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Bridging the Divide between Scientific 
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Gregory F. Treverton
RAND Corporation and Centre for Asymmetric 
Threat Studies (CATS)
June 2009

This working paper is part of the third year of CATS’ project on intelligence 
for terrorism and homeland security for the Swedish Emergency Management 
Agency (SEMA), which in 2008 was combined with another agency to form 
the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB). The paper compares the 
views from various fields of research with intelligence, asking both what aspects 
of research are most relevant for intelligence assessments and to what extent 
intelligence material could be affected by the practice of different theoretical 
approaches. It asks how remaining challenges could be addressed with the theo-
ries existing/emerging/still missing in the respective disciplines. The workshop 
that was the starting-point for the paper – held in Stockholm on June 2, 2009 
– engaged Swedish and international representatives of both intelligence and 
various research communities, focusing on two topics, more for the purpose of 
examining methods than on debating substance: 

•  The intelligence implications of the global financial crisis 
•  The dynamics of terrorism/radicalisation and understanding of the threat 

environment (cultural understanding).
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Framing the Challenge

For the most part, intelligence studies have been dominated by a small group 
of academic researchers investigating intelligence and a far larger one within 
intelligence wanting more (and more relevant) input from academia but not 
necessarily knowing what or how to obtain it. Thus, the academic researchers 
interested in intelligence are mainly preoccupied with applying their respective 
scientific perspectives and research methods on intelligence as a field for inves-
tigation, not with providing input to a practitioner community. For example, 
a RAND Corporation conference in Washington a few years ago began with a 
suggestive but slightly confusing discussion of whether its subject was develop-
ing theories about how intelligence is practiced or theories to improve the practice 
of intelligence.

This paper is based on two observations. First, there is an ongoing develop-
ment on the theoretical level in most academic disciplines and research fields, 
affecting both the internal development of the disciplines and the ways research 
can be applied by external actors (so called “Mode 2” research). Intelligence is 
only barely affected by these developments – the disciplines are generally una-
ware of any intelligence relevance (and might react with horror if made aware 
of them), and correspondingly, the intelligence community, preoccupied with 
the flood of incoming information and with consumer demands, has only a 
very vague idea, if any, of what goes on in the internal discourse of a dozen or so 
scientific fields. That is hardly grounds for shame, for no one at the universities 
has this broad view either.

The second observation is that intelligence analysis is now confronted with 
far more multi-dimensional and in one sense more general problems concern-
ing the dynamics of developments from the extreme macro level (the world 
financial crisis) to the micro level (from the impacts of organized crime, to cor-
ruption and tribal power-structure in provinces of Northern Afghanistan).1 To 
that extent, the difference between the questions posed for intelligence analysts 
and academic scholars is less pronounced today than in the age of counting 
missile silos.

Thus, the point of the workshop was to put good, well oriented but non-
intelligence academic researchers in a position to reflect on broad problems of 
intelligence assessment from the perspective of the theoretical development of 
their own field; and, correspondingly, to ask senior analysts to reflect about the 
utility of alternative theoretical approaches. The specific issues are intelligence 

1 This is the theme of a paper produced earlier in the project. See Gregory F. Treverton, 
“Addressing ‘Complexities’ in Homeland Security,” Center for Asymmetric Threat Studies, 
Swedish National Defence College, 2009.
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and research problems. The intelligence analysts commented on the same 
issues but from the perspective of intelligence assessment – for instance which 
are the most relevant aspects for intelligence assessments, to what extent could 
intelligence material affect the outcome of different theoretical approaches?

In that sense, the workshop asked if intelligence and research may be two sides 
of the same coin. In 1971, the Harvard professor Graham T. Allison published 
what was to become one of the most famous and widely used methodological 
textbooks on crisis management and foreign policy decision-making, Essence 
of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis.2 The book was not a historical 
account but rather a methodological post-mortem of the crisis, employing the 
instruments of social sciences. In three “cuts,” Allison applied three models for 
analyzing foreign policy decision-making. Model 1, the rational actor model, 
conflates states into individuals, assuming that states act strategically, trying 
to maximize gains and minimize risks. An international crisis thus could take 
the form of interacting games. Model II, organizational process, also assumes 
rationality, though on a different level. Here, actions are determined not by 
choices between strategies but by the operations and repertoires of national 
bureaucracies. Decisions are not taken, they are produced by organizational 
momentum, and the search for model I rationality would be futile or mislead-
ing. Model III also focuses on the sub-actors, though not the structures but 
individual and groups; governmental politics highlight the kind of corridor 
politics where the outcome would be determined by power-games and shifting 
coalitions far from abstract national interests or bureaucratic logic.

