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but may choose or be assigned to represent it as strenuously as possible.
The goal is to expose conflicting interpretations and show how alterna-
tive assumptions and images make the world look different. It often re-
quires time, energy, and commitment to see how the world looks from a
different perspective.”

Imagine that you are the boss at a US facility overseas and are wor-
ried about the possibility of a terrorist attack. A standard staff response
would be to review existing measures and judge their adequacy. There
might well be pressure—subtle or otherwise—from those responsible for
such arrangements to find them satisfactory. An alternative or supple-
mentary approach would be to name an individual or small group as a
devil’s advocate assigned to develop actual plans for launching such an
attack. The assignment to think like a terrorist liberates the designated
person(s) to think unconventionally and be less inhibited about finding
weaknesses in the system that might embarrass colleagues, because un-
covering any such weaknesses is the assigned task.

Devil’s advocacy has a controversial history in the Intelligence
Community. Suffice it to say that some competition between conflict-
ing views is healthy and must be encouraged; all-out political battle is
counterproductive.

Recognizing When To Change Your Mind

As a general rule, people are too slow to change an established view,
as opposed to being too willing to change. The human mind is conserva-
tive. It resists change. Assumptions that worked well in the past continue
to be applied to new situations long after they have become outmoded.

Learning from Surprise. A study of senior managers in industry
identified how some successful managers counteract this conservative
bent. They do it, according to the study,

By paying attention to their feelings of surprise when a par-
ticular fact does not fit their prior understanding, and then by
highlighting rather than denying the novelty. Although surprise
made them feel uncomfortable, it made them take the cause
[of the surprise] seriously and inquire into it. . . . Rather than

73. For an interesting discussion of the strengths and potential weaknesses of the “devil’s
advocate” approach, see Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 415-418.
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In summary, some degree of innate creative talent may be a neces-
sary precondition for innovative work, but it is unlikely to be of much
value unless the organizational environment in which that work is done
nurtures the development and communication of new ideas. Under un-
favorable circumstances, an individual’s creative impulses probably will
find expression outside the organization.

There are, of course, exceptions to the rule. Some creativity occurs
even in the face of intense opposition. A hostile environment can be
stimulating, enlivening, and challenging. Some people gain satisfaction
from viewing themselves as lonely fighters in the wilderness, but when it
comes to conflict between a large organization and a creative individual
within it, the organization generally wins.

Recognizing the role of organizational environment in stimulating
or suppressing creativity points the way to one obvious set of measures to
enhance creative organizational performance. Managers of analysis, from
first-echelon supervisors to the Director of Central Intelligence, should
take steps to strengthen and broaden the perception among analysts that
new ideas are welcome. This is not easy; creativity implies criticism of
that which already exists. It is, therefore, inherently disruptive of estab-
lished ideas and organizational practices.

Particularly within his or her own office, an analyst needs to enjoy a
sense of security, so that partially developed ideas may be expressed and
bounced off others as sounding boards with minimal fear of criticism or
ridicule for deviating from established orthodoxy. At its inception, a new
idea is frail and vulnerable. It needs to be nurtured, developed, and tested
in a protected environment before being exposed to the harsh reality of
public criticism. It is the responsibility of an analyst’s immediate supervi-
sor and office colleagues to provide this sheltered environment.

Conclusions

Creativity, in the sense of new and useful ideas, is at least as impor-
tant in intelligence analysis as in any other human endeavor. Procedures
to enhance innovative thinking are not new. Creative thinkers have em-
ployed them successfully for centuries. The only new elements—and even
they may not be new anymore—are the grounding of these procedures
in psychological theory to explain how and why they work, and their
formalization in systematic creativity programs.
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In Step 3 you identified the evidence and arguments that were most
diagnostic, and in Step 5 you used these findings to make tentative judg-
ments about the hypotheses. Now, go back and question the few linchpin
assumptions or items of evidence that really drive the outcome of your
analysis in one direction or the other. Are there questionable assumptions
that underlie your understanding and interpretation? Are there alterna-
tive explanations or interpretations? Could the evidence be incomplete
and, therefore, misleading?

If there is any concern at all about denial and deception, this is
an appropriate place to consider that possibility. Look at the sources of
your key evidence. Are any of the sources known to the authorities in
the foreign country? Could the information have been manipulated? Put
yourself in the shoes of a foreign deception planner to evaluate motive,
opportunity, means, costs, and benefits of deception as they might ap-
pear to the foreign country.

When analysis turns out to be wrong, it is often because of key
assumptions that went unchallenged and proved invalid. It is a truism
that analysts should identify and question assumptions, but this is much
easier said than done. The problem is to determine which assumptions
merit questioning. One advantage of the ACH procedure is that it tells
you what needs to be rechecked.

In Step 6 you may decide that additional research is needed to check
key judgments. For example, it may be appropriate to go back to check
original source materials rather than relying on someone else’s interpreta-
tion. In writing your report, it is desirable to identify critical assumptions
that went into your interpretation and to note that your conclusion is
dependent upon the validity of these assumptions.

Step 7

Report conclusions. Discuss the relative likelihood of all the hy-
potheses, not just the most likely one.

If your report is to be used as the basis for decisionmaking, it will be
helpful for the decisionmaker to know the relative likelihood of all the
alternative possibilities. Analytical judgments are never certain. There is
always a good possibility of their being wrong. Decisionmakers need to
make decisions on the basis of a full set of alternative possibilities, not
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To facilitate institutional memory and learning, thorough postmor-
tem analyses should be conducted on all significant intelligence failures.
Analytical (as distinct from collection) successes should also be studied.
These analyses should be collated and maintained in a central location,
available for review to identify the common characteristics of analytical
failure and success. A meta-analysis of the causes and consequences of
analytical success and failure should be widely distributed and used in
training programs to heighten awareness of analytical problems.

