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3  Intelligence research 
 
 
 
How is intelligence research carried out? As noted, not that much has been 
developed on the issue of methodology for intelligence studies. Subsequently 
the literature chosen to review in this chapter has focused on general 
methodology. 
 
To gain more insights in the issue of analysis, this chapter is composed of the 
following sections. In 3.1, some general characteristics of intelligence research 
are presented. In dealing with intelligence research, some concepts are used 
somewhat differently compared to science. For a good understanding of 
intelligence research and its specific characteristics, attention is paid to these 
differences. 
 In 3.2, three main types of intelligence research are explored – descriptive, 
explanatory, and prognostic research. For each of these three types of 
intelligence research, attention is paid to their specific characteristics, the 
demands placed on that type of analysis, and their methods and techniques. 
 The intelligence community has also developed characteristics of intelligence 
research. One characteristic for instance is developed from the perception of 
intelligence and counter-intelligence – the policy of deception. In 3.3, a model 
on deception is presented. This model will be further used in the case studies to 
trace factors that lead to high or low quality reports, and their influence on the 
analytical process. 
 
 
3.1  GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS AND CONCEPTS OF INTELLIGENCE RESEARCH 
 
What is high quality intelligence? What are the general specifics of intelligence 
research? Until now, high quality reports have not been defined. This section 
explores this definition.  
 General specifics of intelligence research are also presented to explain the 
differences between science and intelligence research. These differences are of 
importance to understand the rest of this chapter.  
 In this section, some concepts, which are used somewhat differently, compa-
red to science, are explained. In order to obtain a good understanding of intelli-
gence research these differences are described in terms of theory, hypothesis, 
and uniqueness. Section 3.1, is limited to aspects of intelligence research in 
general whereas section 3.2, deals with three main types of intelligence research 
and their specifics. 
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High quality intelligence 
 
The core of this study focuses on high quality intelligence and security agency 
reports. In this study, high quality intelligence is understood as described by 
Wilensky: 
 

‘High quality intelligence designates information that is clear because it is understandable to 
those who must use it; timely because it gets to them when they need it; reliable because diverse 
observers using the same procedures see it in the same way; valid because it is cast in the form of 
concepts and measures that capture reality (the tests include logical consistency, successful 
prediction, congruence with established knowledge or independent sources); adequate because 
the account is full (the context of the act, event, or life of the person or group is described); and 
wide-ranging because the major policy alternatives promising a high probability of attaining 
organizational goals are posed or new goals are suggested.’1

 
A high quality report is the written product presenting high quality intelligence 
in a way that it addresses the issues of interest for the consumer, and likewise is 
easily accessible. 
 As we can see, this definition of high quality intelligence is in several ways 
linked to the consumer. The consumer is not only provided with possible 
dangers, threats, and risks, but is also fundamental to objectify such reports. 
 To ensure high quality intelligence – or even a stable and satisfactory quality – 
the application of methods and techniques is vital. Analysts who work without such 
a concept easily are bogged down in inessentials. By using a method, analysts can 
draw valid conclusions from the assembled data. While method enhances the 
ability of analysts to appraise the reliability and validity of statements, the research 
question and the design of the research largely determine the methods and 
techniques used. This central issue is explored in 3.2. 
 
General characteristics 
 
In 2.1, general characteristics of intelligence research were presented. These 
general characteristics are: 1) interdisciplinary research, 2) future oriented 
research, 3) inaccessible data, 4) research on small chance - high impact events, 
5) specific and applied nature of the research, 6) intelligence in the position as a 
supplier, and 7) control of intelligence is complicated. 
 In short, intelligence research is about chance, risk, and threat. All these three 
issues are subject to subjective interpretations and assessments. What is needed 
in such a subjective sensitive context is a more objective, less personal, reliable 
measurement and assessment. The way such a reliable measurement is made has 
to be understood as a professional activity. This implies intelligence is applied 
research (fifth characteristic).  
 

                                                 
1  Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence, 1967, VIII-IX. 
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Concepts in intelligence research 
 
Intelligence research is not oriented at general statements about possible events, 
irrelevant of the actual context. Intelligence research is not focused on theory 
building. It is concerned about specific, concrete cases that pose chance, risk, 
and threat. The aim of intelligence is to give insight into a specific, concrete 
event – a real life context. Methods and methodology are therefore presented in 
the context of applied research. 
 As a result, there are differences between science and scientific research on 
the one hand, and intelligence and security agency reports and intelligence 
professionals on the other hand. To explain these differences is not the aim of 
this study. Yet, some differences may cause confusion. Consequently, to obtain 
a better understanding of intelligence research, attention is paid to the differen-
ces concerning the use of theory, hypothesis, and uniqueness.  
 
Theory 
 
Some differences are explained about the concept of theory in intelligence 
research and in science. First, different levels of theory are explored. Second, 
how theory is used in professional research is examined. Finally, intelligence 
research is discussed in the context of the regulative cycle. 
 
In science, academics usually understand theory as a general or nomothetic 
theory. Subsequently a phenomenon is explained in a very general sense. This 
type of theory is also referred to as a level-A theory.2

 In applied research, professionals may also develop a theory, but usually in 
the form of a so-called level-B and level-C theory. Level-B theory is a practice 
oriented theory – or an ‘isonom’ theory. It is a problem oriented special theory 
and its explanation of a phenomenon is limited to a certain category of cases. 
 Level-C theory is developed for an individual case. This is therefore also 
referred to as an N=1 theory – or an ‘idionom’ theory. This theory of an 
individual case is a disposable theory that has shown its use as soon as the 
problem has been solved. Level-C theory explains phenomena for a concrete 
person or a concrete societal situation. Such research can be carried out through 
methodological disciplined and standardized induction.3 The level-C theory is 

                                                 
2  Theory in this sense is seen as a system of logic coherent – especially non-conflicting – statements, 

opinions, and concepts concerning a field, formulated such that it is possible to derive verifiable 
hypotheses from it (De Groot, Methodologie, 1981, 42, 99). 

3  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 56-58. In scientific research, often a limited number of 
data is gathered on a large amount of cases. In the applied N=1 research, a large number of data is 
collected for just one case (Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 53). For these N=1 one type of 
research, principles, techniques, and applications are developed. For some more information, see: 
Davidson & Costello (eds.), N=1, 1969. Cattell’s R-technique: Cattell, Personality, a systematic 
theoretical and factual study, 1950. Stephensons Q-technique: Stephenson, The Study of behavior, 
1953. Semantic differential method: Osgood & Luria, A blind analysis of a case of multiple perso-
nality using the Semantic Differential, Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology, January 1954, 
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likely to be used by field officers and analysts analyzing a concrete case. In 
particular, the level-C theory is likely to be endemic in professional intelligence 
research. 
 
As noted, professional intelligence research is not aimed at generalizations, but 
on a unique case. It is more about the use of theoretical notions, than on 
theoretical laws. Intelligence research does not aim at scientific laws or theory, 
but at actions concerning future situations. This kind of professional research is 
aimed at the realization of a situation that is believed to be the desired one, 
instead of a hypothetical anticipating approach. It focuses on factors that can be 
manipulated. The object of research is more mutandum than explanadum.4  
 When professional research is referred to at level-A theory, the reference 
does not generally take into account the nature of the system of theoretical laws, 
but rather the background nature in order to make things clear, or to develop 
hypotheses.5 In professional intelligence research – especially to explain or to 
formulate a prognosis – the level-A theory is applied to produce an ‘if ..., then 
...’-statement. A professional may apply the same A-theory that a scientist 
would test. However, the purpose of the professional is to solve the problem at 
hand, and not to explore general theory any further, or to test it. 
 What is typical for professionals is the way emphasis is placed on 
knowledge, skills, and choices. Their knowledge is biased towards level-B and 
level-C theory. Their skills are empathy, recognizing a problem fast, and social-
professional skills. Choices made are influenced by norms, values, and power.6

 
Professional research can be placed in a regulative cycle framework. This 
regulative cycle is composed of the following steps: definition of the problem - 
diagnosis - plan - intervention - evaluation.7 In the intelligence setting, not all 
the steps are necessarily passed through by an agency. Some steps can be 
executed by others, such as policymakers or armed forces.  
 Above, it was noted that the choice of the professional is influenced by 
norms. Through norms, the object of research is transformed into a mutandum – 
into something to be changed. The normative element penetrates the regulative 
cycle in all its phases.8 As in the case of all professional research, intelligence is 
aimed at intervention. 
 The insights above lead to a paradigm of professional research that differs in 
type and nature from a scientific one. The paradigm of a professional can be 

                                                                                                                   
Vol. 49, 579-591. For more on the relation between the level-A, -B, and -C theory, and the relation 
between hermeneutic and nomology, see Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 62, 96-105. 