In a second edition, published in 1999, new historical findings were added 
but changed remarkably little of the analysis.3 More important was perhaps 
the addition of a new aspect of model III – “groupthink,” where the outcome 
would not be determined by the interaction and goals of sub-actors, but by a 
specific form of self-regulating psychological group behavior.4

While Essence of Decision was not about intelligence analysis per se, it con-
nected to several dimensions of intelligence. First of all, Allison had trans-
formed a real-time intelligence problem into a retrospective scholarly problem; 
some of the issues investigated were the same ones with which U.S. intel-
ligence analysts had struggled before and during the crisis. Among these were 
the assumed rationality of the Soviet leadership and its possible responses down 
the road towards confrontation. The major difference was the perspective and 

2 Graham T. Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis, (Boston: Little, 
Brown and Company, 1971).

3 The second edition is Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, (New York: Addison-Wesley Educational Publishers, Inc., 1999).

4 The term comes from is Irving L. Janis, Victims of Groupthink: Psychological Study of Foreign-
Policy Decisions and Fiascoes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1972). 
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employment of methods; Allison convincingly displayed that the choice of 
analytic models to a large extent determined the result. There was not one 
explanation but several parallel, making the account a splendid seminar-piece. 
Depending on the choice of method, the analysis would end up with different 
explanations and not least explaining different aspects of the crisis, while some 
questions would remain unsolved and possibly unsolvable – the secrets and 
mysteries in intelligence analysis.

Yet the seminar-piece would not have been very helpful for the intelligence 
customers during the crisis. The employment of alternative and seemingly con-
vincing analytic approaches would not satisfy the intelligence requirements. 
Questions like “Will they launch the missile if we strike them?” cannot be 
handled through a methodological exercise, nor through “on the one hand, 
but on the other hand” kinds of arguments. Intelligence regards itself as deal-
ing in facts, not models, drawing conclusions from a flow of collection and 
reporting.

While intelligence is often conducted in an a-theoretical and fact-based 
way, in accordance with the assumption that intelligence, in contrast to aca-
demic scholarship, is about “the reality,” the theories are always there in one 
way or another. The famous Special National Intelligence Estimate drafted 
by CIA on September 19, 19625 is not an example of mystifying intelligence 
tradecraft but rather an almost text-book like application of the rational actor 
model to the issue of a possible Soviet choice to deploy nuclear ballistic missiles 
on Cuba – an alternative discarded with an array of logical arguments by the 
top CIA analysts.6 In much the same way, attempts by Western intelligence 
agencies to assess the intentions and strategic choices of Saddam Hussein were 
based on the assumption that the Iraqi president was acting rationally, some-
thing finally cast into doubt by the statements made by Hussein to his inter-
rogators while in custody. Even more surprising was perhaps the failed attempt 
to reconstruct the organizational process behind the assumed or aborted Iraqi 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs.7 Not only were the weapons 
and facilities missing, the archival excavations of the Iraqi Survey Group failed 

5 The Military Buildup in Cuba, SNIE 85-3-62, 19 September 1962, reproduced in Mary 
s. McAuliffe, The CIA Documents on the Cuban Missile Crisis 1962, (Washington: Central 
Intelligence Agency 1992). 

6 The final twist to this misconception was supplied by Sherman Kent, the most senior analyst 
responsible for the drafting of the SNIE, who after the event argued that it was not the CIA 
analysts who had been wrong but Nikita Khrushchev, since the former had foreseen disaster 
for the Russians if they tried such a threatening move against the U.S. See Raymond L. 
Garthoff, “U.S. Intelligence in the Cuban Missile Crisis” in James G. and David A. Welch, 
Intelligence and the Cuban Missile Crisis, London: Frank Cass, 1998.

7 Portions of the estimate were declassified and released on July 18, 2003. The excerpt is avail-
able at http://www.fas.org/irp/cia/product/iraq-wmd.html. 

http://www.fas.org/irp/cia/product/iraq-wmd.html
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to uncover any organizational process. There was no paper-trail on impor-
tant matters; instead, the major governmental agencies seemed to have been 
preoccupied with peripheral issues and the collection of personal information 
on their employees.8 Iraq was not a failed state. Rather, what the excavation 
uncovered was a fake state, with the dysfunctional governmental apparatus 
typical of a totalitarian state driven by fear.

Intelligence analysis and research thus can share methods and are some-
times confronted with the same problems. But they are not two sides of the 
same coin. Problems in intelligence assessments cannot simply be solved by 
bringing in university researchers or outsourcing analytic tasks. Depending of 
the disciplinary affiliation and the scholarly community they belong to, the 
researchers will tend to come up with not only different questions but also 
different answers to the same question. And the intelligence relevance of these 
answers will inevitably vary.

Researchers and intelligence analysts both try to comprehend the world, 
sometimes in a strikingly similar way but sometimes with different methods 
and using different material. A scientific analysis can appear cumbersome and 
esoteric from an intelligence perspective, and correspondingly, intelligence can 
appear as sloppy research, the gathering and analyzing of incomplete data. The 
single U-2 over-flight of Cuba on October 14, 1962 certainly failed to meet 
elementary scientific demands for validity, statistical significance and blind 
tests. But the single over-flight, and the disclosure of excavations and trucks 
for fluid oxygen, was enough to verify the suspicion about Soviet missiles. 
In intelligence “How much is enough?” is a question about time, resources 
and risk. In research it as a question of scientific reliability and the display of 
methodological rigor. But if we look at science as a social practice, these sets 
of questions often overlap. In short we have to look in other places to discover 
what separates intelligence from science.

Some of the problems in intelligence have little or no relevance for research. 
And correspondingly, many research problems lack an intelligence dimension 
or significance. But then there are the fields that overlap, where intelligence 
and research try to comprehend a common phenomenon, though with a differ-
ence in purpose. This workshop was a methodological exercise – though not a 
seminar with given end results. It looked closely at two such overlapping fields, 
economics and radicalization, containing challenges both for the research com-
munity and – directly as well as indirectly – for the intelligence community.

8 Comprehensive Report of the Special Advisor to the DCI on Iraq’s WMD, 30 Sept 2004, https://
www.cia.gov/cia/reports/iraq_wmd_2004/note.html. Comprehensive Report of the Special 
Advisor to the DCI on Iraq’s WMD, 30 Sept 2004, https://www.cia.gov/cia/reports/iraq_
wmd_2004/note.html.
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The Global Economic Crisis: Perspectives from Outside Intelligence

Throughout the workshop, the emphasis was on the same ultimate question, 
which is also the theme of this paper: how can intelligence analysis be enriched 
by scientific research and, especially, the methods of that research. However, 
the subjects used as examples present rather different intelligence challenges. 
The first field is the global economic crisis rapidly accelerating in 2008. The 
crisis was not a bolt out of the blue, rather on the contrary. Theories of inter-
national economy foresee the inevitability of recurring recessions. Still this one 
came as a surprise, much in the way Ephraim Kam describes the phenomenon 
of surprise attacks; what happens is often not something completely inconceiv-
able, but a development that in principle had been foreseen but appeared at the 
wrong time, the wrong place, in the wrong way.9

The global economic crisis is a challenge to existing economic theories not 
so much because of the lack of actionable early warning, but rather because 
of the difficulties of comprehending and explaining the dynamics, spread and 
impact of the crisis. The crisis itself is also a crucial intelligence problem, first 
of all for economic decision-makers, for governments, financial institutions 
and companies. But the crisis also constitutes a major intelligence challenge for 
the actors outside the economic sphere, the foreign and domestic intelligence 
services tasked with monitoring the possible social and political impacts of the 
crisis. A recession of this magnitude will inevitably change the world, and those 
monitoring it have to realize that the script is now being re-written. But how 
should we comprehend this process? And what models can we use?

Analyzing Moral Hazard. One perspective on the economic crisis empha-
sizes moral hazard. That is, analytically, could the sub-prime crisis have been 
foreseen, along with its effects on bank balance sheets? The answer is yes, but 
those who might have foreseen it had little incentive to do so – the moral haz-
ard. The consequences may be another matter, for the sub-prime shock in and 
of itself was relatively modest – like a several point decline in the New York 
Stock Exchange. The consequences are a hundred times the initial shock. 

In effect, the risk of sub-prime mortgages was held by the wrong institu-
tions, in a system that was opaque, with unclear responsibilities. Idiosyncratic 
risk is easy to handle, for its effects are particular, not general. Systemic risk is 
another matter, for the shock of declining housing prices was a common one, 
all the worse for individuals and institutions that were highly leveraged. Less 
leveraged institutions like pension funds should have held the risk, but they 
did not, and the moral hazard occurred because the returns were high, given 
leverage, and the institutions bearing the risk knew that if they failed, someone 

9 Ephraim Kam, Surprise Attack: The Victims Perspective, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988).
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else – like government – would step in. Nor were the credit rating agencies 
much help with respect to this systemic risk.

This systemic risk ought to be the province of intelligence. Paradoxically, 
though, the larger the role of government, the more likely it is that the role will 
crowd out information on the systemic risk. The goal is precisely the opposite, 
to provide incentives for the private sector to pay attention to systemic risk, 
not crowd it out. The question is not whether both government and the pri-
vate sector could have done better, but rather, was there incentive to do better? 
On the private side, the answer surely seems “no.” It was “capitalism without 
capitalists.

Twin Bubbles. The crisis was the delayed effect of twin bubbles, both of 
which had their origins in the 1990s. The first was mainly driven by the pre-
dominantly U.S. housing bubble, ultimately affecting the entire financial sys-
tem. The Basel I agreement of 1988 sought to strengthen banks by increasing 
capital requirements along with strengthening regulation. However, focusing 
on solvency, the agreement did not apply to investment banks, and so capital 
moved to them, in a process summarized by the catch words “disintermedia-
tion” and “securitization. The repeal of the Glass-Steagall act in the United 
States in 1999 eliminated the firewall between providing money (lending, 
which had been the business of commercial banks) and using that money 
(investing, the business of investment banks), and mark-to-market accounting 
increased the incentive for investment banks. Add to this the Clinton adminis-
tration’s interest in increasing home ownership in the United States and finan-
ciers’ creativity in investing new instruments, like mortgage-backed securities 
and default swaps, and the making of a major lending bubble were in place. 
The globalization of the crisis was the consequence of the near-universal elimi-
nation of foreign exchange restrictions and opening of capital accounts for all 
kinds of transactions in the 1980s and 1990s, opening almost all countries for 
cross border capital flows.

The second bubble was China’s savings, which came to a world record 54 
percent of GDP. Previously, the record-holder was Singapore, with national 
savings levels around half of GDP, while other Asian countries had savings 
levels between 30 and 40 percent, and most countries tended to save between 
15 and 30 percent. Part, but only part, of this China bubble was household 
savings. Given the dominance of the family in China, the government cannot 
tax enough to develop a welfare state, and, thus the Chinese people have to 
save not only for a rainy day but for its old age as well, and for the education 
of the young.

Yet, according to the IMF, China’s households consumed 37 percent of 
GDP in 2007. If on top of that all the saved 54 percent of GDP were by house-
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holds, that would put household income at 91 percent of GDP, an impossibil-
ity. Good recent statistics are hard to come by, but based on the mid-2000s, 
when household savings were about 16 percent, it seems reasonable to assume 
that Chinese households now may be saving about half as much as they con-
sume, or about 18 percent of GDP and a third of total savings. Government 
saving is only a few percentage points to GDP, so the rest of savings, or about 
30 percent of GDP is retained earning in the corporate sector, primarily state 
owned enterprises (SOEs). SOEs retain investment funds on which there is 
no capital charge, which facilitates (and explains) the rapid development of 
national champions among enterprises with a state interest.

The implication is that the government has decided against using those 
earnings to support increased domestic consumption, for instance by using the 
money to develop social insurance funds that would encourage households to 
increase consumption spending. As a result, China’s exports exceed its domestic 
consumption, and its current account surplus is 11 percent, unheard of for a 
big developing country. The excess export proceeds accumulated in the foreign 
reserves were invested mainly in US T-bills, representing a capital inflow into 
the US financial system, fuelling the asset price bubble. As the export bubble 
bursts, there is considerable uncertainty about China. Officially, its growth rate 
for 2009 will be in the 6–8 percent range, which is anemic by recent Chinese 
standards, and, to boot, may well be overstated, for electricity consumption is 
down by two percent. 

Moreover, the come-back of China as a major economic power, after an 
absence of a century and a half, represents a unique historical event that tran-
scended existing macro-economic analysis tools. This come-back was built on 
a unique application of the Asian growth model, in turn spurred by China’s 
ambition to resume its rightful historical position. This added to the inability 
to fathom the complexity of the factors causing the crisis.

Economics as a Matter of Security. From this perspective, global finance is 
a threat: witness the crisis. What happened? Deregulation and technological 
development facilitated a far-reaching financial globalization. At the same 
time, the financial market is a critical national infrastructure embedded within 
a currency area, normally a country, yet the dilemma for the state is its depend-
ence on a crisis-prone global financial system. Innovation in financial instru-
ments has made for “financialization” and “commodification,” and those have 
increased vulnerability. In the new market, financial crises strike harder and 
deeper into modern economies.
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What is new about this crisis? It has a lot in common with previous ones, yet 
what is striking is that it was: 
•  Endemic – created in and by the system;
•  Epicentric – the crisis emanated from the centers of global finance, the 

United States and Britain, not from Thailand or Latin America;
•  Epidemic – the crisis spread faster and further;
 It is global in scope, not regional or national, and unprecedented in scale 

and magnitude.

Thus, financial crisis management faces the ultimate test. In one sense, finan-
cial crisis is a “hardy perennial,” and while all financial crises are different, they 
follow a similar pattern. There is thus the risk of fighting the last war, trying to 
create a kind of financial Maginot Line. State regulation will always lag behind, 
and, worse, crisis management and early warnings may trigger the crisis. The 
crisis is a global problem but one managed at the state or inter-state level, with 
weak institutions designed for a different purpose and situation. International 
coordination is limited, in this view, and politics in hard times delays necessary 
policy measures, encouraging populism and blame games.

The “threats” of global finance are numerous, ranging from volatility and 
systemic crisis, to contagion, which is especially hard to predict, and criminal-
ity. As individuals and institutions are overwhelmed with information, they 
may tend to rely on rules of thumb. Is, for instance, a speculative attack on a 
currency a hostile act or “merely” greed? The excessively large foreign reserves 
accumulated by some countries – China’s, being the largest, equal 3.5 percent 
of world GDP – represent a tremendous force for speculation, if used for such 
purposes. Complexity is inherent: Who is doing what to whom for what rea-
sons?

In managing the threat of global finance, all the options have downsides. 
Some are hard even to articulate: witness the euphemism of “pre-privatiza-
tion” instead of “nationalization.” Inaction led to monetarism and the Great 
Depression. Re-regulation has led to capital controls in Malaysia and Iceland. 
Crisis prevention calls for sound finances, surveillance, risk assessment, exer-
cises, and the like. But how to strike the right balance without giving rise to 
moral hazard? Intervening, as Charles Kindleberger put it, “is an art, not a 
science. General rules that the state should always intervene, or that it should 
never intervene are both wrong.”10

For intelligence, the analytic challenges are at the structural level, where the 
crisis produces fundamental changes – massive re-allocation of resources, plus 

10 Charles P. Kindleberger, Manias, Panics, and Crashes: A History of Financial Crises, 4th ed., 
(New York: John Wiley & Sons, 2000), p. 2.
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changes, perhaps dramatic, in the rules and regulations for the playing field, 
and at the level of individual actors, where the crisis produces winners and los-
ers. Operators see risk, not uncertainty. For intelligence, too, the second and 
third order effects are critical, not just who wins and who loses but also how 
risks and opportunities change and how new threats may emerge.

Intelligence Implications of the Global Economic Crisis

For inside analysts the questions are the same, looking backward as well as 
forward: what methods might have helped them do better, and which might 
provide purchase on both the future of this economic crisis and the next one? 

Set Up to Fail. Perhaps the now-famous quote by Citigroup CEO Charles 
Prince applies equally to players in both the financial and intelligence com-
munities: If the music is playing, you keep on dancing.11 The question of how 
to do better assumes, for at least the financial community, that the “dancers” 
have an incentive to do the right thing, which the earlier discussion challenged. 
Yet operating on that assumption, the question should really be, how do you 
provide incentives for dissension, for strategic thinking and open-ended ques-
tioning, and for practitioners to remain generalists, not narrow specialists – in 
order to maintain a birds’ eye view that allows them to glance across the macro 
level and see multiple levers at work, affecting each other? More to the point, 
how can that be done in systems built precisely to avoid those outcomes? Also, 
how can the models that legitimize such financial behavior be brought to the 
surface and examined?

In that sense, both finance and intelligence are set up, however well-mean-
ing, for failure. That may be no bad thing, for failing means trying. However, 
for the intelligence community in the United States, at least, failure is not of 
that sort. Rather, it is a failure brought on by a lack of guts and the need to 
remain faithful, for reasons of career advancement, to corporate products that 
often do not reflect reality. The goal is to stay in the game, and analysts stay in 
the game precisely by not bucking the herd. In the financial community, the 
herd mentality and fear of failure – the wrong kind of failure – also applies. 
There, however, it’s a question not just necessarily of career advancement but 
rather of how much money can be made off what is said and done. If an analyst 
sees an imminent collapse, what is the incentive to publicly call that collapse, 
unless he or she can profit from it? There is none. Worse, calling it will only 
alienate the client (perhaps the company assessed as doomed to fail) and poten-

11 The longer quote is: “When the music stops, in terms of liquidity, things will be complicated. 
But as long as the music is playing, you’ve got to get up and dance. We’re still dancing.” 
Financial Times, July 9, 2007, available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/80e2987a-2e50-11dc-
821c-0000779fd2ac.html?nclick_check=1. 

http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/80e2987a-2e50-11dc-821c-0000779fd2ac.html?nclick_check=1
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/80e2987a-2e50-11dc-821c-0000779fd2ac.html?nclick_check=1
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tially lose business for the firm. The system, even today in light of the massive 
loss of liquidity and continued distress of the markets, is also set up to fail, but 
in this case because of the emphasis on short-term gains and wealth instead of 
health over the long term.

Promoting Contrarian Analysis.  There’s an interesting caveat regarding the 
financial sector that is worth exploring for intelligence as well:  there can be 
an opportunity to make money off of bucking the herd – shorting a stock, for 
instance, when everyone is long. As the old saying in finance has it:  “no one 
ever got rich by betting the market price.”  If the company in question really is 
in trouble, eventually it will take a fall.  But, again, in finance the incentive is 
not to right a wrong but to profit from fools, which is probably not something 
to hope for, much less count on in the national security realm. 

However, being contrarian does apply in the intelligence community if 
framed in the right way. Time and again, the contrarians or other “mavericks” 
in intelligence end up being right but typically pay a hefty price along the way, 
and often the truth of their wisdom is not apparent for years.  For instance, 
a senior analyst in the U.S. National Intelligence Council (NIC), all but pre-
dicted in 1983 the demise of the Soviet Union by looking at previously unex-
plored indicators of large-scale social unrest, and what the Kremlin was doing 
to combat it – buying off the economic protesters rather than jailing them.12 
He saw the problem running beyond the Kremlin’s ability to control, trying 
to walk a political tightrope between capitulating to protestors’ demands and 
implementing a major crackdown on those who challenged the legitimacy of 
Communist Party rule. The NIC’s leadership supported the paper against the 
opposition of the CIA, which argued strongly that the regime’s political stabil-
ity was in no sense threatened, but the episode was hardly career-enhancing for 
the analyst who championed the contrarian view. 

Compare that with analysts like Meredith Whitney, who in October 2007 
posted a sell rating on Citigroup, trading above $30 per share. She caused the 
market to crash – to the tune of $369 billion by the end of the day. Prince, the 
CEO, resigned several days later.

Approached in a more structured way, there are at least three key similarities 
between the two communities that are worth exploring:

Lack of Strategic, Macro Level Understanding. Or perhaps it is willful igno-
rance in the case of finance. The global financial crisis came out of the sub-
prime mortgage world, of which most analysts, traders, and even CEOs had 
little understanding even as they staked most of their business on that portion 
of the market. New products were introduced that were little understood by 

12 Dimensions of Civil Unrest in the Soviet Union, TS/C, National Intelligence Council 
Memorandum, April, 1983, NIC-M 83-10006, declassified February 25,.1994.
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the people selling them – but those people were making money, and a lot of it. 
The way they made money was by pooling mortgages (to decrease risk), chop-
ping them up, selling the new pieces back to investors, and insuring each piece 
to protect those investors. Because the risk was apparently lowered, these pieces 
got great ratings, branding them as safe investments. However, this effectively 
spread risk across a number of institutions – insurance firms like AIG, invest-
ment banks, commercial banks, mortgage lenders – not all of which were, as 
discussed earlier, appropriate to take that risk.

The beginning of the problem was that many mortgages were sold to people 
who really had no business taking them out. For example, historically the ratio 
of median home prices to income had been about 3 to 1 in the United States; by 
2004–2005 in some places the ratio had risen to 10 to 1. If those mortgages had 
stayed with the banks that initially provided them, when the inevitable defaults 
came in, they would have affected only those banks. But the risk became sys-
temic because of the disintermediation of lending into marketable securities. 
Moreover, in a world almost without foreign exchange restrictions, the risk 
spread all over the world instead of being contained within one country by 
capital account restrictions. Those who could look across the system were the 
only ones who could (and did) recognize just how broken the industry – the 
global financial sector – really was.

The point about willful ignorance is in the nature of things difficult to prove, 
but some numbers may put it in context. From 1973–1985 the U.S. financial 
sector earned about 15 percent of corporate profits. By the 2000s, it earned 41 
percent. Over the earlier period, average compensation in finance was about 
equal to that of private industry as a whole. In 2007, it was 181 percent. What 
was the incentive to take a step back and ask where all of this was going?

In the case of the intelligence community, “stovepiping” is a kind of coun-
terpart. That is, Hamas analysts look only at Hamas and not the wider com-
munity in which Hamas operates. That community is global and multilayered, 
including both those who interact with Hamas, benefiting and profiting from 
it, and those who have a vested interest in it remaining on the global stage. Yet if 
Hamas analysts creep too far into its relationships with Hizb’allah, for example, 
they are likely to get reprimanded by the Hizb’allah analysts, who are unwill-
ing to cede turf and possible face time with the president, the ultimate client. 
So, too, nefarious individuals who cannot be neatly classified into Hamas or 
Hizb’allah may go unexamined. 

Moreover, another devil is at work here, one that hits at the very structure 
of the intelligence community – the requirements process. Analysts do not have 
the freedom to explore issues by pursuing them down the rabbit hole, so to 
speak. There is a hard and fast process in place that determines what they look 
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at, when, and in some cases, to what end. So what gets analyzed depends on 
what policymakers or senior intelligence officials have in mind or what they 
want to see – analysts are in effect held hostage by the ideas and biases filtered 
through the requirements process. 

This may be too broad an attribute to be labeled “politicization” – on 
which, more later – but it is kindred. The requirements process stops analysts 
from looking holistically at social and economic systems. Not surveying the 
whole system and thus not knowing what “normal” looks like, they are far 
less likely to spot an anomaly. For instance, in analyzing drug trafficking, each 
drug seizure was assessed as an “increase in movement along XX corridor.” Yet 
since the movements may have gone on all the time, and since there was little 
understanding of the business model of drug trafficking, whether a particular 
seizure signified an increase was really a matter of conjecture, not analysis. 

Neglect of History. Neither community really knows much history, even its 
own; short-term mentalities abound, with assumptions taken as gospel and not 
tested. Again for this to be true requires assuming that bankers would actually 
want to know of imminent collapse; the easy explanation, again, is willful igno-
rance in the face of $625 billion in sub-prime mortgage loans. Yet generally 
MBAs do not learn the history of financial crises, such as the Great Depression. 
This lack of knowledge prevents early warning of new impending crises despite 
the fact that these boom and bust cycles are just that – cyclical, and in most 
cases predictable. In part because of that lack of history, legislation such as 
the Glass-Steagall Act of 1933, which separated investment from commercial 
banks in order to avoid another Great Depression, was repealed in the 1990s, 
and the United States, then the world, was in the same situation once again. 

However, one issue is perhaps different in finance: when innovation pro-
duces new products, such as mortgage-backed securities or credit default swaps, 
they are not gamed out to think through possible outcomes – again, probably 
because there is no incentive to do so. If the housing boom is going to last 
15–20 years, which it did, why bother thinking through the ramifications of 
a massive collapse in 2008? Worse, though, innovation interacts with the lack 
of history, and assumptions or rules of thumb – like “housing prices always 
go up” – are taken as fact even when the historical record, even recent history, 
would disprove them. Solid-gold ratings agencies, such as Moody’s and S&P, 
whose job it was to grade investments, actually had models in place that could 
not accept negative numbers. So the system was, in effect, rigged to tell people 
what they wanted to hear, not what they needed to know. Two telltale signs 
of a bubble are when people start calculating yield on price rises of assets, and 
when they say “This time is different.”



For intelligence, the most direct analogue is the “analytic line” – which was 
very much at work in the NIC analyst’s tussle with the CIA over his paper on 
Soviet unrest. Each analytic group has a “line,” which is the basic assessment of 
its target. It can be “Hizb’allah poses an existential threat to the United States” 
or “Iran has a covert nuclear program.” Often, it is the fixed point from which 
all subsequent analysis stems. In one sense, it is looser than the rigidities in 
finance, but it also sets intelligence up to fail because analysts can only look for 
what they are expecting (and expected) to see. The practice persists despite the 
fact that it completely contradicts the goal of the intelligence community to pre-
vent “strategic surprise.” When analysts complain, the most common response 
is “this is a corporate product, so analysts can’t just write whatever they want. 
Otherwise we’ll confuse the president about Hizb’allah by changing our think-
ing.” To some extent, this view makes sense, given the system for the President’s 
Daily Brief (PDB), which requires a half dozen items a day with very little space 
to make the point. Yet if this argument is used to justify not rethinking an ana-
lytic line, there is not much difference between an analytic and a party line.

The neglect of history, another analogue to finance, is all the more surpris-
ing in intelligence, for history should be the first thing analysts learn. They 
should also know the culture they are studying, perhaps by being turned loose 
in their country of interest for several months to better understand it or at least 
by having access to authoritative cultural area information resources. But costs 
and political issues abound, and as a result nostrums like “female bombers are 
an unprecedented issue” are mouthed by analysts who plainly had never seen 
“the Battle of Algiers.” Most U.S. intelligence failures – from the end of the 
Cold War and the fall of the Soviet Union, to the missed India nuclear test and 
the Bay of Pigs debacle – stemmed from long-outdated, unchallenged assump-
tions or mind-sets, which in turn persisted in part because analysts were unable 
to do whatever it took to get the job done – travel, historical reading, gaming 
outlandish scenarios or more.

Politicization. This, the disincentive to speak truth to power, takes several 
forms, but it is striking how similar finance and intelligence are in some regards. 
For finance, one form is perhaps different from intelligence – the movement 
of senior executives in and out of government. Take Goldman Sachs, where a 
series of senior executives – Robert Rubin, Henry Paulson, Jon Corzine – all 
moved into senior government jobs. Those who are to regulate the industry 
came from the industry and are more than likely to go back to industry. Those 
regulators in many cases assumed that bank managers knew what they were 
doing. And the machine churns on as the banking and securities industry was 
one of the top political contributors over the past decade. There was enough 
trickle-down to make everyone richer.
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Another form directly comparable to intelligence, mentioned earlier, is not 
just that deregulation erased the boundaries between commercial and invest-
ment bankers, the analysts and marketers were in bed with each other. The 
analysts were under pressure to “get on the team.” Imagine an analyst say-
ing that Citigroup’s stock was essentially worthless because the assets it owned 
were worthless. That could affect the firm’s relationship with Citigroup, which 
would have been worth a lot more than any positive outcome of the analyst’s 
call. The system was set up to reward those who danced and ostracize those 
who didn’t.

This form of politicization, pressure to be on the team, is of great concern 
to intelligence. By the report of the U.S. postmortem on the October 2002 
NIE on Iraqi WMD, direct pressure by policy officials was absent.13 It is crude, 
hence rare, and, besides, analysts would hardly yield or admit to it in any case.14 
It is also fair to report, however, that some intelligence analysts did feel they 
were under pressure to produce the “right” answer – that Saddam Hussein had 
WMD. Other forms were present, like the analytic line, or the tendency of 
policy-makers to cherry pick the assessments they liked best (and sometimes to 
grow some cherries of their own). And question asking also drives the answers, 
for both intelligence and finance. For WMD, the question was only “does he 
have them? That suppressed analysts of Saddam’s motives, especially why he 
might pretend to have weapons he did not. In the financial crisis, everyone 
knew the bubbles had to burst, but no one had incentive to ask for warning 
signs that the time might be soon. Similarly, there was no incentive to ask how 
much other value the bursting bubbles might take with them.

Finance profoundly deceived itself in the economic crisis, but perhaps 
intelligence is not so different in that successful deception usually involves a 
generous measure of self-deception. The process is often less stark that in the 
financial crisis, when some combination of greed and moral hazard left people 
hardly even aware they were deceiving themselves. In intelligence, successful 
deception usually plays off what is easy or convenient for the target, or already 
assumed by that target.

Black Swans and other Challenges of Economics for Intelligence. Intelligence 
services are seldom good at economic intelligence. One reason, in the United 
States at least, is that the bureaucracies in charge of economics, like the Treasury 
and the Fed, are much harder targets for intelligence than the Pentagon or State 

13 Formally, the Final Report of the Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States 
Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction, (Washington, 2005), available at http://www.wmd.
gov.

14 Paul Pillar makes this point in his discussion of intelligence and the Iraq war. See his 
“Intelligence, Policy, and the War in Iraq,” Foreign Affairs, 85, 2 (March/April 2006), 
15–28.
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Department. Moreover, in recent years senior economic officials, like Lawrence 
Summers, have been of a stature that intelligence seldom can match; nor can 
it match many officials’ experience on Wall Street. All these reasons have made 
for deference, probably too much deference and not just by intelligence, to the 
putative “experts” – including those who brought us the economic crisis. 

The experience of three decades of Swedish Cold War economic intelli-
gence on the Soviet Union is cautionary in another way. It was hard to employ 
economic theories with regard to a target that provided only manipulated or 
false statistics. One of the most important findings near the end of the Cold 
War was that by the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) of a huge and hid-
den deficit in the Soviet budget, which made plain, belatedly, that the Soviet 
model could not work. As a result of the close relationship between politics and 
economy in an authoritarian state or dictatorship, the basis of economic theory 
– the rational behavior of the citizens – is distorted and often unusable. The 
state dictates the basic determinants through unrealistic prices for transport, 
energy, and the like, and the society and citizens behave accordingly.

The backbone of any estimate is correct statistics. Even in developed econo-
mies, these are often unreliable, in authoritarian nations extremely so. Russia 
still does not provide correct statistics in a number of areas, like unemployment, 
the spread of HIV/AIDS, inflation, military budget, foreign direct investment, 
and the like. