligence report is completed by having a few paragraphs that 
elaborate the elements of the thesis statement and provide data to support the 
judgments. Analysts should address factors such as: whether a major change has 
happened; the plans and expected actions of the adversaries, along with factors 
that will keep them from achieving their goals; dangers and risks; and any other 
key variables that will shape future developments.  
 
 

6.2 Written Reports: Strategic Intelligence 
 
If the analyst and decision maker have more time, a more thoughtful paper of 
several pages is possible. This gives the analyst room to provide more details and 
to bring in other concerns, such as context, quality of reporting (including gaps), 
assumption checks, possible outcomes and opportunities, graphics to summarize 
data, and alternative points of view. The key is to provide value added by going 
beyond the obvious. The analyst should not advocate a specific policy or try to 
cram in everything they know about the topic. 
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Analysts should carefully think about the purpose of their strategic paper, and 
make sure they are asking the right questions and using appropriate data. 
Different types of reports require different approaches. The data to support a 
personality profile of a rival leader will be different from the signposts indicating 
a changing economic trend; and methods used to assess how to target a terrorist 
group will be different from looking for lessons learned from a successful or 
failed policy initiative. 
 
Start drafting a longer paper by preparing a one-page outline. Having the basics 
on one page helps the analyst to more easily see the overall picture as well as 
potential problems or gaps. The discipline of having to reduce arguments to a 
single page forces analysts to identify the key points and focus on their order and 
flow. 
 
Organize the paper to make the analyst’s argument—the conclusions and the data 
that support them—readily apparent. The various elements should be laid out in 
subdivisions, with subheadings, so that readers will always know where they are 
in the presentation. Each paragraph within the subdivisions should have a topic 
sentence presenting the main point or judgment, followed by the supporting data. 
The order of the paragraphs should have a logical flow, for example, from the 
more important to the less important aspects, from the general to the specific, 
from the strongest evidence to the weakest, or from the past into the present and 
perhaps into the future. Paragraphs should be short to enhance reading speed and 
comprehension.  
 
If length permits, and especially when dealing with controversial topics, include 
key elements of the analytic process as part of the presentation. For example, lay 
out assumptions, evaluate the quality of the data, and consider a range of possible 
explanations. 
 
Additional elements that are useful but could distract from the main message 
should be relegated to an appendix. Candidates for placement in the appendix 
include historical background and explanation of technical aspects of the issue. If 
there is controversy over the topic and strong objections are anticipated, analysts 
may want to use an appendix to indicate the steps they took to cope with 
assumptions, mindsets and bias. Readers who are familiar with such topics can 
focus on the main body of the paper and skip the appendix; those who need the 
additional material can easily find it there. 
 
One of the biggest challenges for analysts, regardless of the length of their 
reports, is finding ways to communicate highly technical material to non-
specialists. Many senior decision makers do not have an extensive background in 
the technical subjects that are often important factors in the analysis, such as 
economic conditions or weapons capabilities in foreign countries. Analysts should 
make sure that technical terms and acronyms are clearly defined.  
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6.3 Oral Briefings 
 
Oral briefings may be the preferred method of delivering analysis for a number of 
reasons. Briefings may take less time in preparation and thus be more responsive 
to a fast-changing situation. They are also a way to communicate at one time with 
a sizeable number of consumers, and may be preferred by people-oriented 
decision makers who like to meet the expert in person.  
 
A briefing, however, is different from a paper, and in preparing for it analysts will 
want to make sure that they do not lose the main advantage: direct interaction 
with the audience. When preparing for a briefing, analysts should consider the 
audience’s concerns, preferences and possible questions. Experienced speakers 
also take into account practical issues such as the time available, who else will be 
speaking and for how long, and the layout of the room (size, placement of seats, 
audiovisual equipment, etc.). Consider providing printed handouts, especially if 
the material is complicated. 
 
The content of a briefing will also be different from a written product. Speakers 
should introduce themselves and give their qualifications. Early on, provide a 
brief outline or roadmap for the whole talk. Focus on only a few key points. Do 
not overwhelm the audience with details or you risk losing their attention. 
 
When delivering a briefing, have notes that are only the key points, as this 
removes the temptation just to read the notes. Do not read from slides either, as 
this usually means turning away from the audience. Looking at your audience 
engenders trust and communication and it enables you to detect if they are 
confused or bored, meaning the briefer might have to repeat or speed up, as 
appropriate. If a speaker senses a problem in communicating with the audience, 
he or she should be prepared to shift delivery method as people have different 
ways of taking in data. If the audience seems puzzled by a visual graph, for 
example, explain the point in words. 
 
Encourage questions. Be ready with answers for the hard ones, such as why are 
there gaps in the data or differences among experts on the issue. Think about the 
questions with an eye to figuring out what the questioners are really asking. What 
are the questions revealing about their core concerns? If you do not know the 
answer, say so, and promise to follow up with a response. 
 
After the briefing, conduct a follow-up. Provide responses to those questions for 
which answers were not possible. After further thought, determine if updates or 
corrections are necessary. Make a note of specific work assignments that arose, as 
well as the person responsible for them. Finally, write a memo for the record. 
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6.4 Graphics 
 
Graphics are a potential addition for any form of presentation, as they can 
effectively emphasize key analytic points and communicate complex information. 
They are also useful in reaching those who are visual learners. Graphics are 
appropriate as long as they are consistent with the message the analyst wants to 
make and do not distort the data. In preparing effective graphics the following 
points should be taken into account. 

• Be aware of your audience’s background, level of expertise and tolerance 
of detail, and design your graphics accordingly.  

• Have a title that concisely communicates the main point or conclusion. 
• Consider combining graphics, such as adding a chart to a map, but do not 

clutter the graphic with irrelevant details. If the message is complex, you 
may need several graphics. 

• Be transparent about the type of data used. 
• Have clear labels on all of the elements, including legends that explain any 

symbols or color coding. 
• Numbers, personal and place names, and other details should correspond 

to those in any accompanying text. 
• On maps, include a scale bar to make distances clear, as well as an arrow 

indicating North, especially if the locations are unfamiliar. 
• Add exact percentages to bar and pie charts, if it can be done without 

cluttering the graphic. 
• It may be helpful to provide a “date of information,” as facts can become 

outdated as a result of further developments.  
• Avoid acronyms or abbreviations, especially ones that may not be familiar 

to the audience. 
• Avoid colors or fonts that are too stylized and distract from your message, 

or are difficult to distinguish by those with color blindness. When using 
colors, consider how they will appear when faxed or duplicated on a black 
and white photocopier. 

 
This discussion of effective presentation completes the recommended six steps 
toward better intelligence analysis. This pathway from questions and data to 
convincing presentation can make a significant contribution to better decision 
making. As a result of effective analysis, decision makers will have compelling 
reasons to seek the advice of analysts and their managers. Solid analysis does not 
guarantee success, but it can reduce uncertainty. 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The six steps outlined in this paper reflect the experience of long-time 
professional analysts, as well as discussions that have taken place in the Global 
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Future Forum’s Community of Interest on the Practice and Organization of 
Intelligence. It is hoped that the practical suggestions presented will help readers 
to become more effective and professional intelligence analysts. 
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