4  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 18/19. 
5  Ibid., 11-12. Professionals often apply very general principles, standardized knowledge, to concrete 

problems (Schön, The Reflective Practitioner, 1983, 24). 
6  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 136, 141. 
7  The regulative cycle is often presented as an opposite of the empiric cycle. Van Strien, Praktijk als 

wetenschap, 1986, 3, 7, and 19. 
8  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 20. 
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defined as an approach that passes successfully through the regulative cycle in 
relation to a certain type of problem.9

 
Hypothesis 
 
Because science and applied research use the concept of theory differently, 
differences relating to the concept of hypotheses will also occur. To prevent 
confusion, these differences need attention and explanation. 
 A hypothesis has to do with the relation between two phenomena. In the 
literature on methodology, a hypothesis is connected with a level-A theory. In 
this literature, a hypothesis is a presumed law – in the sense of coherence – 
defined in a certain field. New observations are possible. The hypothesis can be 
tested for such new observations.10 Hypotheses are formulated in a general way, 
disconnected from setting and time. This type of definition of hypothesis refers 
to theory building.11

 
In intelligence research, hypotheses are used differently. It is applied research. 
In intelligence research, hypotheses do not play a role in the development of 
theory or science. Yet, level-A theory hypotheses may be used to solve an 
intelligence problem at hand. 
 Professionals place more emphasis on hypothetical deductive thinking, with 
theoretical notions as an important source to generate knowledge.12 Such 
professional hypotheses are then formulated as a product derived from 
phenomena based on other situations. In such an approach, they are still 
calibrated, contrary to those hypotheses being self-invented by the analysts. 
 In intelligence literature, the term hypothesis is also used in an even more 
loosely context. Hypothesis is then described in the sense of formulating 
plausible expectations, possible explanations, potential answers, or alternative 
estimates.13 This may take the form of self-invented expectations that are not 
connected to theoretical notions or phenomena based on other situations. The 
use of the word hypothesis in the intelligence literature also includes cases in 
which there is no relationship between phenomena. In such instances, one would 
expect the use of the terms expectation and hunch. In the intelligence literature 
the term hypothesis is sometimes used as a catch-all concept, including hunches. 
This may cause confusion to the unprepared readership. It is an ex ante 
prediction of what the research or the future events may bring. 
 

                                                 
9  Ibid., 138. 
10  De Groot, Methodologie, 1981, 45-46. 
11  Hypotheses in the scientific methodological sense have a main function in preventing the invention 

of conceptual frameworks and theories for every new situation. Use is made of the thinking of others, 
also in other fields. This approach prevents constructions being made for special opportunity. 

12  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 55. This type of hypothesis is closer to, in methodological 
terms, the ad hoc hypothesis – a hypothesis that is formulated as ad hoc is used for interpretation 
purposes (De Groot, Methodologie, 1981, 45). 

13  Heuer, "Strategies for Analytical Judgment," CIA/SII, Summer 1980, 66. 
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Uniqueness 
 
As noted, intelligence research is of a specific and applied nature. Confusion can 
be caused by misinterpreting the context in which the word unique is used. 
Unique can be used in two different contexts. Both uses of the term unique may 
occur in intelligence research: 
• referring to an explanation of intentions from within;  
• referring to dealing with a single case. 
 
When unique is used in the context to explain intentions, this refers to the 
approach of ‘Verstehen.’ It means the analysis is actor oriented. The approach of 
‘Verstehen’ assumes that any actor is unique. Unique in the context of 
‘Verstehen’ means the uniqueness of the human being, in the sense that any 
human being has its own meaning – and therefore it is not possible to predict 
someone’s behavior from the knowledge of human beings in general.14

 In intelligence research, unique may be used in this context of ‘Verstehen.’ If 
so, the norms and values are explained from within – as if the actor’s behavior is 
unique. 
 In intelligence research, however, an opposite approach can also be used.15 
In these cases, the focus is on external explanations – to trace patterns of action 
and reaction, regularities, and inter-anticipation, and their consequences. In this 
so-called quantitative approach, it assumes that you can exceed the uniqueness 
of a case as a starting point and that under specified conditions most rational 
actors will behave in the same manner. The analysis is now act-oriented – and 
not actor-oriented. It explains and forecasts in a general sense. Act-oriented 
analysis often happens in explanatory and prognostic intelligence research. 
Actually, in intelligence analysis both opposite approaches will occur – to 
explain from within (actor-oriented) and to explain from the outside (act-
oriented).16

 
Unique can also refer to the context of a single case – it means that only one 
case is explained. In the context of intelligence analysis, unique then means the 
analysis of one case. Such a unique analysis can be both actor- and act-
oriented.17

                                                 
14  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 41. 
15  For an overview of the main differences between quantitative and interpretative (‘Verstehen’) 

research, see: Swanborn, Methoden van sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek,1987, 352-354. 
16  Both occur – and differences in such emphasis are reflected – in the intelligence community. 

Compare the speeches of Theunens (he states that – in the behavior of groups and organizations – 
intentions and motives are more important than capabilities) with the one by Välimäki (he stresses 
the difference between understanding action from the inside – aimed at intentions and motives – and 
explaining behavior – aimed at capabilities, external opportunities, and positive reactions on actual 
actions). Speech on 16 November 2002 by Renaud Theunens – and speech on 15 November 2002 by 
Pasi Välimäki – at the Conference on ‘Peacekeeping and Intelligence. Lessons for the Future.’ 
Conference of 15-16 November 2002, organized by the Netherlands Intelligence Studies Association 
(NISA) and Netherlands Defense College (IDL). 

17  For information on case study research, see: Yin, Case Study Research, 1994. 
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 An explanation of one case is the opposite of an explanation for many cases. 
In relation to theory: when you make general statements that apply for many 
different cases, your theory needs to focus on the real essentials. Whereas when 
you make statements about future developments in one single case, your theory 
does not need to focus on the essentials as much. It is more important to weigh 
the different details – by having many variables and few instances. 
 
As we saw, in intelligence research some concepts are used somewhat 
differently than in science. These concepts were discussed. This provides us the 
opportunity to focus now more on the intelligence research itself, especially to 
discuss different types of intelligence research. 
 
 
3.2  THREE TYPES OF INTELLIGENCE RESEARCH 
 
What types of intelligence research can be distinguished? What are the metho-
dological characteristics of each of these types of intelligence research? 
 Every professional discipline knows its own methodological characteristics 
and problems.18 The aim of this section is to present some insights into these 
methodological aspects. It is not meant to present a complete toolkit of methods, 
techniques, or requirements, but to present the main features in order to develop 
criteria. These criteria will be explored further in chapter 4. 
 
To present the methodological characteristics and problems in more detail, it is 
necessary to make a division between different types of intelligence research. 
Three kinds of research are typical for this field. When presented for both their 
research type and their intelligence objective, they can be presented as follows 
(table 3.1). 
 

Table 3.1 Types of intelligence research 
 
Research type 
 

Intelligence objective19

descriptive research 
 

to describe the essential characteristics of a situation 

explanatory research (post hoc) 
 

to explain causes and conditions of a current development 

prognostic research (ante hoc) 
 

to forecast future developments 

 
For each of these three types of intelligence research the characteristics, 
demands, and methods and techniques are described. Finally, some solutions are 
presented for problems that are typical for intelligence research. 
 

                                                 
18  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 2. 
19  Compare: Heuer, "Strategies for Analytical Judgment," Summer 1980, 66. 



DUTCH INTELLIGENCE 56 

As noted, attention is paid to methods and techniques. A central assumption of 
this study is that the use of established methods and techniques will help 
analysts avoid misinterpretations. Producing a report is in essence, the same as 
applying a method or technique to answer a question. Moreover, the research 
question at hand largely dictates the appropriate methods and techniques. 
 All three types of intelligence research refer to a different type of question 
and information need. There are three research purposes, and thus three types of 
research questions that dictate methods and techniques. The first type of 
intelligence research that is dealt with is descriptive intelligence research. 
 
3.2.1 Descriptive research – to describe the essential characteristics of  
  a situation 
 
In applied intelligence research, the object of descriptive research is to describe 
the essential characteristics of a situation. In this section, special attention is paid 
to the characteristics of the sources.  
 The characteristics of the sources, also apply to the other two types of 
intelligence research – explanatory and prognostic intelligence research. In a 
sense, explanatory and prognostic intelligence research is a continuation of 
descriptive research. An accurate descriptive research is easily 80% of the work 
to be done for an explanatory or a prognostic research. However, the importance 
of the descriptive research cannot be overestimated. 
 
