
 

 

 University of Groningen

Dutch intelligence - towards a qualitative framework for analysis
Valk, Guillaume Gustav de

IMPORTANT NOTE: You are advised to consult the publisher's version (publisher's PDF) if you wish to cite from
it. Please check the document version below.

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Publication date:
2005

Link to publication in University of Groningen/UMCG research database

Citation for published version (APA):
Valk, G. G. D. (2005). Dutch intelligence - towards a qualitative framework for analysis: with case tudies on
the Shipping Research Bureau and the National Security Service (BVD). [Thesis fully internal (DIV),
University of Groningen]. s.n.

Copyright
Other than for strictly personal use, it is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the
author(s) and/or copyright holder(s), unless the work is under an open content license (like Creative Commons).

The publication may also be distributed here under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license.
More information can be found on the University of Groningen website: https://www.rug.nl/library/open-access/self-archiving-pure/taverne-
amendment.

Take-down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from the University of Groningen/UMCG research database (Pure): http://www.rug.nl/research/portal. For technical reasons the
number of authors shown on this cover page is limited to 10 maximum.

Download date: 25-05-2023

https://research.rug.nl/en/publications/f40bd3ed-9a27-4a12-9390-fc12310e988d


4  Practitioner’s insights 
 
 
 
What are the insights that intelligence practitioners have concerning quality? In 
the previous chapter, an overview was given of the methodology of intelligence 
analysis. Elements of this more deductive oriented overview will serve to 
formulate the criteria that intelligence and security agency reports have to meet 
(chapter 5). Nevertheless, one element is missing. These are insights by 
reflective practitioners. This more inductive oriented overview is the object of 
this chapter. 
 In 4.1, attention is paid to what can go wrong in research and during an 
analysis – biases and inadequate analyzing techniques. This is an issue on which 
many strong views are presented in the literature on intelligence. When 
necessary, this material is also contextualized within the literature on 
methodology. 
 In the intelligence literature, a lot of emphasis is placed also on another issue 
that can affect the quality of intelligence and security agency reports – the 
presentation. In 4.2, attention is paid to this. It is assumed that when it comes to 
quality, the analysis is a far more dominant factor than the presentation. Yet, an 
analysis has to be transformed into a report. To be of high quality, a report has 
also to be accessible and readable. 
 
 
4.1  PITFALLS AND BIASES 
 
What can go wrong in the process of producing an intelligence analysis?1 A lot. 
This can range from biases to non-optimal analyzing techniques. In this section, 
attention is paid to these issues. Use is made of literature on intelligence. 
Professional experience informs the main pitfalls and problems that may occur 
in this field. Attending to these issues may be useful in recognizing and avoiding 
errors common in intelligence analysis. Furthermore, it may point to issues from 
which criteria could be developed. 
 
4.1.1  On bias 
 
Intelligence research knows – as does all research – its biases. A bias may be a 
twist, an incomplete representation, or fantasy. In this section, different causes 
of bias are discussed. While an agency cannot always be blamed for bias, it can 
be in most cases. The causes are varied. Insight into the type of bias – and the 
cause – contributes to the writing of reports of a higher quality. There will 
always remain some bias. If analysts properly recognize a bias, they can use it as 
                                                 
1  For an overview of pathogens that are not limited to the phase of the analysis, see: Bar-Joseph & 

Sheaffer, “Surprise and its Causes in Business Administration and Strategic Studies,” International 
Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Fall 1998, 335-342. 
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an assumption of the research.2 The advantage of this approach is that analysts 
make the bias explicit – and as a result, consumers can calculate the effects. 
 First, some general information is presented on causes of biases. This general 
information is derived from literature on methodology. Second, the discussion 
focuses on biases as described in the literature on intelligence. It is indicated if 
such a bias is – from a methodological point of view – characteristic for 
intelligence research, or if it is of a more general nature. Finally, the measures 
that can be taken to cope with biases are discussed. 
 
In the literature on methodology, different arrangements are made to prevent the 
causes of bias. When grouped into four main categories, the following can be 
distinguished – sources of invalidity of measures triggered by the object of 
research, sources of invalidity of measures triggered by errors of the researcher, 
problems concerning access on content by the class of the research method, and 
factors related to the operating ease and validity checks. 
 First, there are sources of invalidity triggered by the object of research. This 
can be caused because the object is aware of being investigated, the role 
defining decision of being investigated by this object of investigation, the 
investigation working as a change agent, or the response sets. In general, such 
reactive errors can be reduced by measures that do not require the cooperation of 
the object of investigation.3 Yet, one problem of intelligence research is the 
often-hostile environment in which the research is carried out, and in which 
information is purposely withheld or manipulated. 
 Second, there are invalidity sources of measures, which can also be triggered 
by errors from the investigator. The characteristics of the investigator, for 
example, will contribute to a bias in the set of findings – eventually through the 
interaction with the object of investigation. Another factor is a change in the 
research instrument – for example, if a new SIGINT technology is implemented 
– or varieties of a sampling error. Furthermore, there may be population 
restrictions, in the sense of the group that is investigated. Prognostic trend 
research, for example, can be affected by problems concerning population 
stability over time or over areas investigated.4

 Third, there are problems concerning the access to content. Each class of 
research method, whether it is an interview or an observation, has rigidities on 
the content it can cover. ‘These rigidities can be divided, as were population 
restrictions, into those linked to an interaction between method and materials, 
those associated with time, and those with physical area.’5 Such restrictions can 
lead to biases. 
 Fourth, factors related to the operating ease and validity checks can lead to 
biases. If an investigator can choose between different methods and techniques 
and can select options that are likely to promise valid data, the researcher is 

                                                 
2  Donovan, “Intelligence Rams and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 66. 
3  Webb a/o, Unobtrusive measures, 1971, 12-21. 
4  Compare: Webb a/o, Unobtrusive measures, 1971, 21-27. 
5  Ibid., 27-32. Quote: pp 29-30 
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likely to choose the less time-consuming and cheaper ones. There is also a 
tendency to choose the method or technique that is more flexible, that allow 
repetition if something unforeseen happens, and which has the potential to 
produce internal checks on validity or errors.6

 
CIA-literature 
 
The causes of biases presented in the above were formulated in general 
methodological terms. What types of bias are mentioned in the literature on 
intelligence, and what is characteristic for intelligence research? To discuss this 
issue, CIA-articles as ‘Studies in Intelligence’ are taken as the reference.7 Since 
this may result in a bias the outcomes will therefore be evaluated in the sub-
section after this – ‘Findings.’ In the articles consulted, no indication was given 
as to how often a certain bias occurs. Therefore, no statement can be made on 
the actual presence of a certain bias in reports, only on how much attention was 
paid to discuss a bias. 
 
The first group of biases looked for were those related to the invalidity of 
measures triggered by the object of investigation. This can be a powerful 
potential cause for bias and in most cases; the objects of investigation suspect or 
know that they are being investigated. As a result, they may shield or manipulate 
information purposely – and often do so. 
 This type of bias is known in the intelligence community, for example, as 
deception (3.3). More strikingly, it is rarely discussed or dealt with in 
combination with biases in the mentioned literature. For example, when the 
issue of absent data and key information is discussed, it is not, or rarely, referred 
to deception by an opponent as a cause.8

 
A second group of biases is related to the invalidity of measures triggered by 
errors of the researcher. One variant is the bias caused by the characteristics of 
the investigator. A lot of attention is paid to this type in the literature on 
intelligence. It was even subject to a special separate CIA-publication.9 Biases 
mentioned in CIA-articles include the following. 

