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Foreword
By Charles E. Allen

Former Under Secretary for Intelligence and Analysis, 
   Department of Homeland Security
Former Assistant Director of Central Intelligence for Collection,  
   Central Intelligence Agency

Whether you are a practicing intelligence professional or a decision maker 
who depends on intelligence, Critical Thinking for Strategic Intelligence is 

required reading. Critical thinking skills are foundational and thus essential 
not only for the analysts themselves, but collectors, managers, and consumers 
as well. When I was a senior intelligence official and asked that a paper be pre-
pared for me, everyone knew the draft had to be crisp, tightly reasoned, and 
deftly organized. What I did not need was a memory dump—a mindless recita-
tion of everything known or imagined. I needed the factual bases and their 
relevance; I eschewed fluff. Kathy and Randy Pherson have produced a book 
that tells you exactly what is needed to do this well.

I have long felt the need for a book that helps intelligence practitioners 
apply critical thinking skills to their profession. Given the growing complexity 
of our intelligence milieu, that need is increasingly desperate. The book 
approaches this challenge in a comprehensive and satisfying way, focusing on 
those twenty most important questions all analysts should ask of themselves 
on a regular basis. One of the most important admonitions is to stop and 
reflect before plunging into any newly assigned task. Time spent properly 
framing and refining the question and scoping what is needed saves endless 
hours of unnecessary toil down the road.

The authors provide helpful advice on where to look for the most useful 
information. More important, I think, are their useful checklists to help deter-
mine if the sources can be trusted, if deception may be present, or if some 
caveat for the reader is appropriate. They not only tell you what comprises a 
good analytic product, but how to fashion the message in an appropriately 
compelling manner. Although the authors spent their careers as intelligence 
analysts working for the US government, the book is enriched with insights 
from colleagues in Canada and the United Kingdom, which adds useful per-
spective and offers models US analysts would be smart to incorporate as their 
own. Critical Thinking for Strategic Intelligence can also help inoculate produc-
ers of intelligence against the growing tendency to require sources for virtually 
every sentence or paragraph analysts write. In this era of time dominant, 
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tactical reporting, it is vital that analysts be allowed to think independently, 
make seasoned judgments, and issue warnings based on their mastery of ana-
lytic tradecraft.

As the need for ever better intelligence has grown, formal analytic training 
in government and academia has become more fashionable. This book should 
be front and center on the reading lists for students as well as practitioners of 
the intelligence arts. The inclusion of five case studies should make it a winner 
in the classroom. The case studies focus on a diverse set of topics ranging from 
defense budgeting to cyber to food safety, each case vividly illustrating the util-
ity of applying these skills across a broad range of issues.

This book complements three previous works by Pherson et al. that have 
been well-received within the profession both in the United States and abroad: 
the Handbook of Analytic Tools and Techniques, Structured Analytic Techniques 
for Intelligence Analysis, and Cases in Intelligence Analysis: Structured Analytic 
Techniques in Action. When you add this latest book to the shelf, you have what 
it takes to establish the analytic arm of any intelligence service.

In Critical Thinking for Strategic Intelligence, Kathy and Randy Pherson 
provide the best guide I have seen on how to satisfy the analytic needs of busy 
executives both in business and government. In essence, the authors frame how 
analysis should be done in a direct and practical way. When it comes to critical 
thinking skills, this book is meant for all of us whether we are intelligence col-
lectors, analysts, or consumers. From personal experience inside US intelli-
gence and Homeland Security, I know this book will be an invaluable guide 
and will advance analytic excellence. My only regret on reading it is that it was 
not available sooner.
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Preface

In 2009, one of the authors was invited to speak to a class at a prestigious 
graduate school of management about the value of using structured analytic 

techniques in business analysis. He decided to begin the class by discussing 
how outlines can save time while enhancing the quality of a paper. Writing an 
outline or making a sketch or flowchart helps analysts organize available 
information, develop their lines of argument, and identify gaps in knowledge. 
It only takes minutes, but over the long run can save hours or days of effort 
compared to just plunging in. The author thought this simple example would 
be a good metaphor for showing the value of using structured analytic techniques, 
like a Key Assumptions Check, to avoid common cognitive pitfalls—as well as 
major intelligence failures.

To his astonishment, only one-third of the students said they had ever 
prepared an outline before writing. Was this an anomaly? Apparently not. 
When we subsequently ask the same question to new analysts entering 
government service, usually half the class say they do not prepare outlines or 
otherwise sketch out how they plan to organize their paper. 

With the advent of powerful search engines on the Internet, the process of 
writing a paper appears to have changed. A common practice is to use search 
engines to find documents and other sources of information on their topic, 
select the best sources, extract the most relevant information, copy and paste 
the various blocks of information, and then edit the compilation of inputs to 
create the final paper. 

What is not apparent is whether any critical thinking occurred throughout 
this process (see the Analyst’s Roadmap on the inside back cover). Did the student 
develop an actual line of argument in preparing the paper? Validate the key 
questions being asked? Test any assumptions or consider alternative hypotheses? 
Identify contrary evidence or notice gaps in information or logic? 

We believe all of these steps are essential to producing a high-quality 
analytic product. And these steps are often ignored by the emerging world of 
Google generation drafters. This book intends to provide students as well as 
government and private sector analysts with a practical guide for instilling 
more rigor into their analytic process and generating more compelling final 
products.Do n
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AUDIENCE
We wrote this book for anyone who wants to think smarter, write better, and 
seeks guidance on how best to achieve these goals. Its organization is drawn 
from our past experiences as intelligence analysts, managers of analytic 
products, and instructors. We fervently believe, however, that the book has 
value to audiences far beyond the Intelligence Community. 

Producing good analysis is both an art and a science. Seasoned analysts in 
the government and the private sector can use this book to perfect the art of 
writing, refine their conceptual skills, and learn new techniques. A more 
important audience, in our view, consists of the up-and-coming analysts in 
colleges and universities—and even teachers in high schools and lower grades. 
Teachers should be inculcating the basic principles of critical thinking for 
students of all ages, both to enrich their daily lives and to enhance their 
professional opportunities.

CONTENT AND DESIGN
The book is organized around twenty key questions that all analysts should ask 
as they prepare to conduct research, draft papers, and present their analysis. We 
divided the twenty questions into four groups, focusing on the four stages of 
generating an analytic product:

1. How do I get started?

2. Where is the information I need?

3. What is my argument?

4. How do I convey my message effectively?

We have long contended that the best way to learn is by doing. In writing 
this book, we practice what we preach by including a set of case studies that the 
reader can use to reinforce understanding of key points. The case studies focus 
on a wide range of topics, covering political, economic, military, cyber, and 
health-related issues. At the end of each chapter, we provide a set of questions 
instructors and students can use to test whether the key teaching points have 
been absorbed. 

Throughout the book, feature boxes will alert you to stop and reflect, and  
identify which structured analytic techniques best support the activities 
discussed in that chapter. We also include some of our favorite quotations and 
a robust set of graphics and text boxes. The inside back cover of the book 
includes a graphic, the Analyst’s Roadmap, that captures on one page key 
points made in the book.

The answers to the questions found at the end of each chapter are 
contained in a set of Instructor Materials that are free as a downloadable PDF 
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to all instructors as well as government and private sector analysts who 
purchase the book. The graphics contained are also available to instructors and 
government and private sector analysts as free, downloadable JPEG and 
PowerPoint slides. You can register to obtain these Instructor Materials at 
http://college.cqpress.com/sites/intel-resources/.
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TH!NK FirstTM and its suite of freeware tools (FirstACHTM, First Assumptions 
CheckTM, FirstLinkTM, and Fr@meWorkTM) as well as TH!NK SuiteTM and its 
suite of collaborative tools (Te@mACHTM,  Indicators ValidatorTM, Multiple 
Hypotheses GeneratorTM, and Quadrant CrunchingTM) are trademarks of 
Globalytica, LLC, and are used with its permission.

All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed in this book are those 
of the authors and do not reflect the official positions of the Office of the 
Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), the Central Intelligence Agency, or any 
other US government agency. Nothing in the contents should be construed as 
asserting or implying the authentication of information or the endorsement of 
the authors’ views by the US, UK, or Canadian governments. This material has 
been reviewed by the ODNI only to prevent the disclosure of classified material.
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Introduction

WHY THIS BOOK, AND WHY NOW?
As we were writing this book, dear colleagues gave us a bumper sticker that 
sums up the need for a book on critical thinking. It says: “Critical Thinking: 
The Other National Deficit.” Our goal is to make a dent in reducing that deficit.

Internet searches and library catalogs point to hundreds of erudite books 
that detail how to structure arguments, differentiate between intuition and 
structured reasoning, and explore how the brain works so that we learn from 
our experiences and apply them to the challenges we face every day. Academics, 
logicians, and researchers carry out exquisitely designed experiments, conduct 
research, and publish detailed accounts of their results. Others apply these 
tenets to the world of analysis, diagnosing why an analyst’s mental crystal ball 
fails to predict unexpected events, dissecting these events to distill lessons 
learned. All these activities make important contributions to the understanding 
of critical and analytic thinking. In and of themselves, however, they do not 
produce better analytic thinkers or lead to more refined analytic products.

The problem is fairly straightforward: just too much information is out 
there, and analysts simply do not have the time to absorb all of it. Even with 
automated search and extraction assistance, analysts still need to think their 
way through an issue, recognizing the most salient data and rejecting that 
which is wrong, misleading, or unhelpful. How can analysts identify the best 
critical thinking practices and, more important, learn the most effective ways 
to incorporate them into their daily work processes?