To encourage learning from experience, even in the absence of a
high-profile failure, management should require more frequent and sys-
tematic retrospective evaluation of analytical performance. One ought
not generalize from any single instance of a correct or incorrect judg-
ment, but a series of related judgments that are, or are not, borne out by
subsequent events can reveal the accuracy or inaccuracy of the analyst’s
mental model. Obtaining systematic feedback on the accuracy of past
judgments is frequently difficult or impossible, especially in the political
intelligence field. Political judgments are normally couched in imprecise
terms and are generally conditional upon other developments. Even in
retrospect, there are no objective criteria for evaluating the accuracy of
most political intelligence judgments as they are presently written.

In the economic and military fields, however, where estimates are
frequently concerned with numerical quantities, systematic feedback
on analytical performance is feasible. Retrospective evaluation should
be standard procedure in those fields in which estimates are routinely
updated at periodic intervals. The goal of learning from retrospective
evaluation is achieved, however, only if it is accomplished as part of an
objective search for improved understanding, not to identify scapegoats
or assess blame. This requirement suggests that retrospective evaluation
should be done routinely within the organizational unit that prepared
the report, even at the cost of some loss of objectivity.

Exposure to Alternative Mind-Sets

The realities of bureaucratic life produce strong pressures for confor-
mity. Management needs to make conscious efforts to ensure that well-
reasoned competing views have the opportunity to surface within the
Intelligence Community. Analysts need to enjoy a sense of security, so
that partially developed new ideas may be expressed and bounced off
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cates that critical thinkers whose expertise is in other areas make a signifi-
cant contribution. They often see things or ask questions that the author
has not seen or asked. Because they are not so absorbed in the substance,
they are better able to identify the assumptions and assess the argumenta-
tion, internal consistency, logic, and relationship of the evidence to the
conclusion. The reviewers also profit from the experience by learning
standards for good analysis that are independent of the subject matter of
the analysis.

Guiding Analytical Products

On key issues, management should reject most single-outcome
analysis—that is, the single-minded focus on what the analyst believes
is probably happening or most likely will happen. When we cannot af-
ford to get it wrong, or when deception is a serious possibility, manage-
ment should consider mandating a systematic analytical process such as
the one described in Chapter 8, “Analysis of Competing Hypotheses.”
Analysts should be required to identify alternatives that were considered,
justify why the alternatives are deemed less likely, and clearly express the
degree of likelihood that events may not turn out as expected.

Even if the analyst firmly believes the odds are, say, three-to-one
against something happening, that leaves a 25-percent chance that it will
occur. Making this explicit helps to better define the problem for the
policymaker. Does that 25-percent chance merit some form of contin-
gency planning?

If the less likely hypothesis happens to be, for example, that a new
Indian Government will actually follow through on its election cam-
paign promise to conduct nuclear weapons testing, as recently occurred,
even a 25-percent chance might be sufficient to put technical collection
systems on increased alert.

Verbal expressions of uncertainty—such as possible, probable, un-
likely, may, and could—have long been recognized as sources of ambi-
guity and misunderstanding. By themselves, most verbal expressions of
uncertainty are empty shells. The reader or listener fills them with mean-
ing through the context in which they are used and what is already in the
reader’s or listener’s mind about that subject. An intelligence consumer’s
interpretation of imprecise probability judgments will always be biased
in favor of consistency with what the reader already believes. That means
the intelligence reports will be undervalued and have little impact on the
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consumer’s judgment. This ambiguity can be especially troubling when
dealing with low-probability, high-impact dangers against which policy-
makers may wish to make contingency plans.

Managers of intelligence analysis need to convey to analysts that it is
okay to be uncertain, as long as they clearly inform readers of the degree
of uncertainty, sources of uncertainty, and what milestones to watch for
that might clarify the situation. Inserting odds ratios or numerical prob-
ability ranges in parentheses to clarify key points of an analysis should be
standard practice.

The likelihood of future surprises can be reduced if management
assigns more resources to monitoring and analyzing seemingly low-prob-
ability events that will have a significant impact on US policy if they do
occur. Analysts are often reluctant, on their own initiative, to devote time
to studying things they do not believe will happen. This usually does not
further an analyst’s career, although it can ruin a career when the unex-
pected does happen. Given the day-to-day pressures of current events, it
is necessary for managers and analysts to clearly identify which unlikely
but high-impact events need to be analyzed and to allocate the resources
to cover them.

One guideline for identifying unlikely events that merit the specific
allocation of resources is to ask the following question: Are the chances
of this happening, however small, sufficient that if policymakers fully
understood the risks, they might want to make contingency plans or
take some form of preventive or preemptive action? If the answer is yes,
resources should be committed to analyze even what appears to be an
unlikely outcome.

Managers of intelligence should support analyses that periodically
re-examine key problems from the ground up in order to avoid the pit-
falls of the incremental approach. Receipt of information in small incre-
ments over time facilitates assimilation of this information to the analyst’s
existing views. No one item of information may be sufficient to prompt
the analyst to change a previous view. The cumulative message inherent
in many pieces of information may be significant but is attenuated when
this information is not examined as a whole.

Finally, management should educate consumers concerning the
limitations as well as the capabilities of intelligence analysis and should
define a set of realistic expectations as a standard against which to judge
analytical performance.
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