                                                 
6  Ibid., 32-34. 
7  Dutch literature on bias is too fragmented to be a relevant source for the framework needed. As com-

parable Dutch literature was absent, American literature was selected. Within American literature, 
sources from within the intelligence community were chosen. ‘Studies in Intelligence’ of the CIA is 
such a source. Compared with other literature, it gives a relatively compact and complete insight in 
the issues that need to be addressed within the frame of this chapter. Furthermore, within the ‘Studies 
in Intelligence,’ it is argued that the intelligence professional, by its position, should be best able to 
express the essence of intelligence (Bowen, “The Quality of Intelligence Literature,” CIA/SII, Winter 
1990, 33-35). Some of its articles have been published in scientific magazines. A more extended 
description of the biases is presented in De Valk, De BVD en inlichtingenrapportages, 1986, 32-42. 

8  For example: Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 40-41. For more on 
data absent, see third group of causes of biases, heading: ‘Absence and redundancy of data.’ 

9  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999. 
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• Overconfident analysts. They write their report rapidly, glibly and persua-
sively and then the report progresses along the chain. The next reviewer or 
consumer has the task to discover whether it has a substantial research 
base.10 This kind of bias, however, is not specific to intelligence research. 

• Shared assumptions and causal connections (attributions). Assumptions 
may be so fundamental and widely shared within society that they will 
permeate the intelligence as well as the decision-making community. That 
does not mean these assumptions are accurate. General beliefs are not easily 
altered – not even by a significant amount of discrepant information.11 
A second factor of influence on the persistence of impressions based on 
discredited evidence is the causal connection. This process is as follows: if 
you receive evidence, you postulate a set of causal connections that explains 
this evidence. The stronger you perceive the relation between facts leading 
to that causal connection; the stronger you perceive that causal connection. 
This attribution tends to persist even after the evidence that created those 
connections has been fully discredited. Even if you learn that the informa-
tion – on which you had developed your causal connection – comes from an 
uncontrolled source who may be trying to manipulate you, this does not 
necessarily reduce the impact of this causal connection.12 In general, the 
‘early but incorrect impression tends to persist because the amount of infor-
mation necessary to invalidate a hypothesis is considerably greater than the 
amount of information required to make an initial interpretation [...] People 
form impressions on the basis of very little information, but once formed, 
they do not reject or change them unless they obtain rather solid 
evidence.’13

As such, this is an overall type of bias that is not specific for intelligence 
research. 

• Impact of different types of information. The impact of vivid, concrete, or 
personal information is disproportionately great. This applies to case 
histories and anecdotes. Analysts tend to disregard abstract and statistical 
information that may have greater evidential value. Such information is 
commonly ignored unless it illuminates causal relationships. If background 
information is non-causal, the tendency to ignore it is so strong that it is still 
not used even when case-specific evidence is worthless.14 ‘Background 
information that tells what the probabilities are prior to receiving specific 
evidence on the case at hand may be highly informative and should be used 
even if it does not illuminate cause and effect relationships.’15 To ignore or 
to discount such information is often due to analysts’ perception that a 
problem is unique.16 

                                                 
10  Alexander, “An Intelligence Role for the Footnote,” CIA/SII, Summer 1964, 6. 
11  Jervis, “Strategic Intelligence and Effective Policy,” CIA/SII, Winter 1989, 20 and 22. 
12  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 44-46. 
13  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 4, page 4 of 6. 
14  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 31, 32-35. 
15  Ibid., 37. 
16  Ibid., 32, 34, 37, 39. 
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Concerning people as objects of observation, analysts tend to overestimate 
the role of internal factors and to underestimate the role of external factors. 
External factors are role requirements, social pressures, or other societal 
forces as cultural or economic aspects that individuals have little control 
over.17 A bias may result if analysts tend to focus on words and individuals, 
instead of the institutions and the political systems that have usually created 
them and in which they function. An extra weakness of this approach is that 
the speaker is not necessarily competent or did not address the analysts, or 
that their speech served another goal or hidden agenda. Analysis of an 
institution and a political system gives a better insight. From this, analysts 
can derive the priorities of the players in question, their strengths and 
weaknesses, whether they have the right priorities, and whether they are 
playing the game right.18

A last bias is caused by security paranoia. Security paranoia often excludes 
non-intelligence data and eliminates competing evidence. This happens, for 
example, when an agency prohibits analysts from bringing unclassified 
periodicals to their offices. Furthermore, it may lead to the erroneous belief 
that classified material is inherently more credible than unclassified 
information.19 For example, analysts may ignore public speeches.20

This type of bias is quite general, except for the last example, which is 
typical for an organization working in secret. 

 
Related to the issue of errors because of the characteristics of the researcher, are 
errors because of the characteristics of the organization the researcher works in. 
Although this is not mentioned in the consulted literature on methodology, the 
literature on intelligence refers to it as a potentially influential source of biases 
for a closed society such as the intelligence community. 
• Structure of the organization and company culture. The way the 

organization of an agency is structured – the degree of hierarchy, 
centralization, compartmentalization, and specialization – influences bias. It 
is even argued that these structural characteristics hinder the intelligence 
function most.21 
Whenever analysts move into a new area, or new analysts are appointed, 
they have to update the judgments and estimates of their predecessor. These 
previous judgments and estimates serve as a starting point. These starting 

                                                 
17  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 11, page 5 of 13. 
18  Howells, “Intelligence in Crisis,” CIA/SII, Fall 1983, 6. A Dutch analyst, who worked in such a 

preferred way, Ad de Jonge of the BVD (11.3.3). He combined this way of analyzing with the use of 
empathy. 

19  Donovan, “Intelligence Rams and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 66-67. 
20  An example is given a public speech by Saddam Hussein in relation to the Gulf War of the early 

1990’s. Davis, “Paul Wolfowitz on Intelligence Policy-Relations,”  
http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/96unclas/davis.html, under heading ‘Gulf Crisis.’ 

21  Betts, “Analysis, War and Decision,” CIA/SII, Fall 1979, 39-40. See also: Donovan, “Intelligence 
Rams and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 66 (and also; Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence, 
1967, 75-87). 
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points are an anchor that reduces the amount of adjustment. The outcome 
stays closer to the starting point than it should.22  
Analysts work for a specified group of decision makers. A trade-off may 
develop between objectivity and influence. At least, analysts are under 
pressure to bend the estimate towards the policy maker’s conclusion.23 This 
effect is enhanced in a heated political atmosphere.24

During a crisis, there is a special type of bias. A reliance on objective 
indices, like capability and facts, tends to be replaced by subjective appraisal 
of intentions. In short, threat perception tends to overshadow threat 
assessment.25

This type of bias is to some extent characteristic for a closed society such as 
an intelligence community. 

• Other aims of the intelligence organization. Intelligence analysis and 
operations, like covert action, may take place within one department of an 
agency. If a group evaluates an operation itself, it tends to issue optimistic 
assessments. Such reports will then be self-serving, justifying its 
performance.26 This type of bias is characteristic for a closed society such as 
an intelligence community. 