The solution lies in seeking help in four different ways. Most analysts 
should be able to benefit from all four, but the first and most productive 
pathway is often the least accessible in the government given the substantial 
growth and turnover of the workforce in the wake of the September 11, 2001, 
attacks. The four pathways are:

1. On-the-job training by experienced managers and other mentors.

2.  Training courses and workshops that attempt to develop basic, 
intermediate, and advanced skills.

3. Improved analytic techniques.

4. Self-initiated study, practice, and experience.
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ON-THE-JOB TRAINING

Some analysts come naturally to a way of thinking that leads to success in the 
world of analysis, easily incorporating disparate sources of information into 
insightful narratives and conclusions that their readers can use in making deci-
sions about difficult issues. Most analysts, however, need to be schooled and 
mentored to think more rigorously and reduce the chances of being led astray 
by mental mindsets that help us simplify data and deal with complexity.

Unfortunately, not all managers and mentors were created equal. We came 
to the Intelligence Community in the mid-1970s from exceptional university 
programs, but still needed on-the-job experience writing and rewriting our 
work to become good analysts. We had to justify our thought processes and 
data interpretation, and we were edited at multiple levels on a daily basis. We 
were held accountable by our supervisors for having clear mental frameworks 
for our areas of responsibility, being on top of all the information relating to 
our frameworks, and writing quickly and succinctly about events and their 
implications. If we got stuck or overreached our data, our supervisors guided 
us to a better path.

TRAINING COURSES

Training underscored what we learned on the job and provided additional 
perspective on our craft, but its value paled in comparison to what we learned 
by doing our job under the watchful eyes of managers and editors who were 
experienced analysts.

The same is true today. In a post-9/11 world, we look to analysts to make 
sense of incomplete and ambiguous information. Over seventy fusion centers 
have been created across the United States. Many of their customers view 
analysts as a sort of panacea, expecting them to find the critical information in 
avalanches of data, develop expertise on complicated topics in weeks, and 
generate with little guidance products that will head off catastrophic mistakes 
and prevent surprise. Much like the Sidney Harris cartoon in which the 
difficult part of a mathematical proof is accounted for by the words “and then 
a miracle occurs,” analysts become the critical node in which the human brain 
is expected to take advantage of the systems that have been built, the processes 
that have been developed, and the information that has been shared. Although 
they work under the job title “analyst,” many lack the critical thinking skills and 
knowledge to meet these high expectations as well as the training programs to 
get them to this standard.

The analysts we teach and mentor across the intelligence, homeland 
security, law enforcement, and defense communities appreciate the training 
they get, but characterize much of the coursework as descriptive or too 
theoretical. They learn some “interesting stuff” but are not coached in how 
actually to do analysis or how to know when they are doing it well. As one 
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student wrote in an evaluation form, “I don’t just need to know that the ‘So 
What’ is critical, I need to be told how to find it and to recognize it when I have 
found it.” In short, they are asking to be taught the “how” of intelligence 
analysis and not just the “what.” They know they are at risk, and they do not 
want to be wrong.

ANALYTIC TECHNIQUES

When we look back on past responses to intelligence surprises or shortcom-
ings, recommendations for improvements are uncannily similar. Almost every 
postmortem of past intelligence failures concludes that analysts were working 
from outdated or flawed mental mindsets and had failed to consider alternative 
explanations. Most recently, the Iraq WMD commission’s indictment of “poor 
tradecraft” and the 9/11 Commission’s judgment that analysis suffered from a 
“failure of imagination” signaled the need to incorporate more rigor and cre-
ativity into the analytic process.

In response, the government has commissioned major research and 
development (R&D) efforts to create new models, new algorithms, and new 
computer tools to address our analytic weaknesses. Unfortunately, most of this 
investment has gone to collection, data mining, and other IT infrastructure 
improvements and precious little to supporting the analytic process.

Only on rare occasions have these R&D efforts produced analytic tools that 
analysts have integrated into their daily routines. R&D programs aspire to develop 
tools that will do the analysts’ work for them, crunching reams of data, and 
extracting answers with the application of sophisticated algorithms. Practicing 
analysts actually use few such systems today. Far more preferable would be the 
development of simpler tools that can structure analysts’ thinking, help them 
engage peers in problem solving, and, most important, save them time.

One successful example dates back to well before the Iraq WMD 
intelligence failure. As a result of the Nosenko double agent controversy in the 
1960s, Richards Heuer studied cognitive psychology and suggested the 
application of a form of the scientific method to intelligence analysis called 
Analysis of Competing Hypotheses. The method received traction as a result of 
CIA’s publication of Psychology of Intelligence Analysis in 1999, and it is now a 
standard technique taught across the Intelligence Community. The technique 
is well received by analysts as a diagnostic tool; even those whose work is 
heavily focused on quick assessments and current intelligence reporting have 
learned the value of constantly scanning incoming reports for data that is 
inconsistent with their lead hypotheses.

SELF-STUDY

Many analysts have tried to overcome the lack of experienced managers, well-
focused training courses, and useful analytic techniques by engaging in 
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 xxii   CRITICAL THINKING FOR STRATEGIC INTELLIGENCE 

self-study programs. The key frustration they encounter in this realm is a lack 
of good case studies and tailored on-the-shelf—and preferably online—
instructional materials.

Most analysts are under serious time pressure and have access to limited 
resources. They need simple, but elegant, solutions to these challenges. This 
book is intended to help them overcome these obstacles by providing practical 
advice and easily digestible answers to what we consider are the twenty most 
important critical thinking questions. We seek to help you traverse the four 
pathways in the following manner:

•	 Turn to this book for guidance if you lack an experienced supervisor or 
mentor who can look over your shoulder as you conceptualize and 
write your product.

•	 Use the book as a framework to reinforce what is taught in the class-
room and to direct your attention to which sections of the course 
deserve the most attention.

•	 Learn more about the simple analytic techniques referenced in the vari-
ous chapters to ensure that you pick the right technique for the prob-
lem that confronts you.

•	 Read the case studies and do the exercises to test what you have learned 
and make sure you did not miss any key learning points.

We learn how to do good analysis by practice. When good analysts are 
asked how they can remember so much or juggle so many themes or details 
simultaneously, the answer often is “fear.” Analysts can avoid making major 
mistakes by embracing the rigors of science within the time constraints and 
practical limitations of the analytic process. The best way to mitigate the fear 
of failure is to internalize core critical thinking skills and persist in always 
identifying a customer’s true needs, developing a persuasive line of argument, 
checking key assumptions, looking for disconfirming data, and entertaining 
multiple explanations as long as possible.

WHY THESE TWENTY QUESTIONS?
The organization of this book is based on what 
we have learned from our students, what has 
resonated from in-class discussions, what our 
students have identified each day as their greatest 
takeaway or “aha,” and what they tell us later 
when they get back to their jobs. One student 
confided that she  always remembers what she 
should be doing after sitting through a training 
session, but old habits rapidly take over when 
she returns to her desk. Her focus quickly shifts 

Definitions of critical thinking 
abound—from the philosophical to 
the biological—but the authors 
subscribe to the definition prof-
fered by long-time intelligence 
methodologist and practitioner 
Jack Davis:

“Critical Thinking is the 
adaptation of the processes and 

values of scientific inquiry to 
the special circumstances 

of strategic intelligence.”1

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission 

of the publisher.



 Introduction xxiii  

to what has to be done as quickly as possible and to the “satisficing” strategies 
that answer the immediate question, but could be analytically flawed. We believe 
she—and all of us—need to constantly remind ourselves that by instilling more 
rigor into the analytic process we will actually make our jobs easier.

Recognizing that time is an increasingly precious commodity, we have 
sought to convey our message as concisely as possible, providing what you 
need to know while avoiding longer theoretical discussions of why it matters. 
For such information, we direct you to the endnotes at the end of each chapter, 
and at the back of the book, the Glossary of Terms and the list of fifty 
Recommended Readings. We have also provided a list of names of people 
mentioned in the twenty chapters and where they were cited.

We understand that the provision of questions, steps, and checklists is not 
the entire answer. They are a means to get started, what one of our colleagues 
calls the “training wheels.” The devil—as always—is in the details. The burden 
is on you to apply what is contained in the twenty chapters with sufficient care 
and precision, internalizing the processes and using them as a baseline for 
more sophisticated and complex analytic efforts.

In writing this book, we tried to take into account individual differences 
in learning traits and reasoning styles, such as curiosity and the different levels 
of effort with which people approach intellectual tasks. We are gratified when 
students with diagnosed learning disabilities tell us they usually have trouble 
getting all they should out of most training classes, but learn easily from us. 
While we attribute this mostly to the sound application of adult learning 
principles, we believe analysis should be viewed as a multifaceted activity that 
is done well only if we use all our brain power, both the logical left brain and 
the creative right brain. We encourage you to use the book as a reference guide, 
constantly practice what you are learning, and use the case studies to assess 
how well you have learned.

END NOTES

1. Jack Davis, personal communication, February 24, 2011.
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  1 

PART I
How Do I Get Started?

Most courses and books on critical thinking are about logic, types of 
arguments, and demonstrations of perceptual foibles. Analysts in the 

classes we teach just want to know how to do their jobs. And the hardest part 
of performing their task is to get started.

The tendency is to quickly do a quick search for what has already been 
written on a topic, select the best material in our computer databases, and just 
plunge in. We muddle about in the data until we become sufficiently familiar 
with the information or desperate enough that our brains focus on the 
categories that make the most sense and identify the critical information. Then 
we fashion some judgments that rise above the mire, organize what we have in 
hand, and write it down crisply. Fortunately, we get better at this as we absorb 
the details, learn the history, and build models that can help us look to the 
future.

That strategy will work over time, but there is a better way. Part I lays out 
an array of tasks that should be undertaken before selecting sources or 
beginning to write the paper. The secret to successful analysis is targeting the 
analytic product to specific customers and answering the questions they are or 
should be asking. Make sure you understand the broader perspective by 
considering the full analytic landscape (see the description of the Issue 
Redefinition in Chapter 3) before narrowing the focus to conceptualize a 
specific product. The last chapters in the section explore the range of 
approaches that can be employed to produce the analysis and the benefits of 
including others in the process. 