Characteristics 
 
Before going into more detail, it is important to underscore that in any 
multidisciplinary research, there may occur some problems in descriptive 
intelligence research to define terms and concepts. Words, terms and concepts 
are not always defined the same in different disciplines. The concepts are the 
lenses through which the research is focused and directed. This can sometimes 
set limits to having an unambiguous approach to measuring or explaining; to 
having a range of different theories and demands. 
 Interdisciplinary research is characterized by multiple variables, different 
conditions of influence, and different levels of causes. It also creates multiple 
expectations. The multidisciplinary intelligence research tends to be of an 
eclectic nature. It requires modeling before carrying out the research. This 
modeling provides a picture of the factors to be analyzed. It can help the 
investigation by segment the issues. 
 Finally, the research is often carried out at different levels – the individual 
(micro-), the group or organization (meso-), and the society (macro-level). This 
makes research a complex activity. 
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Sources and information 
 
The typical characteristics of descriptive intelligence concern the sources of data 
and information. Three aspects of this relationship between researcher and 
object of investigation are of special interest – observation, cooperation, and 
documents. 
 
Concerning observation, the nature of the relationship between researcher and 
object of research is often of a hidden nature. If both the researcher and the 
object of investigation operate in secret, it leads to undercover observations. 
Such undercover observations are common, but it is not the only possible 
relationship. 
 It is possible one of the actors – researcher or object of the investigation – 
acts in the open. First, the object of investigation may be an open group, but of 
interest for an agency to infiltrate – for example, to observe extremist elements 
within this open group. In that case, observation may take the form of a non-
reported observer. Second, the aim of an agency is to interfere in a secret 
organization, for example, to prevent an assassination from taking place, rather 
than report. In that case, the agency may act openly in a hidden group – an 
obtrusive approach. 
 If both act openly – this is not common, but does happen – the nature of the 
observation is that of the participant observer. In intelligence research, however, 
more often both parties act covertly. It means that the most difficult type of 
observation is the most common one. This makes descriptive intelligence 
research a more complicated profession compared to, for example, most 
descriptive academic research. When represented in a table, the issue of 
observation may take the following forms. 
 

Table 3.2 Observation 
 

OBJECT OF RESEARCH 
 

RESEARCHER 

 
action in the open 

 
action covertly 

 
known in target group 
 

 
participant observer 

 
obtrusive 

 
unknown in target group 
 

 
non-reported observer 

 
undercover 

 
In terms of cooperation, the relationship between researcher and object of 
research has often a non-cooperative nature. In its most complicated form, the 
object of investigation does not want to cooperate, and the researcher uses 
pressure to obtain cooperation.  
 Mixed forms are possible. In these mixed forms, it is still possible that the 
object of investigation pretends to cooperate but actually hides or manipulates 
information. Full cooperation and absence of pressure are also known. This is 
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the case in, for example, debriefings and expert consultations (2.2.2 
‘HUMINT’). 
 Although some types of HUMINT are based on unconstrained cooperation, 
quite often an unwilling object of investigation is put under duress. In such 
interrogation types of settings, data may still be hidden or manipulated by the 
object of investigation. Hiding or manipulating information may be common in 
most types of (non)cooperation. The issue of cooperation can be illustrated in 
the following forms. 
 

Table 3.3 Cooperation 
 

OBJECT OF RESEARCH 
 

RESEARCHER 

 
Willing to cooperate 

 
unwilling to cooperate 

 
no pressure 
 

open conversation 
(as debriefing) 

object of research hides and 
manipulates data 

 
 
yielding pressure 
 

miscommunication, 
to train/test an agent 

 

interrogation setting 
(data may still be hidden 

or manipulated) 
 

 
In terms of documents, the nature of the relationship between researcher and 
object of investigation is often a secret and a manipulated one. The object of 
investigation may shield or forge documents. In turn, researchers may shield 
where they get their information from, or try to obtain documents secretly. 
Sometimes, this will lead to a selective perception of researchers (4.1.1). 
 Many documents are openly available. While much of the data is not 
manipulated – at least not in the sense to manipulate researchers intentionally, 
data that ends up in open documents may still be manipulated or shielded by the 
object of investigation (Lloyd’s databases in the SRB-case). What makes 
intelligence research a difficult profession is that you do not know beforehand 
which documents are manipulated and which are not. This problem is likely to 
be more pervaded and more often present in intelligence research than in, for 
example, most academic research. When put in a table, the issue of documents 
may take the following forms. 
 

Table 3.4 Document 
 

OBJECT OF RESEARCH 
 

RESEARCHER 

 
authentic 

 
not authentic 

 
open access 
 

 
reliable data 

data manipulated, 
data shielded off 

(risk of deception) 
 

 
covert access 
 

reliable data, but risk of 
selective perception 

data manipulated and  
shielded off (risk of deception)  
+ risk of selective perception 
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Compared to many other research types, intelligence research is often at a 
disadvantage. This disadvantage concerns a more complicated observation 
process, less cooperation, more manipulated data, and more data absent 
compared to most other research types. For the most part, intelligence research 
has to deal with sources that belong to the most difficult categories. 
 In other words, descriptive intelligence research is pervaded with problems 
such as dark numbers, pressures being placed on non-cooperative objects, 
manipulation, and forgery. It is characterized by hidden and strategic behavior 
of the objects of investigation – or even by a policy of deception (3.3). This 
makes intelligence research more complicated, because it also has to deal with 
problems known in most other disciplines – such as differences between what 
people say, how people act, answer and behave in the presence of others 
according to social desired patterns. What demands are placed on the difficult 
activity of descriptive intelligence research? 
 
Demands 
 
Research has to meet certain demands. Each type of research has its own 
particular emphasis on a set of demands. What demands are typical for 
descriptive intelligence research?  
 A first demand concerns the reliability of the research. Reliability refers to a 
measurement being verifiable. The reliability of a measurement or measure 
instrument refers to the degree that it is clear of errors caused by chance 
factors.20 The measurement has to be independent from the observer – the 
researcher. Demands of reliability are aimed at the quality of the observation, 
the inter-subjectivity, and the verifiability. The quality of the observation is 
related to the research process being underpinned with protocols, to have other 
observers (for example, a Review Section), to quantify, to use standard 
instruments (for example, in the case of HUMINT to make use of 
psychologists), and to objectify. The inter-subjectivity and the verifiability are 
improved by being familiar with the terminology used, being familiar with the 
peculiarities of the object of investigation, and by training. 
 A second demand concerns the validity of the research. Validity refers to an 
accurate observation of the phenomenon that is described – to measure the 
concept you intend to measure. Validity is about the soundness of concepts. 
Validity is the degree to which a measurement or a measurement instrument to 
measure something is clear of errors caused by chance factors or by factors 
caused by a systematic variable.21

 A third demand is of a more pragmatic nature and less methodologically 
oriented. This demand stems from the intelligence literature itself. In this 
literature, it is argued that consumers value an intelligence product because of its 
brevity, being in time, and its relevance (2.2.3). Being brief and in time speak 
for themselves. To be policy relevant means to direct the research to danger, 
                                                 
20  Swanborn, Methoden van sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek, 1987, 175. 
21  Ibid., 27, 173-175. Webb a/o, Unobtrusive measures, 1971, 10-12. 
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threats and, risks – which is the locus of intelligence as a discipline – and ways 
to react. 
 
If combined with the characteristics of the sources and information, some 
intrinsic problems seem to occur for the issue of reliability and validity. The 
quality and the accuracy of the observation is influenced in a negative way, 
because sources and information belong to a category that is difficult to access 
and are the most manipulated. These characteristics may affect already, by their 
inherent nature, the reliability and validity in a negative way. Furthermore, the 
interdisciplinary nature of the intelligence research may cause additional 
difficulties for being familiar with different terminologies and concepts used. 
What methods and techniques can be used to obtain a reliable and valid result? 
 
Methods and techniques 
 
Descriptive intelligence research can be focused on achieving very different 
ends, thus leading to different types of descriptive intelligence research. 
Descriptive research, for example, may be carried out to obtain a better 
understanding of the environment of a target group (qualitative research), or to 
reach a more complete picture of an economic situation in a country (through a 
quantitative research). It may be aimed at describing the extent to which terrorist 
acts are prepared, or politically motivated crimes are committed. It may even 
describe trends that have been developed through time, or it may just be meant 
to keep a finger on the pulse. Descriptive intelligence research can take many 
different forms. 
 These many different types of design within descriptive intelligence research 
lead to different methods and techniques being used. As noted, this discussion is 
not meant as a handbook of the toolkit of methods and techniques available in 
intelligence research. Nevertheless, some general comments can still be made. 
 To carry out descriptive research, there are three main primary techniques. 
These are observation, interview (e.g. casual interview, agent), and content 
analysis. Their intelligence characteristics were presented above, when 
observation, cooperation (interview), and document (content analysis) were 
dealt with respectively. For all three techniques, it was shown that the sources 
and information used often belong to the most difficult category, data can be 
shielded or manipulated by opponents and key data may be absent. 
 How do you deal with such sources and information from such difficult 
categories? In the intelligence community, emphasis is put on the need to check 
and double-check sources.22 In general, to obtain a research result that has an 
acceptable degree of reliability and validity, triangulation of sources will play an 

                                                 
22  Interview with W.P.J. Keller by the author of 27 November 1999. 
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important role. Triangulation of sources is also referred to explicitly in the 
intelligence literature.23

 
Triangulation of sources of information 
 
Triangulation refers to an exploration from different perspectives. This multiple 
exploration is a way to objectify – to prevent mistakes caused by focusing on a 
single source. Through the triangulation of sources, an assessment is made of 
data, and how to interpret them. Also through triangulation, an assessment can 
be made to identify absent data. Essentially, a key characteristic of any field 
research is the use of different sources of information.24

 Within the literature on intelligence, it is argued that most reports are based 
on fallible sources and therefore limited to present facts. What is presented as a 
fact actually may be an interpretation or an estimate.25 In the intelligence 
literature, it is suggested that every source has its own biases and limitations. 
For HUMINT, for example, to determine the reliability of a source and to verify 
information is often very difficult. Dissemination and fusion of information is 
often difficult to accomplish, or there is a time lag between collection and 
reporting. For SIGINT, for example, data may be denied because of secure 
communications, false information is passed by an opponent for deception 
purposes, or a collection is subject to atmospheric conditions.26  
 In short, any source has its limitations and biases. In intelligence research, 
however, the accessibility of sources is more limited and the reliability of 
sources is more difficult to assess compared to most scientific disciplines. To 
cope with such fallibilities and incompleteness of data and information – typical 
for intelligence research – extra attention needs to be paid to the triangulation of 
sources. 
 
As noted, descriptive analysis is the bulk of work to be done for explanatory and 
prognostic intelligence research as well. The following section begins with a 
discussion on explanatory intelligence research. 
 
3.2.2 Explanatory research – to explain causes and conditions of  
  a current development 
 
In applied intelligence research, the objective of explanatory research is to 
explain causes and conditions of a current development. The interest of such 
research is to explain to intelligence consumers why things happen. If policy-

                                                 
23  Heuer, for example, recommends the integration of both the perspectives of case-specific data and 

more general background information (Heuer, “Biases in Evaluation of Evidence,” CIA/SII, Winter 
1981, 39-40). 

24  Swanborn, Methoden van sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek, 1987, 332. 
25  Compare: Ben-Israel, “Philosophy and methodology of intelligence,” Intelligence and National 

Security, October 1989, 672. 
26  USAF INTELLIGENCE TARGETING GUIDE, Air Force Pamphlet 14-210 Intelligence, 1 February 

1998, 142-143 (http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/usaf/afpam14-210/part16.htm). 
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makers can assess the course, they can counteract unwelcome developments and 
they can stimulate positive trends. 
 
Characteristics 
 
Explanatory intelligence research possesses two characteristics that are the same 
as in descriptive intelligence research. First, it is an interdisciplinary activity. 
Second, it shares the characteristics of descriptive research concerning sources 
and information – and with it, its difficulties.  
 A third characteristic is that the intelligence professionals for the most part 
explain a unique situation. They aim to explain causal determinants of dangers, 
risks, and threats. 
 
Demands 
 
Explanatory research is about explanation – cause and effect. The cause 
precedes the effect. If the cause is present, the effect will follow. If the cause is 
not present, the effect may be absent (statistical connection). There is no third 
factor, which explains the co-occurrence of both cause and effect. In fact, you 
need beforehand a general statement about the covariance between cause and 
effect.27 Essentially, the researcher must explain what causes the development, 
to show which factors contribute to a development, or what stimulates it. 
 
What demands does explanatory research have to meet? Analysts aim to present 
evidence that make their conjecture as plausible as possible. To do so, explana-
tory research has to be convincing. Analysts demonstrate the strength of the 
causal relationship they have uncovered. A convincing research result is 
characterized by eliminating alternative explanations, and by the plausibility of 
the findings. It refers to the validity of the research – the correctness of the 
argument, or whether the research is constructed well.28

 Furthermore, explanatory research gains quality when it is more profound. 
Essentially, it aims to uncover in-depth and relevant cause-and-effect 
relationships.  
 Finally, explanatory research has to be robust. Robustness refers to cross 
check mechanisms. Multiple measures of dependent variables are an approach to 
get an indication of the robustness of a relationship. A robust research is 
independent from changing conditions. The relation holds under different 
conditions. If all tests lead to a certain result or a certain direction, this will 
enhance the plausibility of the conclusions. In short, analysts strive to produce 
an analysis that is as robust as possible by using different techniques and 
methods to show the plausibility of the presented cause-and-effect relationships.  

                                                 
27  Swanborn, Methoden van sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek, 1987, 90, 95. 
28  Especially for experiments, all types of sub-divisions of validity are made: Swanborn, Methoden van 

sociaal-wetenschappelijk onderzoek, 1987, 189-192; Van der Vall, Sociaal beleidsonderzoek, 1980, 
48, 70-72. 
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In explanatory research, analysts show relationships that may be related to 
dangers, threats, and risks. To do so, they cannot put scientifically high demands 
of significance on a possible cause-and-effect relationship, because that may 
cause a security problem. Analysts also aim at identifying effects that may lead 
to a security problem. This has consequences for the so-called alpha- and beta-
chances (see below). 
 
Methods and techniques 
 
The central issue in explanatory research is to demonstrate that a certain 
presupposed causal relationship actually exists. Proof of this relationship can be 
demonstrated in the form of a successful experiment or a statistical measure of 
covariance between the variables assigned as cause and effect. In case studies, 
interpretations, attributions, and chronology may indicate that, certain causal 
relations are highly plausible. Finally, you can indicate a causal relationship by 
reaching consensus over its plausibility (3.2.3, Delphi). 
 Although in explanatory research the central element is causal reasoning, this 
does not mean there are always causal relationships between elements discussed. 
To be too focused on causal relationships that actually do not exist, may lead to 
biases (4.2). 
 
Explanatory intelligence research very often takes the shape of case study 
research. In terms of case study research, methodological literature is available, 
for example by Yin.29 The least common technique for explanatory intelligence 
research is the experiment. The use of experiments often has ethical conse-
quences or leads to political risks. 
 In explanatory intelligence research, expert hunches, intuition, induction, 
analogies, and theory are often used. In this, it does not differ so significantly, 
from what happens in ordinary scientific explanation. 
 
To reach an optimal result, explanatory intelligence research pays special 
attention to three issues. All three issues will be discussed separately in the 
following: 
• competing hypotheses – to approach a phenomenon from different angles to 

prevent missing a plausible explanation; 
• alpha and beta chance – to obtain relevant significant findings, not 

overlooking weak but existing causal relationships, and; 
• robustness – to make sure conclusions do not depend on ad hoc 

circumstances. 
 

                                                 
29  Yin, Case Study Research, 1994. 
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Hypothesis 
 
In the literature on intelligence, the idea of competing hypotheses is well worked 
out. These ideas are based on methodological literature. First, some general 
thoughts from within the intelligence community are presented. This is followed 
by discussing the idea of Analysis of Competing Hypotheses. 
 In an article by Heuer,30 three strategies, about how to generate and to 
evaluate hypotheses – through theories, situation logic, and by comparison, are 
presented. These three strategies are discussed for their weaknesses and 
strengths.31

 To generate all relevant competing hypotheses, Heuer suggests that analysts 
employ all three options – theories, situation logic, and comparison – at an early 
phase. This often appears actually not to happen because of a lack of time. 
Heuer says that, especially concerning political analysis, analysts are generally 
stronger in situation logic (inductive) than in theory (deductive). Yet, higher-
level officials and policymakers tend to use theory and comparison more. This 
difference is seen of importance as it is judged as an indication for the way 
policymakers will receive a report.32

 In his article, Heuer argues that most data supports different hypotheses, 
hence his plea to focus on data that has the best diagnostic value. Heuer 
recommends that ‘[w]hile we often cannot apply the statistical procedures of 
scientific methodology to test out hypothesis, we can and should adopt the 
conceptual strategy of seeking to disconfirm rather than confirm hypotheses.’33

 
However, Heuer does not argue explicitly that you still need methods or 
techniques to evaluate data. Here, there seems to be some sort of methodological 
gap in his approach, between data on one hand and to confirm or to falsify a 
hypothesis on the other hand. There is a test, an argumentation to present the 
evidence supporting the statement, and a criterion to evaluate whether data 
confirms or refutes the hypothesis. In Heuer’s article, it is just referred to as the 
‘strategies’ of theory, situation logic, and comparison. Only in his later work, 
does he present a possible test – Analysis of Competing Hypotheses. 
 By falsifying hypotheses, Heuer makes a parallel with the ideas of Popper.34 
In the actual practice of testing a hypothesis, there often seems to be a problem 
in the attitude of analysts. Heuer suggests that analysts tend to discount data that 

                                                 
30  Richards (Dick) J. Heuer, Jr., served in the Directorate of Operations until 1975. Then, he moved to 

the Directorate of Intelligence. He headed the methodology unit in the DI’s political analysis office. 
Although he retired in 1979, he remained active and wrote many articles on method and analysis 
(http://www.odci.gov/csi/books/19104/art3.html). 

31  In addition, data immersion is mentioned, but this is characterized as a non-strategy. Heuer argues 
that there are also numerous other strategies. Heuer, “Strategies for Analytical Judgment,” CIA/SII, 
Summer 1980, 67-76. See also: De Valk, De BVD en inlichtingenrapportages, 1996, 50-51. 

32  Heuer, "Strategies for Analytical Judgment," CIA/SII, Summer 1980, 73-74, 76. 
33  Ibid., 76. 
34  To falsify hypotheses is shared by others who published on intelligence, for example: Ben-Israel, 

“Philosophy and methodology of intelligence,” Intelligence and National Security, October 1989, 
669. 
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will lead to a denial of their hypothesis, by judging data as questionable in terms 
of reliability or as an unimportant anomaly.  
 Heuer argues that it is seldom possible to eliminate a hypothesis. Therefore, 
analysts also need to evaluate its probability. He notes that the few detailed 
descriptions of intelligence successes were all based on testing evidence against 
competing hypotheses.35

 
Some additional remarks are made in relation to the ideas of Heuer. First, his 
ideas generally do fit well with studies on professional research (Swanborn). 
Besides, professionals often, in practice, model unfamiliar problems on familiar 
ones. With the help of hypotheses, they build new theory by reflecting on 
perceived but yet inarticulate similarities.36

 Second, a complicating factor to work with hypotheses is that the subjects of 
investigation – human beings – may change patterns of action, strategies of 
reaction, and thoughts. Therefore, an earlier proof or denial may not be accurate 
years later.  
 Third, and this concerns the issue to deny a hypothesis, it is sometimes 
possible to verify a hypothesis, or to prove it. In these cases, this kind of 
evidence should be included in the analysis.37 Yet, a characteristic of 
intelligence analysis is that key information is often lacking. This means the 
more promising strategy is generally to deny a hypothesis. Generally, the best 
diagnostic value is generated by data that falsifies a hypothesis.38

 
A last issue discussed here is the so-called Analysis of Competing Hypotheses 
(ACH). It is grounded in basic insights from cognitive psychology and decision 
analysis. 
 In the intelligence literature, ACH is promoted for two reasons. First, it is 
seen as a tool to aid a judgment on important issues requiring careful weighing 
of alternative explanations or conclusions. It helps against selective perception, 
biased perception, or one-sided analysis – ACH forces an account of all the 
alternatives. Second, it is a way to indicate quite precisely on which point there 
might be an intelligence dissent. If a second analyst disagrees with the other’s 
judgment, the matrix of step 3 of ACH (see table 3.5) can be used to highlight 
the precise area of disagreement. Subsequent discussion can then focus on the 
ultimate source of the differences.39 In the following table 3.5, the subsequent 
steps of ACH are presented.40  

                                                 
35  Heuer, “Strategies for Analytical Judgment,” CIA/SII, Summer 1980, 75-78. 
36  Schön, The Reflective Practitioner, 1983, 203. 
37  Compare: letter by Henk bij de Weg to the author, 26 January 1997. 
38  In an intelligence and security agency report, there is an emphasis on estimating its value. Therefore, 

hypotheses often are of an estimative nature. For the underlying theoretical limitations of the 
possibilities to estimate, see: Bij de Weg, De betekenis van zin voor het begrijpen van handelingen, 
1996, IX.6.3, especially page 307. 

39  Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 8, page 1 of 9, 6 of 9, and 9 of 9. 
40  This table is an abstract of Heuer, Psychology of Intelligence Analysis, 1999, chapter 8. 
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Table 3.5 Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH) 
 

Step 1 Identify the possible hypotheses to be considered. Use a group of analysts with different 
perspectives to brainstorm the possibilities. 
 

Step 2 Make a list of significant evidence and arguments for and against each hypothesis. 
 

Step 3 Prepare a matrix with hypotheses across the top and evidence down the side. Analyze the 
diagnostic value of the evidence and of the arguments – that is, identify which items are most 
helpful in judging the relative likelihood of the hypotheses. 
 

Step 4 Refine the matrix. Reconsider the hypotheses and delete evidence and arguments that have 
no diagnostic value. 
 

Step 5 Draw tentative conclusions about the relative likelihood of each hypothesis. Proceed by 
trying to disprove the hypotheses rather than prove them. 
 

Step 6 Analyze how sensitive your conclusion is to a few critical items of evidence. Consider the 
consequences of your analysis if evidence were wrong, misleading, or subject to a different 
interpretation. 
 

Step 7 Report conclusions. Discuss the relative likelihood of all the hypotheses, rather than just the 
most likely one. 
 

Step 8 Identify milestones for future observations that may indicate events are taking a different 
course than expected 
 

 
ACH is aimed at working with multiple causes – it is a multiple variable model. 
Risks, threats, and dangers happen to be multi-causal events. Mono-causal 
explanations are usually too simple. Furthermore, ACH is a qualitative way to 
tabulate the evidence – it is not a quantitative approach. As noted, ACH is likely 
to be helpful to indicate intelligence dissents (the matrix of step 3). In the second 
case study on the BVD, an illustration is presented of such a matrix (10.2.2). 
 
Alpha- and beta-chance 
 
There is a difference between the ultimate aims of scientific analysis and 
intelligence analysis. Scientific analysis is ultimately aimed at truth finding; 
intelligence analysis is ultimately aimed at interventions – to give warnings in 
cases of assessed risks, identified dangers, and uncovered threats. This has 
consequences for how it is dealt with, so-called alpha- and beta chances. First, 
these two chances are explained. Second, the consequences are discussed. 
 The alpha-chance is the chance that you incorrectly conclude that there is a 
significant relationship between phenomena. The beta-chance is the chance that 
you do not discover a weak, but actual existing, relationship between 
phenomena.41 In science, the alpha-chance is placed very low (often 0.05), but 

                                                 
41  This leads to two occasions in which a right decisions is taken: 1-alpha, or 1-beta (also called power). 

For more, see: Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 223. 
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the beta-chance is positioned higher (for example, 0.20).42 If there are only 
small effects, the power43 of a research will be low. This means that only in a 
minority of the cases, you would discover a significant relationship, but in the 
majority of the cases, you would miss weak relationships that actually do 
exist.44

 Applying the mentioned approach of a low alpha and high beta to 
intelligence has serious consequences for security. In intelligence analysis, small 
effects are notorious – not in the least caused by the nature of the research, the 
absent data, and the case study approach. This means analysts would miss the 
majority of actual existing relationships because of the low alpha and the high 
beta. In the case of the low alpha, analysts do not accept an actual existing 
relationship as significant enough. In the case of the high beta, they simply miss 
identifying an existing relationship. In other words, analysts may miss so many 
relationships, that they also miss those of interest from the perspective of 
security – and do not warn when necessary.45 The costs of such errors are 
extremely high.46 In intelligence research, therefore, it is recommended to put 
the alpha higher – which makes a relationship significant sooner – and the beta 
lower47 – in order not to miss an actual existing relationship. In reality, the beta-
chance is often a somewhat neglected element in scientific research – scientists 
often overlook a weak, but existing, relationship.48 Intelligence research needs 
to place a larger emphasis on the beta-chance than usually happens in science. 
 
Robustness 
 
Robustness refers to applying several techniques and methods in an analysis. 
The more such independent tests are survived, the more plausible the conclusion 
will be. Consequently, the finding does not depend on the analytical method 
used. A robust relationship may also be detected by simple correlative 
techniques. The esteem in the validity of the conclusion will increase. Of course, 
this is only reached if the different tests show the same findings. 
 The robustness of a causal relation can be proved by several methods and 
techniques. As noted earlier, this can be achieved by, for example, a case study, 
a correlation of quantitative data, attribution by experts, or by an experiment. 
 A problem in intelligence research is the absence of data and imperfect data. 
Yet, if in such an instance a presupposed causal relation can survive a series of 
test, some confidence can be placed in it. At least more confidence, than when 
                                                 
42  Between the alpha and beta, there is a negative relation – in which the actual relation depends on the 

size of the n. In a research, the beta will increase in case of a weak relationship and a small n. 
43  Power = 1-beta. See earlier footnote. 
44  Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 222-228. 
45  Compare: 2.2.3, ‘On Warning:’ (...) the best chance for avoiding harm is when evidence provides a 

reasonable basis for action, not when the likelihood of harm occurring is beyond a reasonable doubt. 
46  Compare: Ben-Israel, “Philosophy and methodology of intelligence,” Intelligence and National 

Security, October 1989, 661. 
47  You may opt to put the beta low – say 0.05 – in case of serious consequences, but higher – say 0.20 – 

in case of a threat of a less harming order. 
48  Compare: Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 226-228. 
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only one method or measure instrument is used. Of course, this confidence is 
increased by minimizing error in each instrument and method and by a 
reasonable belief in the different and divergent effects of the sources of error.49  
 Again, the conclusions in such an intelligence research have to all go in the 
same direction. This may not always be the case. In science, examples are 
known in which the application of both quantitative and a qualitative techniques 
raised more questions in the first instance than they solved – because of the 
different perspectives that the qualitative and quantitative data produced. In the 
second instance, however, this often leads to a far better understanding of the 
exact causal process.50 To apply more methods and techniques is likely to refine 
the model of the exact causal process – also in cases where different techniques 
provide seemingly opposite outcomes. 
 Although the idea of robustness is not as explicitly put forward as the issue 
of competing hypothesis, the concept is not completely absent in the intelligence 
community. In the intelligence literature, it is argued that particularly during 
times of crises, you may consider looking into a matter from different angles.51  
 A final remark on robustness is related to findings in social policy research. 
Here, there seems to be a higher degree of exploitation of research – a policy 
success rate – when a researcher is familiar with applying a multi-method 
strategy, than using a single method.52 From the perspective of protecting the 
market share by the consumer of intelligence and security agency reports, 
aiming at robust research may be an effective strategy. 
 
In the above, attention was paid to competing hypotheses, alpha- and beta-
chance, and robustness. All three elements play a role in increasing the quality 
of an explanatory intelligence research. Explanatory research is aimed at causal 
relationships. Some intelligence authors suggest focusing on studying, analyzing 
and recognizing patterns, in order not to be confused by detail.53 Such patterns 
can also be used in prognostic intelligence research. The prognostic research is 
the last type of intelligence research discussed in this section. 
 
3.2.3  Prognostic research – to forecast future developments 
 
In applied intelligence research, the objective of prognostic research is to 
forecast future developments. The interest of such research is in the possibility 
to anticipate threats, events, and risks, and to formulate a sound strategy of 
response. 
 

                                                 
49  Webb a/o, Unobtrusive measures, 1971, 3. 
50  For an example, see: Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 303-304. 
51  Mitelman, "Preface to a Theory of Intelligence," CIA/SII, Fall 1974, 22. 
52  Van der Vall, Sociaal beleidsonderzoek, 1980, 181. 
53  Wheaton, “Modeling and Simulation Transitions from Authoritarian Rule,” Peacekeeping 

Intelligence, 2003, 175-176. 
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Characteristics 
 
Prognostic intelligence research contains three characteristics that are the same 
as in explanatory intelligence research. It is an interdisciplinary applied activity, 
it shares the characteristics concerning sources and information, and it is mostly 
aimed at a unique case – in order to forecast. 
 
As any research based on forecasting, prognostic intelligence research is charac-
terized by an area of speculation – defined by what is likely and unlikely to 
happen.  
 Typical for prognostic intelligence research is the distribution of the chance 
that an event will take place – this chance is often low.54 This low chance is 
called a Poisson-distribution. Positioned on a scale, this distribution is not a 
linear one, but curve-linear. 
 In intelligence research, events often take the nature of a Poisson-
distribution. In intelligence research, risky events are often hard to predict, 
because of the small chance that the event will actually take place. If something 
happens, however, the impact is often high and may have considerable 
consequences. 
 
Demands 
 
What are typical demands for prognostic research? It must depart from a sound, 
actual description of the existing reality – a principle of continuity. Prognostic 
research has to be plausible. To be plausible, the research is supported by a 
defense to support its line of reasoning. The case is made explicit, and patterns 
are drawn. To be plausible, general insights – such as theory or theoretical 
frameworks – can be used in the research process. 
 Second, the research has to be relevant. To be of relevance not only refers to 
focusing on risks or threats of interest for the consumer, but also on anticipation, 
which is a main feature of intelligence as a discipline. To be of relevance the 
producer indicates in the reports factors that can be manipulated concerning 
possible future developments. The analysis is about an activity of how to affect 
the future.55

 Third, within the intelligence literature, it is argued that the test of 
intelligence analysis does not lie in whether the possibilities actually occur, ‘but 
in whether forces of whose existence intelligence was unaware come into play, 
or if their speed of intervention exceeds the intelligence forecast.’56

 In the presented tripartite division of intelligence analysis, the warning and 
risks analysis may take a somewhat difficult position. They may be completely 

                                                 
54  A risk is composed of chance and consequences (risk = chance x consequences). Events are risky: 

• if they occur sometimes and bring danger, or; 
• if they occur seldom, but bring great damage in those positive instances. 

55  Compare: Wildavsky, The Art and Craft of Policy Analysis, 1987, 208-209 (397). 
56  Gazit, “Intelligence Estimates and the Decisionmaker,” CIA/SII, Fall 1988, 31 (38 and 39). 
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prognostic research, but they may also be situated halfway between the 
explanatory and prognostic research types. 
 
Methods and techniques 
 
There are many methods and techniques to forecast. In this choice of techniques 
and methods, four main techniques and methods for prognostic research can be 
distinguished.57 First, there is modeling based on accepted theories and 
exploration of the relevant institutions in which assumptions are made in order 
to simulate future developments. Second, there are expert judgments, based on 
judgments by panels, such as Delphi. Experts speculate, judge, and write 
scenarios. Third, there is the scenario building – including opposite or 
competing scenarios. Fourth, there is the trend extrapolation, which is not based 
on theory.58

 As presented here, forecasting is achieved based on modeling. Modeling by 
level-A theories may not be well-established in intelligence research – as 
intelligence studies is a relatively new discipline. Subsequently theories used 
may not be validated, yet may well be plausible. As a result, you may expect, in 
prognostic intelligence research some preference for expert judgments, 
scenarios, and trend extrapolation. 
 In the methodological literature, questions are presented to be asked in the 
modeling. Such questions often can be easily adopted in the prognostic 
intelligence research.59

 
In a forecast, different possible futures tend to be presented. These different 
possible futures can be based on different assumptions. Seldom will there be 
only one scenario. In most cases, several scenarios and their preconditions will 
be presented. A forecast has to consider all relevant conditions and their 
likelihood – and thus, all relevant outcomes. It must take into account all 
possible developments of the conditions without bias. The probability and the 
relevant conditions have both a certain width. It means analysts present options 
with a certain openness of the outcomes. They point out what contributed to 
these options and openness – and their strengths and weaknesses.60 They assess 

                                                 
57  Different arrangements can be made. In interactive policy preparation techniques, for example, 

methods mentioned include: focus groups; concept mapping; Delphi-method; workshop-method; 
scenario-method; and gaming (Swanborn, Evalueren, 1999, 152-173). However, these are limited to 
what is described as group interview techniques. The four techniques presented in the main text are 
wider in their scope of types. 

58  There are more methods and techniques of forecasting (see, for example: Van Doorn & Van Vught, 
Forecasting, 1978, 31-32). Some of the techniques mentioned here are rarely used in practice. 

59  For example, SWOT – strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. The strengths and 
weaknesses refer to aspects of continuity. 

60  Compare: Pröpper, Argumentatie en machtsuitoefening in onderzoek en beleid, 1989, 216-217. For 
more see Cronbach a/o., Toward Reform of Program Evaluation, 1980, 77, 84. Compare also: Van 
Doorn & Van Vught, Forecasting, 1978, 22-23. 
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both the (subjective) maximum and minimum of the appearance of a certain 
phenomenon.61

 When more methods of forecasting are used bias caused by a particular 
method will be reduced and the usability of the forecast will be enhanced. In 
literature on methodology, it is advised to use different types of forecasting 
techniques.62 This could also be reached through the Delphi-technique, in which 
various predictions are conducted independent of each other. 
 Generally, the longer the time-span of the period to be forecasted, the more 
the calculus of probability will play a role. In addition, the longer the time-span 
of the period to be forecasted, the more the qualitative aspects need to be 
included.63

 
Intelligence literature 
 
In the literature on intelligence, forecasting methods and techniques are known 
and used. This is the case for Delphi, for example, that has been used since the 
beginning of the 1950’s – although its military application remained secret for 
years. Delphi is an expert judgment – a so-called Subjective Iterative Group 
(SIG) process. It is characterized by anonymous responses, iteration and 
feedback, and statistical group answers.64 Over many years, it has been referred 
to or applied in intelligence literature by, for example, Wilensky and Wheaton.65 
The long-term validity of this technique is questioned, so this may limit its 
application. It is popular, because it is a relatively cheap technique and it is 
adaptable at many different levels.66

 In the literature on intelligence, other techniques are mentioned. Some of 
them are attractive because of their simplicity, as for example the Decision Tree. 
With a minimum of costs, the Decision Tree is helpful to make motivated 
judgments for future developments – also for non-repetitive situations.67

 Elements of the methodological literature on forecasting and CIA-
publications largely address the same issues. To mention in an analysis the 
alternative options and their range of similarity are also expressed in CIA-
articles.68

                                                 
61  Van Doorn & Van Vught, Forecasting, 1978, 102. 
62  Ibid., 63-64. For suggestions of possible combinations of methods and techniques, see Ibid., 63-64, 

179-189. 
63  This is regrettable often contrary to the actual praxis, in which it mainly relies on quantitative 

models. Ibid., 149-150. 
64  Ibid., 107. 
65  Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence, 1967, 65. Wheaton, “Modeling and Simulation Transitions 

from Authoritarian Rule,” Peacekeeping Intelligence, 2003, 194- 196. 
66  Van Doorn & Van Vught, Forecasting, 115. 
67  For an illustration: Greenlaw Sapp, "Decision Trees," CIA/SII, Winter 1974, 64-7. 
68  For example, in the CIA’s Analytic Toolkit, the formulation of plausible alternative outcomes are 

promoted. In relation with these alternatives, an analyst identifies: 1) the factors at play that could 
lead to unexpected developments; 2) sign-posts or indicators of change; and 3) events that could 
trigger a major shift in direction (Directorate of Intelligence {CIA}, Analytic Toolkit, chapter 
‘Outlook,’ section ‘General rules,’ http://www.cia.gov/cia/di/toolkit/trade4.html). 
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 In modeling research, it is advised in intelligence literature to focus research 
on issues that estimate strengths and purposes, and the forces and factors 
working to influence the opponent’s decision making. It is also advised to 
estimate what these will lead the opponents to and to identify their own room to 
act.69 It is also advised to focus research on factors that could lead to unexpected 
developments, signposts or indications of change, and events that could trigger a 
major shift in direction.70

 
For prognostic intelligence research, an interesting approach is proposed by 
Ben-Israel. Ben-Israel proposes a kind of meta-analysis of assessments and 
forecasts produced by an agency – in order to obtain a more accurate prognosis. 
He proposes that the intelligence community not only creates reports, but also 
criticizes these in order to falsify them. This should especially be carried out 
when opposite or competing views are presented in different reports. When 
opposite reports survive such refutation, he proposes that decision-making 
should be handed over to policymakers.71 In an illustration on the Yom-Kippur 
war, he argues how such an approach of refutation would have led to better 
results than the actual practice by Israeli analysts. 
 In his article, Ben-Israel refers to the use of conceptual frameworks. These 
frameworks show parallels to what was explained in 3.1 as level-B and level-C 
theory. He defines a conceptual framework as ‘a system of basic assumptions, 
theories and beliefs.’ This is used to arrange and interpret data and facts.72

 Ben-Israel’s idea is to replace the traditional inductive approach to produce 
intelligence estimates, by a model that is loosely analogous to Popperian ideas 
on falsification, called an amended analogy. This approach focuses on logic 
between science and intelligence.73 In an overall figure, he presents his kind of 
meta analysis of intelligence (figure 3.1). 
 
The value of Ben-Israel’s ideas is not only to obtain a more accurate prognosis, 
but also to supply an intelligence community with a reflective break. In applied 
professional research, reflective breaks can be built in as a branch of the normal 
regulative learning and trying by experience. These branches can be 
scientifically supported by problem analysis and diagnosis, or the knowledge 
and expertise of changes.74 Now that all three intelligence types have been 
discussed, a conclusion will be drawn. 

                                                 
69  Samford, “The Intelligence Necessary to the Formulation of a Sound Strategy,” CIA/SII, Fall 1955, 

2. Colby, “Intelligence in the 1980s,” CIA/SII, Summer 1981, 33. Cremeans, “The Agency and the 
Future,” CIA/SII, Spring 1970, 82. 

70  http://www.cia.gov/cia/di/toolkit/trade4.html, Directorate of Intelligence Home Page, Analytic 
Toolkit, Outlook, page 2 of 3 (as being published on internet early 2000). 

71  Ben-Israel, “Philosophy and methodology of intelligence,” Intelligence and National Security, 
October 1989, 672, 708. 

72  Yet, a conceptual framework should never be treated as something final. Ibid., 711. 
73  Ibid., 668 (see also 662). 
74  Van Strien, Praktijk als wetenschap, 1986, 26. 
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Figure 3.1 An amended analogy, as put forward by Ben-Israel 
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3.2.4  Conclusion 
 
In this section, an overview of the three types of intelligence research and their 
characteristics, demands, methods, and techniques were discussed. The three 
types are descriptive, explanatory, and prognostic intelligence research. 
 
When we look at three characteristics of the relation between researcher and 
object of investigation – observation, cooperation, and document – all three 
belong in most cases to a complicated category to investigate. As a result, 
intelligence research is a difficult and precarious activity. While these charac-
teristics are typical for descriptive intelligence research, they are also reflected 
in explanatory and prognostic intelligence research, because the descriptive 
research is often 80% of the work of these two latter intelligence research types. 
 The demands placed on all three types of intelligence research still needs to 
be high, because of the societal and political consequences that a low quality 
report can produce. In general, the demands concern the reliability, the validity, 
and the robustness of the research, with a different emphasis on these demands 
for each type of intelligence research. In the intelligence literature, some extra 
general demands are expressed. It is argued that consumers value an intelligence 
product because of brevity, relevance and being in time (for more, 4.1). 
 In practice, there will be limitations to solve all the typical difficulties of 
intelligence research. For example, the time pressures that analysts have to work 
under will result in limited triangulation of sources and robustness. 
 
The methods and techniques that can be used encompass a large range of 
possibilities. This is due to the multidisciplinary and wide-ranging nature of the 
field itself. The author is very aware that on the issue of the arrangement of 
methods and techniques a lot of work still has to be done. What mainly is 
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lacking is an arrangement of methods and techniques that provides more insight. 
This is something, in the first instance, that has to be worked out. In the 
intelligence literature, material is available on how to direct such research, and 
on how to use methods and techniques. As such, this is not the aim of this study 
and is therefore dealt with in general terms only. 
 Of a different and more difficult order, are the characteristics of intelligence 
research that seem to cause some intrinsic problems in affecting the reliability 
and validity of research. In the intelligence literature, these characteristics are 
reflected upon from a different point of view. In the following section, attention 
is paid to this different perspective – and the possible consequences this has on 
the quality of intelligence analysis. 
 
 
3.3  INTELLIGENCE CHARACTERISTICS – THE PERSPECTIVE OF INTELLIGENCE 
  AND COUNTER-INTELLIGENCE 
 
Is there another perspective on the main characteristics of intelligence research 
to be acknowledged? In the preceding sections (3.2), the characteristics of 
intelligence analysis were discussed from the perspective of the type of report 
presented. It was methodologically oriented. In the intelligence literature, 
however, a different perspective is known also – the characteristics seen from 
the perspective of intelligence and counter-intelligence. This perspective can be 
useful in tracing factors that influence the quality of a report – besides the 
mentioned factors in 3.2 on demands and techniques. 
 An often-quoted model concerning the perspective of intelligence and coun-
ter-intelligence is Angleton’s Model of Soviet Strategic Deception (figure 3.2).75

 
Figure 3.2 Angleton’s Model of Soviet Strategic Deception 
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75  Angleton founded the counter-intelligence department of the CIA. Model as presented by Robarge, 

“Moles, Defectors, and Deceptions,” The Journal of Intelligence History, Winter 2003, 31. 
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Angleton’s model illustrates an opponent’s possibility of deception, on the one 
hand by feeding an agency with disinformation through double agents and false 
defectors, and, on the other hand, by getting feedback from an organization 
through moles. It gives an opponent the opportunity to manipulate. 
 When an opponent acts this way, you may expect that this will cause 
problems for making an analysis. In 3.2.1, the problematic characteristics were 
described concerning observation, cooperation, and document. Double agents 
and false defectors may contribute to these problems by manipulating infor-
mation. An extra element here – not shown in 3.2 – is feedback (moles). This is 
supplementary to the previous mentioned element of the difficult position 
analysts are in to make an analysis. This completes the circle of deception.76

 
When we look for factors to explain causes of high and low quality reports, the 
element of a policy of deception by an opponent may play a role. Two opposite 
hypotheses can be developed. 
 

HYPOTHESIS 4: If an opponent has a policy of deception – 
disconnected from the fact whether this is or is not discovered by your 
agency – this will influence the quality of your analysis in a negative way. 

 
This first hypothesis makes a direct connection – excluding third factors of 
influence – between the opponent that tries to blur your vision and the quality of 
your analysis. Even if the deception is discovered, the analysis will not obtain a 
higher quality than in the case of a policy of deception being absent. This 
includes also the idea that if, in turn, opponents are approached in a non-direct, 
non-open, covert way, the researchers do not entertain friendly relations with 
this opponent. The researchers run the risk of being preoccupied, and as a result 
making it hard to correct their preconceptions. The pursuit for falsification (to 
get rid of personal, subjective preconceptions) is hindered by the covert 
approach. 
 

HYPOTHESIS 5: If an opponent has a policy of deception – and this 
policy77 of deception is discovered – this will trigger off such additional 
or different activities within your agency, that in the end better analyses 
are produced than if the opponent did not employ a policy of deception. 

 

                                                 
76  Deception ‘is the transformation of a target’s perceptions by a planner channeling one or more ruses, 

composed of simulative (showing) and dissimulative (hiding) constructs, that once accepted as an 
illusion changes objective reality and the target who accepts the false as real, and responds’ (Bowyer 
Bell, “Toward a Theory of Deception,” International Journal of Intelligence and 
Counterintelligence, Summer 2003, 246). 
Strategic deception ‘the effort by a nation to achieve its objectives in the world by deliberately 
distorting the perceived reality of the governing elites of other nations’ (Epstein, “Analysis of 
Foreign Governments’ Deception,” Intelligence Requirements for the 1980’s, 1980, 123). 

77  This does not mean that those double agents, false defectors or moles are actually discovered. It only 
means your agency is – by one or another reason – aware of such a policy. 
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At first sight, this second hypothesis seems contradictory – more manipulation 
means better quality. However, it may be that to discover a policy of deception 
results in organizational activity – such as mobilizing new resources and an 
improved information flow – that subsequently gives rise to an analysis of a 
higher quality. 
 To explain this further, some short comments concerning a publication on 
organizational intelligence by Wilensky are discussed. Wilensky suggests that 
‘only the big (costly, risky, innovative) policy decisions that are also very urgent 
are likely to activate high-quality intelligence, because deliberation then moves 
out of channels towards men of generalized wisdom, executives and experts 
alike, communicating informally and effectively at the top.’78 The organization 
then functions less institutionalized – less bureaucratic. In situations of urgency, 
according to Wilensky, information pathologies are minimized, because 
‘urgency will shape many decisions, freeing the flow of information, secret or 
not.’79  
 To discover a deception is not the same as making a significant policy 
decision or urgency. It is therefore assumed that while deception potentially 
leads to high quality analysis it does not trigger all the elements relating to 
urgency. Yet, to discover that a policy of deception may trigger at least some of 
the elements, as Wilensky revealed, means that this will eventually lead to a 
higher quality of analysis than when no policy of deception is found. In the case 
that deception is discovered, elements must be found such as the growth of 
informal consultation, the mobilization of new or other resources, or a more free 
flow of information. When such factors are found, they can explain why an 
analysis of a higher quality is produced than when a policy of deception is not 
present. 
 
To summarize, to discuss deception has more importance than to obtain insights 
into intelligence characteristics as described from the perception of intelligence 
and counter-intelligence. The main interest is that a policy of deception may be a 
factor to explain the quality of an analysis. In terms of its relation with quality, 
two opposite hypothesis – each based on identifiable factors – can be 
formulated. The case studies will explore those identifiable factors – besides 
those factors concerning demands and methods, as discussed in 3.2. 
 
 
3.4  CONCLUSION 
 
In this chapter, the focus has been on analysis. In the first section, some terms 
were clarified for their use in applied intelligence research. 
 To identify factors of influence on the quality of intelligence, three types of 
research were distinguished – descriptive, explanatory, and prognostic research. 
Factors of direct influence on quality were discussed. The more the demands of 
                                                 
78  Wilensky, Organizational Intelligence, 1967, 81. 
79  Ibid., 84. 
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each research type are met, the better methods and techniques are applied – the 
higher the quality of the intelligence research will be. 
 The characteristics of an intelligence research resulted in a less straightforward 
relationship. At first sight, you would expect that the more complex, and the more 
dubious the reliability and validity of such characteristics are, the lesser the quality 
of the final intelligence and security agency report will be. Yet, an opposite 
argument can be constructed. In this case, a new concept has to be introduced – the 
policy of deception. The idea that a policy of deception produces all kinds of 
different processes to take place in the intelligence organization – such as a more 
free flow of information – that will enhance the analytical capabilities and will 
result in a higher quality. To trace the actual effects, two competing hypotheses 
were formulated to trace its effect on the quality. 
 
Although analysis was the central issue of this chapter, the issue of collection was 
re-examined on several occasions. To collect data is also the core business for 
intelligence research. Intelligence failures will occur if an agency neglects two 
basics – the collection and the unbiased analysis of data.80 The phase of 
collection is so crucial that it is not limited to a discussion in chapter 2 (2.2). Issues 
related to collection were explored again in this chapter, when discussing the 
characteristics of descriptive research – observation, cooperation, and document 
(3.2.1).  
 Characteristics of descriptive research showed how difficult the discipline of 
intelligence is. Already in chapter 2, a picture emerged of compartmentalization 
and filters – such as translating a document from one language to another, the 
selection of data, paraphrasing and condensing long documents, or integrating 
sub-reports into one. At each step of the research process errors may creep in 
and distort the original meaning. Such problems and difficulties seem to be 
intrinsic to the discipline of intelligence. For the time being, these problems are 
enhanced by intelligence studies being a discipline that has only just begun to 
develop. Most conceptual thinking is barely arranged as an overall view, and in 
many fields, elements are missing. 
 Still, some solutions are already present to cope with a range of problems and 
difficulties. In 3.2, attention was paid to the triangulation of sources of information, 
to formulate competing hypotheses, to the robustness of a research, and to the 
width of the outcomes of different options. 
 
The different elements mentioned in this chapter will be returned to in two ways 
following this research. First, some are used to formulate norms that intelligence 
research has to meet. This concerns, for example, the demands placed on the three 
different types of intelligence research. 
 Second, factors that were identified as having an influence on the quality of 
research will be paid attention to in the case studies. For example, an attempt to 

                                                 
80  Russ Travers, “The Coming Intelligence Failure,” 

http:/www.odci.gov/csi/studies/97unclas/failure.html, under heading ‘The Path to Failure.’ 
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identify the influence of a policy of deception on and its relationship with quality 
will be made. 
 In chapter 5, attention is paid to the criteria that high quality intelligence and 
security agency reports have to meet. However, before this can be discussed 
attention needs to be given to what the intelligence field itself sees as the pitfalls 
and biases that it has to deal with (chapter 4). 
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