• Impact of different types of information. To put more emphasis on certain 
types of information is not only related to the analysts, but may have 
organizational causes. Collectors or their managers, for example, may focus 
on signal intelligence and denigrate the importance of human assets. This 
way of collection is excellent in ferreting out data, but it is less useful in 
estimating a coherent picture or in assessing intentions. While this means a 
focus on quantifying accurately and rapidly, it is limited in terms of 
qualifying or in retaining context. This has an effect on the findings of an 
analysis.27 This type of bias is of a general nature. 

                                                 
22  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 12, page 3 of 9. 
23  Whitman, “On Estimating Reactions,” CIA/SII, Summer 1965, 3. Betts, “Analysis, War and 

Decision,” CIA/SII, Fall 1979, 39-40. (More in general, solutions to policy problems reflect and are 
limited by the moral consistency of historical social relationships: Wildavsky, The Art and Craft of 
Policy Analysis, 1987, 396. Compare also Välimäki, “Bridging the Gap,” Peacekeeping Intelligence, 
2003, 58, and Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence, 1967, 69). 

24  Jervis, “Strategic Intelligence and Effective Policy,” CIA/SII, Winter 1989, 20-21. The clash of rival 
agencies and secrecy add also to the pressures of screening out unpleasant information (Wilensky, 
Organizational Intelligence, 1967, 69). 

25  Cohen, “Early Warning Systems,” CIA/SII, Fall 1989, 36. 
26  Hamilton, “View from the Hill,” CIA/SII, Summer 1987, 69; Allen, “Intelligence in Small Wars,” 

CIA/SII, Winter 1991, 22; Betts, “Analysis, War and Decision,” CIA/SII, Fall 1979, 37; Montague, 
“The Origins of National Intelligence Estimating,” CIA/SII, Spring 1972, page 6 of article.  
Accurate control limits the margins for this kind of bias (Gates, “The CIA and American Foreign 
Policy,” CIA/SII, Fall 1987, 31). In the USA, both liberal and conservative members in Congress 
have reserves to combine operations, like covert actions, and intelligence. Conservative members 
often feel that the additional burdens of covert action divert an agency from intelligence, and may 
erode and corrupt the discipline and commitment of the intelligence mission (Maury, “CIA and the 
Congress,” CIA/SII, Summer 1974, 7). 

27  Laqueur, “The Future of Intelligence,” CIA/SII, Spring 1986, 57-58. Donovan, “Intelligence Rams 
and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 66-67. Cohen, “Early Warning Systems,” Fall 1989, CIA/SII, 
43. For more see 3.2.2, ‘Robustness.’ 
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A third group of biases is related to the access of content caused by the class of 
research method. It is on the restriction of what is available – content over time 
and over area. 
• Absence and redundancy of data. A characteristic of intelligence analysis is 

that key information is often lacking. Ideally, analysts identify data that is 
absent, and is able to factor these into their calculations. They estimate the 
potential impact of the missing data and evaluate alternative hypotheses. 
Analysts consider whether the lack of information is normal or whether the 
absence is itself an indicator of unusual activity or inactivity. Analysts 
rarely pay attention to information that is lacking.28 For an analysis, 
however, knowing what you do not know is as important as knowing what 
you do know.29 Rarely will analysts point out when their evidence is thin.30 
In contrast, the sheer volume of data that can be accessed may overwhelm 
analysts. This may cause bias, especially if analysts ignore data that is 
difficult to process. This encourages analysts to choose only the evidence 
that supports their arguments. Analysts tend to quantify a few formulae with 
a few criteria.31  
In particular, the absence of key information is characteristic of intelligence 
research. 

 
In 3.2.1 ‘Triangulation of sources of information,’ the collection technique 
(HUMINT/SIGINT) that may lead to biases in the data gathered has already 
been discussed. 
 
A fourth group of biases is related to the operating ease and validity checks. If 
an investigator can choose between different methods and techniques, which 
both are likely to promise valid data, the researcher is likely to choose the less 
time-consuming and cheaper one. There is also a tendency to choose the method 
or technique that is more flexible, allows repetition if something unforeseen 
happens, and which has the potential for producing internal checks on validity or 
errors. In ‘Studies in Intelligence’, no such examples were found. The biases 
presented here primarily refer to a problem of a more fundamental nature – 
methodical errors. 
• Analytical inertia refers to the passivity of patterns that analysts use to 

investigate a changing world. Analytical inertia tends to favor oversimpli-
fication.32 This is a bias of a general nature. 

• Oversensitivity to consistency. Internal consistency in a pattern of evidence 
is a major determinant of someone’s confidence in judgments based on that 
evidence. In these circumstances, however, consistency may be deceptive. 

                                                 
28  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” Winter 1981, 40-41. 
29  Howells, “Intelligence in Crisis,” CIA/SII, Fall 1983, 1. 
30  Britt Snider, “Congress as a User of Intelligence. Sharing Secrets with Lawmakers,”  

http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/98unclas/congres.html, under heading ‘Challenges and Pitfalls.’ 
31  Donovan, “Intelligence Rams and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 67. 
32  Ibid., 67. 
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For example, data may be consistent only because they are highly correla-
ted. Redundancy of the same information also may lead to the erroneous 
perception of consistency. In that case, many related reports are no more 
informative than a single one. Another option is that the available evidence 
is consistent, because it represents a small and hence unreliable sample 
taken from a large and heterogeneous group. It may create the illusion of 
validity caused by the consistency of the – small and biased sample of – 
information. Analysts are overly confident of conclusions drawn from little 
data if that data seems to be consistent. The tendency to place too much 
reliance on small samples has been shown true to even those scientists 
trained extensively in statistics.33 
Oversensitivity to consistency may be combined with being insufficiently 
sensitive to the reliability of the evidence. Unreliable information is then 
used to meet the felt need of consistency. Conflicting information of uncer-
tain reliability is endemic to intelligence analysis, as is the need to make 
rapid judgment on current events even before all the evidence is collected.34

On a more fundamental level, the oversensitivity to consistency is caused by 
the tendency to favor causal explanations in the search for coherence. If no 
pattern is apparent, the first thought analysts have is often that they lack 
understanding. Yet, it is possible that analysts deal with random phenomena 
that have no purpose or reason. Outcomes may be determined by forces that 
interact in random, unpredictable ways.35

Spurious correlations may occur if analysts see a relationship that actually 
does not exist. In a series of cases, analysts often focus on elements that 
support the existence of a relationship, but ignore those elements that fail to 
support it. Furthermore, when two events co-occur – and event A is 
followed by event B – event A does not necessarily cause event B.36

Another variant is called the fallacy of identity – that a cause must resemble 
its effect. Analysts tend to assume that, for example, economic events have 
economic causes, large events have large consequences, and that little events 
do not affect history. Yet, there is little basis to expect such inferences.37

This bias is of a general nature. 
• Analytical errors concerning the opponent. In relation to an opponent, there 

are three types of intelligence errors resulting in bias. The first error is 
related to the observation of the opponent, through mirror imaging and lack 
of empathy. Mirror imaging means that analysts expect the opponent to 
share their characteristics and behave like them; analysts are projecting their 
thought process or value system onto someone else.38 In practice, analysts 
for example, may not pay adequate attention to the full range of plausible 

                                                 
33  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 41-42. 
34  Ibid., 31. 
35  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 11, page 2 of 13. 
36  Ibid., chapter 11, page 8 of 13. This is also known as ‘post hoc, non ergo propter hoc.’ 
37  Ibid., chapter 11, page 5 of 13. 
38  Watanabe, “Fifteen Axioms for Intelligence Analysts. How To Succeed in the DI,”  

http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/97unclas/axioms.html. 
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interpretations of the opponent’s goals and tactics.39 A lack of empathy 
means analysts are unable to place themselves in the opponent’s position. 
For example, you assume that the opponent’s behavior is driven by unusual 
or malign internal characteristics. Yet, the behavior may largely be a 
product of the situation or culture in which the opponents find themselves. 
A special type of lack of empathy is the tendency to overestimate your own 
importance. This applies to your own perception of how you are able to 
successfully influence your opponent’s behavior, or whether you are the 
target of the opponent’s action. This last aspect is caused by the sensitivity 
to the impact the opponent’s action has on you. Analysts ‘are much less 
aware of, and consequently tend to downgrade the importance of, other 
causes or results of the action.’40 A complicating factor is that their own 
policy is interactive with the opponents. To exclude your own policy and 
behavior may happen subconsciously, but it reduces the ability to produce 
accurate analyses.41 Analysts have to place themselves in a meta-position to 
take stock of the situation. Moreover, analysts do not always have a good 
insight into the hidden or personal agenda of their own policy maker.42 A 
part of the analysis is also to present how an opponent views the conduct 
and capabilities of your own party. Analysts demonstrate where there is 
support or criticism.43 
A second error is related with irrationality. Agencies tend to underestimate 
their judgment of the role of irrationality. This can be questioned if analysts 
have another option.44 Nobody should expect analysts to estimate exactly 
when an enemy is about to make a dramatically wrong decision. Analysts 
are not encouraged to underestimate their opponents.45 That an opponent 
does not always behave rationally – may conflict with what was written 
initially. It has been argued that strange action does not necessarily need to 
be strange, since it may fit with the values and norms of an opponent. When 
action is perceived as strange, analysts need to find out whether they are 
lacking of empathy, or whether the opponent is action irrationally.46

A third error is to underestimate factors typical of the weaker opponent. 
Unpredictable and surprise actions are more attractive to the weaker 
opponent when it faces a stronger antagonist. The weaker opponent 
perceives it as one of the few possibilities to balance its inferior position. It 
uses such action as a force multiplier. While surprise has its drawbacks for 
the weaker opponent – it often blocks the possibility of the opponent 

                                                 
39  Davis, “Paul Wolfowitz on Intelligence Policy-Relations,”  

http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/96unclas/davis.html, under heading ‘Focusing on Uncertainty.’ 
40  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 11, page 7 and 8 of 13 (the need of 

empathy is also described in the regular intelligence literature: White, “Empathy as an Intelligence 
Tool,” International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Spring 1986). 

41  Jervis, “Strategic Intelligence and Effective Policy,” CIA/SII, Winter 1989, 24-26. 
42  Compare heading ‘Impact of different types of information.’ 
43  Ford, “The Primary Purpose of National Estimating,” CIA/SII, Fall 1991, 76-78. 
44  Boatner, “The Evaluation of Intelligence,” CIA/SII, Summer 1984, 68. 
45  Kent, “A Crucial Estimate Relived,” CIA/SII, Spring 1964, 15. 
46  Irrational action can be a product of, for example, stress. 
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attaining its final political objectives. Analysts need to anticipate a weak 
party taking resources to surprise actions.47

This type of bias is characteristic for intelligence research. 
• Ambiguous and non-perfect data. Analysts have to judge the reliability of 

material. If analysts reject evidence as unreliable, they tend to reject it fully. 
If they accept it, they tend to accept it as wholly reliable. However, the 
probabilistic nature of the reliability judgment is then ignored.48 This can 
result in a base-rate fallacy. The reliability of what is perceived as the best 
data ranges from 90 percent to ‘who knows.’49 Analysts have to consider 
this in making their analysis. If you combine data, the joint probability is 
equal to the product of its individual probabilities. For example, analysts’ 
judge two facts each as probably true for, say, 75%. When they combine 
these facts, the joint result presents only for 56% (75% x 75%) reliability.50 
This is a general type of bias, but ambiguous and non-perfect data is 
especially endemic in intelligence research. 

 
Findings 
 
The methodological arrangement of biases was explored with the descriptions as 
presented in CIA-articles. In these articles, no indication was given of how often 
a certain bias occurs. Therefore, a few comments should be made on how much 
attention was paid to discuss a bias. For the four main categories, the following 
observations can be made. 
 The first group concerned sources of invalidity of measures triggered by the 
object of research. As such, this type has features characteristic of intelligence 
research. The researcher often investigates in – or on – a hostile environment. 
Objects of investigation are more likely than in other research to manipulate or 
to shield information. In the intelligence literature, attention is paid to such 
issues in the context of deception (3.3). Yet, it is almost absent when perceived 
from the context of bias in an analysis. As the issue of deception is widely 
known and discussed, it can be translated relatively easily to the consequences 
in the specific context of bias. For example, by analyzing the best and worst case 
analyses on how this type of bias is dealt with. 
 The second group concerned sources of invalidity of measures triggered by 
errors of researchers themselves. Two points are striking. First, the enormous 
amount of attention paid to biases related to psychological aspects of the mind-
                                                 
47  Wirtz, “Miscalculation, Surprise and US Intelligence,” CIA/SII, Summer 1991, 6-7. Lowenthal put 

on this issue: ‘Analysts are prisoners not only of their information, but also of their own mindsets. 
Events they have never seen before are too often held to be, at best, highly unlikely if not downright 
impossible. Most events rejected as “unbelievable” begin in the “impossible” category. In reality, 
very few events or behaviors actually belong in that category. The ability to keep a relatively open 
mind, even in subjects that analysts have an expertise and are familiar with, is a necessity. Surprise – 
in the neutral sense of the unexpected – is not only an existing but also a recurrent phenomenon’ 
(Lowenthal, “Intelligence epistemology,” Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Fall 1993, 324-325). 

48  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 43. 
49  Howells, “Intelligence in Crisis,” CIA/SII, Fall 1983, 13. 
50  Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 1981, 43. 
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set of the analysts. In most cases, these biases are of a general nature and not 
characteristic of intelligence research. Second, the reflective CIA-practitioners 
showed a special sense for biases caused by their own organization. This well 
developed self-reflecting capacity in the CIA-literature is absent as a special 
category in the methodological literature consulted. 
 The third group is on problems concerning access to content. This type of 
bias is characteristic of intelligence research and attention is paid to this – 
although elementary – in a range of articles. 
 The fourth group concerned factors relating to the operating ease and validity 
checks. In ‘Studies in Intelligence,’ it was primarily referred to as a problem of a 
more fundamental nature – methodical errors. To meet possible biases in this 
field, a second step therefore still needs to be taken concerning the issue itself – 
biases caused by operating ease and validity checks. What has to be done in the 
first place is to obtain a better arrangement of methods and techniques that can 
be applied (3.2). 
 To summarize, the biases discussed in the consulted CIA-articles are 
primarily focused on those caused by the psychology of the analysts and by their 
own organization. It is for the most part aimed at being self-critical. Strikingly, it 
is not primarily focused on discussing those biases that are characteristic for 
intelligence analyses from a methodological point of view. 
 This emphasis of attention in the CIA-articles may point to two different 
possible explanations. First, it might be that the reflective CIA-practitioners are 
oversensitive for their own psychological mindset, thereby neglecting some 
biases that are – from a methodological point of view – typical of intelligence 
research. Second, it might be that such psychological and organizational factors 
indeed play a more dominant role than one would expect from a purely 
methodological point of view. In that case, an explanation is not grounded in 
methodological aspects, but in other ones, as for example the absence of a well-
developed forum (4.2.2). If so, the absence of a forum would then create a 
situation in which such psychological and organizational factors could play a 
more dominant role – and, eventually, give rise to more related biases. The case 
studies on the Shipping Research Bureau and the BVD may produce some 
further indications on this issue. 
 
What can be done to cope with the biases identified? Some remarks of a general 
nature are already made in 3.2 – on the triangulation of sources of information, 
on competing hypotheses, on robustness, and on presenting the width of the 
possible outcomes. In addition, best and worst case analyses can be made to 
illustrate how certain types of biases were reduced. 
 Furthermore, in literature on methodology, ideas are presented on this issue. 
There are several, interrelated subjective factors that can cause bias. In literature 
on methodology, remedies are suggested to reduce these factors.51 First, there is 
the remedy to work with judgments of others who are independent or have no 

                                                 
51  The remedies mentioned here stem from: De Groot, Methodologie, 1981, 244-253. 
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interest in the research – a forum. In intelligence research, this remedy is often 
limited for reasons of secrecy. Even peer review or review by supervisors may 
therefore be more complicated than in other fields. A second remedy is the 
coding and composing of instructions – developed in a pilot. This may be a 
solution for laboratory-like settings, but this is often not possible in the applied 
intelligence research – for example, for reasons of time. A third remedy is to let 
the researcher only know that aspect or facet that is needed to objectify his 
judgment. Again, this is a laboratory-like approach not fit for the interdiscipli-
nary approach of intelligence research – and can be further complicated by the 
existing compartmentalization of an agency. A fourth remedy is to vary the 
arrangement of data for repetitive situations. Again, this is not a likely solution 
for intelligence research since it is oriented to unique cases.  
 To summarize, intelligence research is in a disadvantageous position when it 
comes to the possibility of executing standardized remedies against biases. To 
cope with biases, therefore, use has to be made of solutions that are more 
general in nature, such as the triangulation of sources of information, to develop 
competing hypotheses, and robustness (3.2). In one respect, an additional 
measure can be taken relatively easily. This concerns the forum function as 
proposed by De Groot. It could be augmented by the installation of a Review 
Section (2.3.1). 
 In the next section another issue of the intelligence literature is discussed that 
may lead to problems – non-optimal and manipulative techniques. 
 
4.1.2  Non-optimal and manipulative techniques 
 
This section on techniques is composed of two elements. First, some non-
optimal analyzing techniques are presented. Second, some remarks are made on 
techniques to manipulate a research. By discussing inadequate techniques, 
insight is given as to what may go wrong in the field of intelligence analysis. 
 
Non-optimal techniques 
 
The analytical process requires selecting main conclusions among competing 
hypotheses. It calls for a full set of competing hypotheses and a systematic 
evaluation of them. In practice, often non-optimal techniques are employed for 
making decisions in the face of incomplete information, and multiple and 
competing interpretations, hypotheses, and assumptions. These techniques are 
presented here as discussed in the intelligence literature. This will make it easier 
to identify them – and, hopefully, to also avoid them. 
 Before discussing these non-optimal techniques, two reservations have to be 
made. First, there is no indication of how often a certain non-optimal technique 
occurs. Second, the next list seems to be largely inspired by insights of decision-
making processes – such as selecting sound policy and intervention – and less 
by selecting an accurate explanation. 
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 In the intelligence literature, the most common non-optimal techniques are 
mentioned: 
1. Satisficing.52 Analysts select the first identified alternative explanation that 

appears to be good enough as an explanation or prognosis. This is opposite 
to examining all alternatives to determine which the best one is. If 
satisficing is applied, analysts tend to accept a hypothesis if the data fits in a 
reasonable way. Yet, to reach a high quality analysis analysts aim, in the 
first place, to deny a favorite hypothesis (3.2.2). 

2. Incrementalism. Analysts focus on a narrow range of alternative hypothesis 
representing marginal change. They do not examine hypotheses on a 
possible dramatic change. 

3. Seeking consensus. Analysts opt for the alternative that will elicit the 
greatest agreement and support. The dominant factor is the group process, 
not logic. 

4. Reasoning by analogy. Analysts choose the alternative that appears most 
likely to avoid previous errors or to duplicate previous successes. 

5. Analysts rely on a number of principles or maxims (rules of thumb) that 
distinguish a good alternative from a bad one. 

2. Analysts play it safe. They simply describe the situation and identify the 
alternatives, but they let consumers make the decision as to which judgment 
is most likely.53 

 
The first four techniques are better known in the decision-making process, rather 
than for selecting an accurate explanation. In the context of the decision-making 
process, however, satisficing54 and incrementalism55 are presented as possibly 
useful and acceptable strategies. Regarding the fifth technique, it can be said that 
this may work as long as the rules of thumb are correct. 
 Heuer appears to have transplanted techniques that stem from a different 
discipline. This may cause confusion – especially concerning their usefulness. 
What Heuer attempts to make clear is that – concerning the first five techniques 
– analysts fail to investigate in a complete way by excluding beforehand a 
number of alternatives. Pre-selection is arbitrary. Seen this way, Heuer’s contri-
bution can be judged positively. 
 Concerning the sixth technique, analysts back out of their responsibility to 
give an independent judgment. The techniques mentioned are non-optimal ones 
for, in particular, explanatory and prognostic intelligence research. If the aim is 

                                                 
52  Satisficing is also used differently in scientific research on professional analysis. In a publication by 

Van der Vall, satsificing is used as the opposite of maximizing. Satisficing is then aimed at an 
optimal satisfaction of a range of needs, opposite to the aim to maximize the satisfaction of one 
single need (maximizing). Used this way, satisficing is not only used in a different context (to 
satisfice needs, instead of to test hypotheses), but also has a different connotation – a positive one, 
instead of a negative (Compare: Van der Vall, Sociaal beleidsonderzoek, 1980, 103-104). 

53  Heuer, “Strategies for Analytical Judgment,” Summer 1980, CIA/SII, 74-75. 
54  Simon, Administrative Behavior, 1976, XXVIII and 272 (38-41, 80-81, 240-244, 272). 
55  Braybrooke & Lindblom, A Strategy of Decision, 1970, 31, 64-71, 166 (62-63., 72-110, 188, 234ff.). 
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to produce a descriptive intelligence analysis, the sixth technique for example, 
does not apply, because a judgment is not necessarily expected. 
 Besides non-optimal techniques, there are techniques to manipulate a 
research. This is the issue of the following section. 
 
On manipulation 
 
Besides non-optimal techniques, there are techniques that are intended to 
manipulate a research. It is not proposed here to present a toolkit of manipu-
lative techniques. On the contrary, this study is on high quality analysis. The 
discussion about manipulation is to help analyst and consumer to recognize, 
avoid, and uncover manipulation more easily. 
 What may cause the use of tricks? What happens for instance when analysts 
want to steer the readership of their report. This may occur because they dis-
favor, for example, the budget claims of their department because of the original 
outcome. Alternatively, their original findings may support a policy that they 
oppose, or that policymakers do not support with sufficient vigor a policy that 
they favor. 
 In such instances, analysts have several means to steer their findings in a way 
that cannot easily be accused of manipulation. For example, they may not 
complete their report. Analysts also may resume their research with a slightly 
different scope, some different analogies, or by using some data that was 
dismissed originally as irrelevant. The basis of this report may be largely the 
same, but the findings and conclusions lie in a zone less dangerous in terms of 
job security or are more appropriate to the requirements of their policy 
preconceptions.56

 Now analysts have entered the twilight zone of serving their own interest and 
group thinking through manipulation. This is a dangerous approach. The worst 
accusation is that a report is misleading. If analysts are correctly accused of this, 
they need to take this criticism very serious. At least the credibility of reports are 
called into questioned when analysts are caught operating so unwisely: 
 

‘If the same group of estimators are caught out a second or third time, their credibility will 
probably be dead for good. Thereafter almost any intelligence pronouncement they or their 
associates make will be slightingly referred to as propaganda, and perhaps not even read. They 
have not only lost all hope of directly influencing policy, they have lost what is even more 
important because more attainable than direct influence. This is the indirect influence which they 
might have exercised through an honest contribution to the debate which ought to precede every 
substantial policy decision.’57

 
4.1.3  Conclusion 
 
In the intelligence literature, attention is paid to the issue of biases. Some of 
these biases are characteristic for intelligence research from a methodological 
point of view. Not all these typical biases are dealt with thoroughly in the 
                                                 
56  Kent, “Estimates and Influence,” CIA/SII, Summer 1968, 17. 
57  Ibid., 19-20. 
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intelligence literature. Nevertheless, the intelligence literature is very keen on 
biases caused by the own organization and by the psychological mindset of 
analysts. Concerning these two fields, self-reflecting intelligence professionals 
have shown that they contemplate well on their own analysis. 
 In the intelligence literature, there is also an awareness of non-optimal 
research techniques. The frame, in which this issue is placed however, needs 
sometimes extra clarification. It was indicated how a producer may manipulate 
the research purposely. There is an awareness of both issues. As such, this 
awareness makes it easier to cope with both groups of inadequate techniques. 
 After dealing with biases and inadequate techniques, one last issue will be 
addressed that is often mentioned in the intelligence literature – the presentation 
and feedback. 
 
 
4.2  PRESENTATION AND FEEDBACK 
 
Are there other factors that influence the quality of intelligence and security 
agency reports? The focus of this study is on the analysis. In this frame, presen-
tation and feedback are secondary issues. Still, some discussion is necessary, as 
a good presentation and feedback are also factors that influence the quality of a 
report. 
 In the intelligence literature, an underlying assumption is that intelligence is 
a force enhancer for a security policy, and that this function is served best by a 
good presentation and communication of intelligence and security agency 
reports.58 Also in the scientific literature, it is understood that the workability of 
a research is enhanced by a good presentation and communication.59

 If we look at the steps of the research process (2.2.1) – design, collection, 
processing, analysis, report, and dissemination – the issue presented in 4.2 
(steps: report, dissemination) follows that of the analysis (3.2). 
 This section is composed of two parts. First, comments are made on 
presentation. Second, attention is paid to different types of feedback 
mechanisms between the consumer and producer. 
 
4.2.1  Presentation 
 
In this section, the presentation of a report is dealt with. A good presentation 
serves the accessibility of a report – and thus its quality. This section deals with 
aspects such as, the words used, balanced information, quoting sources, and the 
structure of a report. 
                                                 
58  See also 2.1. Intelligence is seen as an integral part of planning and policy making. Intelligence has 

the function as a force enhancer. For this, decisions are based on information that is correct, precise, 
timely, and properly interpreted. (Probst, “Intelligence as a Force Enhancer,” CIA/SII, Winter 1987, 
67). Intelligence is seen as essential for making sound policy decisions and to judge the performance 
of a policy (Murphy & Smith, “Making Intelligence Analysis Responsive to Policy Concerns,” 
CIA/SII, Summer 1973, 1). 

59  Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 310, 323-325. 
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 In 3.2, it was noticed that an analysis has to be policy relevant and future 
oriented. To be future oriented is not necessarily limited to prognostic research, 
although this is the most outspoken manifestation. In addition, other types of 
intelligence products are meant to be more than just an historically interesting 
product. They are designed to serve a policy and to be oriented to interven-
tions.60

 There is abundant useful information present within intelligence literature. 
This abundant attention may fit with the American tradition of selling the 
message, and subsequently may explain the comparatively large attention in 
intelligence articles paid to the issue of presentation. 
 
Use of words 
 
In the intelligence literature, it is argued that analysts define terms the first time 
they are used.61 An accurate description is seen as crucial. Incorrect definitions 
can lead to false understanding, and frequently to flawed analysis.62 Clarity, 
accuracy, brevity, and directness are mentioned as core qualities of a report.63 
When a report is written in ambiguous terms, the consumer’s interpretation is 
likely to be biased in favor of consistency with what the consumer already 
believes in.64

 It is understood that analysts should present findings clearly to the reader as 
to what certain knowledge is and what reasoned judgment is. Concerning 
judgments, analysts provide the degree of certitude behind each key statement. 
Analysts should avoid vague terms. Instead, they choose words or phrases that 
accurately describe the degree of certainty. To illustrate this: 
 

‘There are ten horses in the starting gate. It is possible that any one of them will win – even the 
one with three legs. 
However, the odds (or chances) against the “three-legger” are overwhelming.’65

 
In the intelligence literature, a plea is made for analysts to express differences of 
reliability by key evaluative words – ‘suspect’ information; something is 
‘possible,’ something is ‘probable.’ Every term then refers to a different degree 
of reliability of the information. A more fixed use to express a degree of 
certainty will lead to an improved insight for consumers.66

                                                 
60  In the intelligence literature, the implicit assumption is that the consumer is not interested in the 

complete analysis. Analyst derive only those elements of interest for the consumer. To reach this, 
analysts rewrite their analysis into a report. 

61  Drell, “Intelligence Research,” CIA/SII, Fall 1957, 93. 
62  - , “Hu’s a Reformist, Hu’s a Conservative,” CIA/SII, Winter 1987, 49. 
63  Knapp, “Style and Stereotypes in Intelligence Studies,” CIA/SII, Spring 1964, A4. 
64  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 12, page 4 of 9. 
65  Kent, “Words of Estimative Probability,” CIA/SII, Fall 1964, 50, 51, and 53. Ben-Israel illustrates 

this issue by the term truism (Ben-Israel, “Philosophy and methodology of intelligence,” Intelligence 
and National Security, October 1989, 671). 

66  Ibid., 61. For the difference between producers and consumers in the interpretation of such terms, 
see: Wark, “The Definition of Some Estimative Expressions,” CIA/SII, 67-80. For an example of a 
mathematical approach, see: Anderson, “Probability Analysis for the Case of Yellow Rain,” 
International Journal of Intelligence and Counterintelligence, Spring 1989, 77-82. 
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 Besides written communication, there is the oral briefing. Some authors 
argue that for a good reception of intelligence by a policy maker, effective 
communication is needed – and a briefing is seen as potentially the most 
effective form of communication.67 However, this study is not focused on the 
more fleeting impressions such as oral briefings. 
 
Balanced information 
 
In the intelligence literature, it is argued that the question of objectivity is all 
pervasive.68 Yet, objectivity is a tricky concept. Everyone belongs to a particular 
culture and has particular values and assumptions from which no one can 
dissociate themselves. Therefore, is the concept of objective observation a 
possible one? Any observation is to a certain degree subjective and any 
interpretation of it may be steered by a certain interest. Popper argues that data – 
on which a theory is formed – is in fact an adaptive reaction. He maintains that 
data is, like theory, impregnated with conjectural expectations, and ‘that there 
can be no pure perception, no pure datum.’69 Perhaps the concept of balanced 
information may avoid some of these pitfalls. Balanced information is opposed 
to biases, as described in 4.1.1. While it will never be possible to avoid biases 
completely, analysts can include explicitly, for example the assumptions that 
they are making. Subsequently this obtains a more balanced report. 
 For a balanced report, analysts are advised to set their data in context. This 
will enhance the relevance of the product.70 Analysts can pay attention to 
weaknesses and contradictory information. In this respect, it is argued that 
quality is more important than quantity. Most policymakers have overburdened 
agendas. Brevity means the policymakers will be more likely to be receptive.71 
A complicating factor is that policymakers want the highest possible quality of 
intelligence in the shortest possible time.72

 Although it is stressed again and again that reports need to be concise, some 
limitations are placed on this brevity. Reports have to be underpinned as best as 
possible. Consumers of intelligence and security agency reports focus on what 
they see as useful. First, they want clarity of what is known by laying out the 
evidence and by giving attention to cause-and-effect patterns. Second, they want 
assumptions and argumentation to be carefully structured in terms about what is 
unknown and unknowable. Third, they need expertise to bear for planning and 
action on important long-term threats and opportunities. According to this view, 
policymakers are not served by intelligence and security agency reports that 
emphasize prediction over explanation and opinion over evidence. It is argued 

                                                 
67  Donovan, “Intelligence Rams and Policy Lions,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 70, 72. 
68  - , “The Reports Officer,” CIA/SII, Spring 1983, 12. 
69  Popper, Objective Knowledge, 1979, 145. 
70  For this last remark, see Russ Travers, “The Coming Intelligence Failure,”  

http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/97unclas/failure.html, under heading ‘Adding It All Up.’ 
71  - , “The Reports Officer: Issues of Quality,” CIA/SII, 14. Clark, “On Warning,” CIA/SII, 20. 

Hanrahan, “Intelligence for the Policy Chiefs,” CIA/SII, Winter 1967, 4, 5. 
72  Darling, “Central Intelligence under Souers,” CIA/SII, Winter 1968, 63. 
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that in a report the facts, evidence, and analysis should be laid out, instead of 
just stating conclusions or analytical judgments. The judgment then flows from 
the evidence.73 Even if attention is paid to the elements mentioned this would 
not make intelligence and security agency report an elaborate scientific study. 
 
On quoting sources 
 
The need to quote sources is a concept from the academic world that has led to 
debates within the intelligence community. Within the CIA, it is argued that 
open and obvious sources may be cited without danger. It is not necessary to 
identify sensitive sources. Nevertheless, a neutral documentary reference should 
make it possible for a properly cleared user to run it down.74 BVD-reports with a 
wider distribution that were classified as confidential, were mainly composed of 
open sources.75 Such information may be cited without danger. 
 Quoting sources will enhance the substantive quality of the final report. The 
marginal extra time that documentary referencing takes is likely to be 
compensated by the time saved searching for unquoted sources of questionable 
statements. In the literature on intelligence, a simple system of documentary 
referencing – somewhat similar to those used in scientific journals – seems to be 
preferred. A non-documentation system is seen as job protection for the 
mediocre analysts, because it makes it difficult and time-consuming to expose 
their work to careful examination.76

 W.P.J. Keller – head of the Training Section EO at the BVD 1980-1986 – put 
forward the issue of data in confidential reports that was not from open sources, 
but which was processed in such a way that it looked like it was from open 
sources. If such data was used in a report, a problem would rise concerning 
quoting sources. Still, Keller supports the opinion that a standardized system of 
quoting sources enhances the verification of information and that in the end will 
enhance the quality of reports.77

 
Structure 
 
In the American intelligence community, there is a long tradition of prescrip-
tions of how to present intelligence and security agency reports in a clear and 
uniform structure. An early example of the 1940’s is a document by the State-
War-Navy Coordinating Committee. In this document of a couple of dozens of 
pages, it is explained in detail how producers have to compose their report. 

                                                 
73  Davis, “Paul Wolfowitz on Intelligence Policy-Relations,” under headings intro., ‘What Adds Value 

and What Does Not,’ and ‘“Bad News” and Warning’  
(http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/96unclas/davis.html) 

74  - , “Managing/Teaching New Analysts,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 7. 
75  Interview with W.P.J. Keller by the author, 27 November 1999. 
76  - , “Managing/Teaching New Analysts,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 7-8. The author has experienced this for 

his research on the case on the BVD, the 1981-survey. 
77  Letter by W.P.J. Keller to the author, 26 June 2000. 
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Besides structure, attention is paid to layout and the level of secrecy.78 
According to this document, a report has to be composed of the following 
elements: 1) the problem; 2) facts bearing on the problem; 3) conclusions; and 
4) recommendations.79

 Also in practice, these reports have a fixed structure. In the American 
tradition, a report is supplemented with follow-ups, dissent opinions, 
conclusions that are commented upon, and measures to be taken.80

 Although a uniform structure definitely will enhance the accessibility of a 
report – especially for successive reports, or for a compilation of reports in one 
cover – there is no need to follow this too strictly. Furthermore, different types 
of intelligence and security agency reports will have different formats. In the 
American literature, for example, it is recommended to begin an estimate with 
the conclusions and then to explore what this means for future developments.81 
This is likely to differ from the format of encyclopedic intelligence. Moreover, it 
is likely that the particular company culture will lead to presumptions on how to 
compose a report. The point made is that every type of report has its own 
preferable structures that will enhance the receptivity for the consumer.82

 
Besides the structure of a report, there is the structure of argumentation. This 
links up with how to present balanced information. Although some attention is 
paid to it, the structure of the argumentation is less worked out in the intelligen-
ce literature. To make a report accessible, it is helpful if analysts pay attention to 
the structure of the argumentation. The argumentation of intelligence and 
security agency reports is mostly a pragmatic form of arguing. In it, motivations 
and reservations of an argument will have their place. For such a pragmatic form 
of arguing, a model has been developed – the Toulmin-model. The accessibility 
of a report is likely to be enhanced if an argumentation is structured this way – 

                                                 
78  War Department Office, Chief of Staff, “War Department General Staff Circular No. 35-16,” 

Washington, 15 June 1945, 3 and 8. See also: SWNCC-SANACC 1944-1947, Wilmington, Del.: 
Scholarly Resources, Inc., 1977 (Microform), Paper and Correspondence Manual, 6 January 1948, 
SANACC 555/2, 6 (enclosure 1). 

79  Ibid. 
80  See for example: NSC 17 (on communism in the USA), NSC 17/1, NSC 17/2, and NSC 17/3 

(supplements, remarks and measures taken). NSC 17: A Report to the National Security Council by 
the Executive Secretary on the Internal Security of the United States, 28 June 1948, Washington. 
Microform, Documents of NSC 1947-1977, Washington DC: University Publications of America, 
1980 (microform), reel 1, 388 ff. 

81  - , “Managing/Teaching New Analysts,” CIA/SII, Fall 1986, 2-4. Some adaptations are made because 
of recommendations in: letter by Henk bij de Weg to the author, 26 January 1997. 

82  To develop a format for intelligence estimates for Dutch government, elements of the format of the 
presentation form for governmental documents may be taken into account (Foreign Affairs, Atlantic 
Cooperation and Security Affairs Department, 1975-1984, 921.30, File 641, aanbiedingsformulier 
voor (rijks)ministerraadsstukken 307364LC). Consumers – both politicians and officials – generally 
want a longer document to begin with a summary. This is requested to further its receptivity, and for 
a quicker understanding, evaluation, and judgment of its importance (Foreign Affairs, Code 9, 1975-
1984, 901, File 2, Letter Foreign Affairs to all diplomatic posts, 12 May 1978, DGPZ/XX-129239, 3; 
memo from Assistant to the Director-General Political Affairs to Director-General Political Affairs, 
20 September 1978, No. 56/78, 2-3; and, letter Foreign Affairs to all diplomatic posts, 9 January 
1979, DGPZ/6048, 2). 
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at least, analysts are aware that an argumentation structure exists. In short, the 
Toulmin-model can be presented as follows (figure 4.1).83

 
Figure 4.1 The Toulmin-model 

 
 
      (G) ground/central idea                             so, (MT) modal term                               (C) conclusion 
 
 
 
                                                    because                                                     unless 
 
 
 
                                              (M) motivation                                        (R) reservation 
 
 
 
The aspects mentioned up to now have concerned the presentation of a report. In 
this process, there are different feedback processes possible. This is discussed in 
the following section. 
 
4.2.2  Feedback/forum 
 
Feedback can be an input to improve the quality of a report. It can function as a 
forum. There are different types of feedback. There is, for example, the feedback 
from the consumer of a report to the producer. Feedback from within the 
organization is a second possibility. A third type involves feedback from a 
producer to consumer. This last type of feedback is to a large part related to 
communication and presentation. 
 
As noted, the first type of feedback is that from the consumer to the producer. 
Although this is not part of an analysis itself, such feedback is important for the 
research process. 
 This feedback will include the needs of a consumer. The consumer makes a 
decision or asks for new requirements.84 If so, this is related to its design. The 
needs expressed by a consumer set in motion the goals to be formulated, the 
definition of the problem, and the methods and techniques needed to carry out 
the research (2.2.1). 
 Feedback can also deal with other steps of the intelligence cycle. It can lead, 
for example, to measures to improve aspects of the collection (if certain data is 
absent), or to use other methods and techniques (phase of analysis). 
 In the end, all such feedback will improve the quality of the intelligence and 
the reports. 
 

                                                 
83  Van den Bersselaar & Hoeksema, Discursieve vaardigheden, 1998, 113, 127. 
84  Hulnick, “The Intelligence Producer-Policy Consumer Linkage,” CIA/SII, Winter 1985, 75-76. 
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Feedback is also possible amongst the producers. In this case, the forum is 
composed by supervisors, peer readers, or a review section (2.3.1). The quality 
of the feedback will be furthered when documentary reference is included in the 
report (4.2.1). The use of documentary reference will be easier in this internal 
forum – because the clearance of this internal forum is in general of a higher 
level than in the case of external consumers. 
 It may be possible that two versions are open for feedback – the extended 
original analysis and the reworked smaller report composed for the consumer. 
The extended original analysis – with sources and full argumentation – will then 
be a helpful source to scrutinize the quality of the final report. 
 
For the third type of feedback, the starting point is feedback from producer to 
consumer. This may be somewhat confusing in that it concerns feedback from 
producer to consumer. However, this is an approach used in social policy 
studies. Because of the similarities with intelligence and security agency reports, 
these insights can be helpful for intelligence and security agency reports as well.  
 This third type of feedback strategy may have a positive effect on the 
intensity in which the findings of a report will be utilized in policy decisions. 
Six such feedback strategies include: 
1. the design of the research that is not aimed at the verification of theoretical 

hypotheses, but on the production of policy relevant recommendations; 
2. the timing of the research, in which the output precedes the decision 

making; 
3. the use of different communication channels – horizontal and vertical, 

written and oral, formal and informal, mass media and interpersonal 
communication; 

4. the manipulation of the volume of information – for example, a large 
volume may lead to a low utilization; 

5. extra attention for communication with target groups, and; 
1. the most used feedback strategy in practice, the convenient presentation.85 
 
Some of the mentioned feedback strategies are actually already discussed in 
4.2.1 and in other previous sections. Although the first feedback strategy is often 
not recognized as such, it cannot easily be overestimated. The more that the 
research question of an investigation links up with the incremental86 structure of 
the organizational policy, the more intensive the research findings will be 
utilized in the policy decision-making process.87 All six feedback strategies are 
aimed at enhancing the reception and use by the consumer. 
 

                                                 
85  Van der Vall, Sociaal beleidsonderzoek, 1980, 174-175. 
86  See comment on Heuer’s use of incrementalism in 4.1.2. 
87  Van der Vall, Sociaal beleidsonderzoek, 1980, 193. 
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4.2.3  Conclusion 
 
As noted in the beginning of this section (4.2), the issues dealt with are 
secondary in nature. Still, in the intelligence literature a lot of attention is paid to 
the issues of presentation and communication. Although they have a secondary 
nature, they have an influence on the quality of an intelligence and security 
agency report. 
 
In the intelligence literature, many ideas are expressed about the presentation of 
a report. These focused on the use of words, balanced information, quoting 
sources, and the structure of a report. Most of them concerned obvious or self-
evident advice. 
 Two of these items deserve some extra attention. In regards to quoting 
sources, there is an ongoing debate. Although there seems to be widespread 
consensus that documentary reference is possible and needed, it seems that this 
practice is not yet widely established.  
 The structure of an argumentation is less explored in the intelligence litera-
ture. However, relevant literature from other fields is available to fill some of 
the gaps and may be helpful in establishing a more structured practice in this 
field. 
 
In principle, feedback mechanisms are widely available. There are some 
limitations to implement them wholly for reasons of secrecy. If secrecy prevails, 
an external forum is likely to be almost absent. 
 
 
4.3  CONCLUSION 
 
This chapter began with a discussion on the issues of what may go wrong in 
intelligence analysis. It focused on biases, non-optimal research techniques, and 
the abuse of research methods.  
 By discussing biases, an issue of chapter 3 was revisited – for example, the 
collection phase of research, by the way information is collected, and the focus of 
data collectors (4.1.1). 
Furthermore, the idea of chapter 3 – of intelligence being a difficult discipline – 
was reinforced when it was concluded that intelligence is in a disadvantageous 
position when thinking about possibilities to execute standardized remedies 
against biases. Some general methodological cures to install a forum – such as a 
Review Section – may be of some help. 
 
A common feature of non-optimal techniques (4.2) is that research is not 
designed carefully and no checks are built in. In such an inaccurate approach, 
there is a failure to engage in comprehensive investigations since a number of 
alternatives are excluded beforehand. Subsequently pre-selection is arbitrary. 
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 To discuss these issues, articles by reflective practitioners were taken as the 
starting point. To mention what may go wrong is not only of interest because 
you are then warned of pitfalls and mistakes. These issues also point to aspects 
from which relevant criteria can be developed.  
 
In 4.2, the issues focused on presentation and feedback. Presentation and 
feedback get a lot of attention in the literature on intelligence. Although they 
will not be the core issues in terms of quality, they are of interest for the 
reception by the consumer. 
 Following the discussion on methodology (chapter 3) and issues that are 
specific for intelligence literature (chapter 4), it is now important to formulate 
criteria that high quality intelligence and security agency reports should meet. 
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