Many analysts say they do not have time to do all this under the pressure 
of deadlines. They are wrong. This is the preparatory foundation that enables 
you to turn out consistent and insightful analysis no matter how tight the time 
limitations. You need only a few minutes to orient yourself in the production 
process using the Analyst’s Roadmap for guidance (see the inside back cover). 
Diagram the environment in which you are working and try to use both the 
right (creative) and the left (logical) sides of your brain to speed the integration 
of the data and sensemaking.Do n
ot 
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 2   Critical Thinking for Strategic Intelligence

Over the long run, the tips offered in this section will save you considerable 
time while sharpening your analysis. This analytic infrastructure is the essence 
of good critical thinking. Stop and reflect when you are at your desk, but also 
when you are exercising or getting up in the morning. How do you know you 
are doing it right? You can measure your success by tracking what your 
customers do and the extent to which it is based on what you have said or 
written.
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  3 

1
Who Are the Customers?

SETTING THE STAGE
The importance of pausing at the start of a job or a project to identify explicitly 
your key customers cannot be overstated. When preparing a briefing, the 
answer to this question is usually obvious, although you may need to target 
your presentation to a larger group with several subsets of customers, interests, 
and desired outcomes. When writing a product, however, this question is often 
overlooked—and the cost to analysts and their organizations can be substantial.1

The raison d’être for analysts and analytic organizations is to bring a 
broader range of information to bear on difficult questions, select that which 
is most significant, then tailor and package it for decision makers. These 
functions are similar for analysts working in national security, homeland 
security, law enforcement, or private industry. 

Most customers, however, have much more on their minds than absorbing 
the details and historic data in which analysts are immersed. Successful analysts 
translate their expertise into forms that “sing” to busy customers and respond 
to their needs and interests without the customer having to ask. The first step 
is to understand the customers’ responsibilities, problems, pressures, and 
preferences as receivers of information.

LOOKING MORE DEEPLY
As you begin a new job and read in to familiarize yourself with the subject 
matter, make a list or draw a diagram of those who are interested in or will be 
counting on your analysis to help them carry out their responsibilities. This 
customer base will guide the questions you formulate, the information you 
seek and monitor, and the products you generate. Some of your analyses will 
be targeted at a specific customer, others at several. The more specific you can 
be in defining the individuals or positions you support, the better. Be sure to 
include those in your chain of command as well as those outside of your 
organization who receive your products. 

Ideally, you have met some of your customers, know about them from the 
media, or learned about them from colleagues. Make every effort to visualize 
those for whom you are preparing your briefing or paper and what they will be 
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 4   PART I: HOW DO I GET STARTED?

doing as a result of your analytic conclusions. The one thing they most likely have 
in common is insufficient time for processing and absorbing all the data they need 
to make effective decisions. They are counting on you to do some of the thinking 
and anticipating for them, giving them insights so they can “grab it and go.”

UNDERSTANDING BUSY CUSTOMERS

The more senior your customers, the broader their scope of responsibilities 
and the less time they have to read your analysis. Senior customers share sev-
eral characteristics that you should take into consideration in your products 
and other support.

•	 Their time is limited and precious. Your senior customers might be given 
a hundred pages of information to read each morning. You should 
expect them to move quickly through volumes, keying off words that 
catch their attention and interest. Your products should be focused and 
easily digestible with a prominent “so what” that points them to the 
implications and options for decisions they will make.

•	 They depend on you to prioritize what is important. Your selection of 
topics helps your customers manage their time and focus their intel-
lectual energies on what is most critical. The human brain, however, 
can follow only a limited number of topics at any given time. Do not 
assume they read or remember previous products. A good strategy is to 
insert simple graphics or provide supporting or explanatory data in a 
separate text box.

•	 They expect transparency in your facts and your analysis. Source summa-
ries and the rationale behind why we know and how we came to conclu-
sions create the backdrop for your customers’ acceptance or rejection of 
your work. This makes it difficult to present assessments with which you 
know they will disagree. In most cases, however, they will simply disre-
gard your hard work. You may never know you missed the opportunity 
to change their thinking or inform their knowledge base. 

•	 They “use” information from “trusted” analysts and organizations. Your 
organization’s “brand name” can determine the weight your customers 
give to your products. Just like we develop preferences for credible ser-
vice providers, information sources, and commercial products, cus-
tomers pay more attention to the producers they believe are more 
thoughtful, reliable, and accurate.

•	 You are only one source of their information flow. Busy executives—from 
generals to cabinet officials to chief executive officers—have multiple 
sources of information, many who may be closer to the issue than you 
are. Never assume you are the only or even the most knowledgeable 
source; know what you have that is different from the others.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission 

of the publisher.



 CHAPTER 1: Who Are the Customers? 5  

BOX 1.1  Social Intelligence: Empathizing With Your Customers

The most valuable analysts are able to view their issues from their consumers’ perspectives, 
empathetically “seeing the world through others’ eyes.”  Excellent salespeople or managers are 
empathetic because they recognize and respond to the needs of clients, customers, or 
subordinates. They are easy to approach and probably approach you first with interest in your 
wants and needs. They “get it right,” making you feel they understand you even if they do not 
have the color shirt you wanted or accommodate a request to shift time schedules. Empathy is 
at the core of successful social interactions, facilitating communication, compassion, and 
cooperation. 

How do you know you are empathetic? Psychologists have entire workshops on assessing 
and developing capacities for empathy, but here is the shorthand answer: empathetic people 
accurately sense how they are perceived by others because they intuit another’s perception of 
them and adjust their behaviors so they are seen in ways they want to be seen.  

Here are some steps you can take to build empathy with your work colleagues and 
consumers:

 • Listen actively. If we focus on clarifying what we see or believe is needed rather than 
judging, then we can move more quickly toward broadly applicable solutions. Active 
listening implies we are paying attention to others and can repeat, paraphrase using 
similar words, or reflect on what we have heard using our own words to express key 
messages. 

 • Take personal responsibility for improvement. Those who are “stress hardy” exhibit 
three characteristics:*

1. Commitment (rather than alienation) that gives passion and purpose to their lives.

2. Perception of challenges as opportunities.

3. Willingness to devote time and energy to situations over which they have some 
control or influence. 

 • Ask clear, forward-looking questions about things that matter. Try to define the 
problem or issue with questions that meet the following four criteria:

1. Address a specific need, containing the actionable “so what?” What will someone do 
with your solution and what is the impact? 

2. Include the specifics of the issue: who, what, when, where, why, and how? Think 
about the difference between process and substance in your solutions: will things be 
better by doing them in a different way, by looking at the problem differently based 
on the data, or both? 

3. Fit into one sentence. 

4. Have an answer, at least theoretically. The best questions are puzzles and not 
mysteries. For example, what I had for breakfast this morning is a puzzle that 
someone else can figure out. It happened; there are clues. What I will have for 
breakfast a week from now is a mystery because even I don’t know.

(Continued)Do n
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 6   PART I: HOW DO I GET STARTED?

(Continued)

 • Track and collect accurate data. Ensure that you have good sources for your data. 
Read the speeches or statements from leaders within your organization or that relate to 
your problems; be familiar with the laws, regulations, and policies that underlie your 
organization’s operations; and pay attention to the surveys, assessments, and reports 
that provide the data that can strengthen your arguments. 

*Suzanne Kobasa, Salvatore R. Maddi, and Stephen Kahn, “Hardiness and Health: A Prospective Study.” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 42 (Jan 1982): 168–177.

ASSESSING CUSTOMER NEEDS

The best technique for gauging your customers’ 
needs is to “put yourself in their shoes” through 
Red Hat Analysis,2 focusing on their responsi-
bilities and interests. The more you internalize 
their priorities, burdens, and goals, the better 
you can discern the questions they need 
addressed and target your analytic responses. 
The following questions can help guide your 
assessment.

1. What is their role? Your customers’ responsibilities are the most 
important input to determining the analytic products that will help them do 
their jobs. Do they deal with specific issues or geographic areas? Who do they 
report to and who do they serve? In Washington, for example, cabinet level 
officials respond to their cabinet secretary, the White House, Congress, and the 
media. In corporations, executives may have to respond to stockholders or 
product consumers as well as their own chain of command.  

2. What are their interests? Be alert for hints about customer interests in 
all your interactions, meetings, and reading. If you are fortunate to have 
firsthand contact with your customers, they may tell you about their interests. 
More likely, you will have to figure it out by reaching out to their staff, briefers, 
or your chain of command. You can learn a lot by reading press reports, 
congressional testimony, and other source and analytic reports. Once you 
know the decision maker’s interest, you can determine why the issue is 
important and whether the issue is an opportunity, threat, or decision point.

Calendars are an excellent source of information about what is driving a 
customer’s immediate concerns. Are they preparing for a meeting, trip, or 
negotiations rather than just following an issue? How does your analysis affect 
those preparations?

“21st century analysts will need to 
become less independent and neu-
tral in favor of greater tailoring to 
customer needs.”

—Carmen Medina
"What to Do When Traditional  

Models Fail: The Coming Revolution  
in Intelligence Analysis"3
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 CHAPTER 1: Who Are the Customers? 7  

Your analysis should focus on a customer’s core interest while addressing 
other concerns in the broader context. Some argue that analysts’ focus should 
address the specific, hard questions of their primary customers rather than 
simply tracking developments in their account. This means analysts would 
start their days by reviewing feedback and tasking from customers rather than 
first reading the morning traffic.4

3. What is their expertise? Understanding the depth of a customer’s 
knowledge of the topic is critical in crafting an analytic response. The 
customer’s level of knowledge will determine whether terms need definition, 
how much evidence supports claims and judgments, whether historical details 
are included, and how much context is necessary. For example, customers who 
are already experts in their fields require only quick turnaround information 
about a new development. In these instances, analysts need to focus on how 
they can best add value in an era of information abundance. Other consumers 
are generalists who will need more context and often a full introduction to an 
unfamiliar topic. 

In some cases, your customers may have firsthand knowledge of a 
situation or personalities that vary from what you portray in your analysis. You 
should expect probing questions and disagreements from your most 
knowledgeable customers. Prepare for them by ensuring that your sources and 
judgments are carefully selected and accurately portrayed (see Chapter 6 for 
dealing with analytic disagreements). 

In both situations, informing the policymaker about unknowns, 
uncertainties, and contradictory information is essential to meeting the 
customer’s needs. As Carmen Medina, a former Deputy Director for Intelligence 
at CIA, noted: “The analysts’ real value increasingly will lie in identifying 
discontinuities that shatter precedents and trends.”5 Moreover, customer needs 
and preferences change rapidly as does the environment in which intelligence 
analysis operates, requiring analysts to constantly reassess how best they can 
respond to customer needs.

4. How do they take on and absorb information? The President’s Daily 
Brief produced by the Director of National Intelligence changes with each 
President to reflect the chief executive’s information processing preferences, 
tolerance for detail, and interest in intelligence. Does the customer prefer to 
receive information written or orally? Should the product be short or long, in 
paragraphs or bullets, with few or many photos and graphics?

5. What is the interaction with your organization? Did the customer ask a 
question? Are you trying to educate, convince, or alert? Is there an action to be 
taken or options to be considered? Analysts should not formulate or advocate 
policy, but should be aware of circumstances in which they can alert their 
customers to opportunities for beneficial action or avoidance of danger.
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 8   PART I: HOW DO I GET STARTED?

Analysts should always seek to know the circumstance for the request, 
even if they do not get a clear response in return. It helps to know if the 
customer is responding to a crisis situation or an ongoing issue. Are requesters 
seeking to learn more about a new situation or are they already well informed 
and just checking to ensure they have full command of the most recent facts 
and analysis before making a decision? 

If you are concerned that the question you have been given is poorly 
formulated or just plain wrong, seek clarification before writing. Often a 
question will be reinterpreted or revised multiple times as it moves down the 
chain of command. Try to reach back to the initial source—preferably directly 
or through institutional channels, if necessary—to seek clarification. Answering 
the wrong question is a waste of everyone’s time.

6. What other sources of information do they consult? Do the customers 
read specific publications, watch certain news channels, or monitor any blogs 
or RSS feeds? Do they have experts in your field on their staff who interpret 
your analysis for them? This is particularly a challenge for analysts who write 
on technical topics; your customers may rely on others to interpret your 
material rather than reading it themselves.

Do you have concerns about the sensitivity of your information and how 
it might be used? Is there any fear of inappropriate leaks to the media or 
public? Does that affect your analysis or use of sources?

7. What will your customer do with your information and insights? The 
actions that will be taken based on your work help determine the questions you 
will answer, the level of detail you will include, and the frequency or turnaround 
for your products. Imagine what reactions you would have if you were in their 
job receiving your analysis and what actions you might take. You can categorize 
their actions along a set of dimensions, such as inaction to action, indirect to 
direct, or positive/negative, to develop a second sense for the potential impact 
your analysis might have. Your understanding of the broader context within 
which you perform your analysis will improve your ability to empathize with 
your customers and craft products that respond to their needs. 

Do not get swept away in the quest for the perfect prediction; we are 
convinced this is an exercise in futility. The principal goal of analysis is to 
properly frame the problem, accept that multiple outcomes are possible, and 
help the decision maker better understand the underlying forces, factors, or key 
drivers that are most likely to shape the final outcome. Only if policymakers 
and decision makers are armed with that knowledge can they perform their 
roles effectively. 

Figure 1.1 provides a simple customer checklist analysts can use to ensure 
that they have considered all aspects of a customer’s needs.6 The checklist also 
helps to focus attention on what matters most and to generate a rigorous 
response to the tasking at hand.
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 CHAPTER 1: Who Are the Customers? 9  

FIGURE 1.1  Knowing Your Customer Checklist

The following questions will help you explore how best to serve your ultimate 
customer:

 1. Who is the key person for whom the product is being developed?

 2. Will this product answer the question the customer asked? Did the 
customer ask the right question or is it more important to place your 
answer in a broader context? 

 3. What is the most important message to give this customer? What value-
added contribution can you make?

 4. How is the customer expected to use this information?

 5. How much time does the customer have to digest your product?

 6. What format would convey the information most effectively?

 7. Is it possible to capture the essence of your message in one or a few key 
graphics?

 8. What is the customer’s level of tolerance for technical language and 
detail? Can you provide details in backup materials, graphics, or an 
annex? 

 9. Does distribution of this document need to be restricted? What 
classification is most appropriate? Should you prepare different products 
at different levels of restriction? 

10. Would the customer expect you to reach out to other experts for 
assistance in answering this question?  If so, how would you flag their 
contribution in presenting your product?

11. To whom might the customer turn for other views on this topic? What 
data or analysis might others provide that could influence how the 
customer would react to what you will be preparing?

12. What perspectives do other interested parties have on this issue? What 
are the responsibilities of the other parties?

8. Can you bound the problem to tell customers what they do not need to 
worry about? Analysts often ignore the strategy of focusing customers on what 
is most important by telling them what is not important. Busy people value 
being told what issues will not require their attention. Some of the most 
positive feedback the authors received from senior policymakers at the cabinet 
or subcabinet levels came when we provided analysis on why a government was 
unlikely to fall or a particular situation would not devolve into a crisis. 
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 10   PART I: HOW DO I GET STARTED?

IDENTIFYING KEY CUSTOMERS

When starting to work on specific projects, think of a principal customer and 
what they will do as a result of reading your analysis. This will start you on the 
right foot by establishing a clear focus up front and enabling detailed discus-
sions about your analytic plan of attack with your supervisors, reviewers, or 
mentors.

In some cases, your analysis will be geared toward serving a variety of 
customers. At the Department of Homeland Security, for example, analysts 
usually have to address the needs of several very different customers—the 
Secretary, state and local law enforcement officials, private industry, and their 
Intelligence Community counterparts. In these circumstances, analysts should 
consider drafting two or more distinct products that are tailored to the specific 
needs of each customer set. In general, researching, drafting, and sourcing 
different products for each key customer can be accomplished most efficiently as 
a parallel process. Simultaneous production of tailored products helps the 
author address the specific—and sometimes unique—needs of each customer 
and helps ensure that the information of greatest value is provided to each 
specific customer.

EXPECTATIONS FOR FEEDBACK

Busy customers are consumed with responding to multiple demands on their 
time and are focused on their problems rather than providing feedback to their 
analytic support. Many analytic organizations structure themselves to solicit 
and receive feedback from readers of assessments and periodic publications. 
But analysts rarely get as much feedback as they would like, particularly from 
their most senior customers. 

We urge analysts to keep in mind that our brains are wired to overestimate 
the impact of our analysis on others and for decision makers to underestimate 
the value of analytic support of their decision processes. Be thrilled when you 
get a compliment and pleased when you have evidence your analyses have been 
read. If you put yourselves in your busy customers’ shoes, you will understand 
why their feedback can be sporadic and sparse. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

•	 When starting work on a new issue or account, analysts should take a 
moment to identify the customer base and how the various users will apply 
and benefit from the analysis.

•	 This few minutes of reflection will result in a better focused product that 
will move more quickly through the editing and coordination processes.
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•	 Busy customers have limited time to read analysis, are dependent on 
analytic products to help focus their attention on what is important, and 
expect transparency in facts and sourcing.

•	 Analysts can build empathy with their customers by understanding their 
roles, interests, expertise, information processing, and predilection for 
action. 

•	 The goal of analysis is to properly frame the problem, accept that multiple 
outcomes are possible, and help the decision maker better understand the 
underlying forces, factors, or key drivers that are most likely to shape the 
final outcome. 

•	 Analysts should look for ways to tell customers what is not important and 
what they do not need to worry about.

•	 Specific projects should be directed to a principal customer. If analysts need 
to support a varied customer set on the same issue, they should consider 
simultaneous researching, drafting, and sourcing of parallel products 
tailored to each user.

•	 Analysts should appreciate, but not expect, feedback from busy customers.  

CONSIDERING THE CASE STUDY

Review Case Study V, “Yemen: the Next Afghanistan?”

•	 Does the situation continue to pose a serious threat to US interests?
•	 Who would you consider the key customer in preparing this report?

{{ What would be the most important issues for the White House and 
the President’s key counterterrorism advisers? 

{{ How would you define the key issue for the Secretary of State?
{{ How would you define the key issue for the Secretary of Defense? 

•	 Should the issue be posed as a threat, an opportunity, a key decision 
point, or some combination of these?

•	 Are there critical unknowns, uncertainties, or contradictory information 
that should be highlighted?

END NOTES

1. The information used in this chapter is adapted from Pherson Associates training 
materials (www.pherson.org).

2. A description of the Red Hat reframing technique can be found in Richards  
J. Heuer Jr. and Randolph H. Pherson, Structured Analytic Techniques for Intelligence 
Analysis (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2011), 197–200.  
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3. Carmen Medina, “What to Do When Traditional Models Fail: The Coming 
Revolution in Intelligence Analysis,” Studies in Intelligence (April 14, 2007),  
www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/ 
studies/vol46no3/article03.html.

4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. This checklist initially appeared in Heuer and Pherson, Structured Analytic 

Techniques, 47–48 and was revised for this publication.
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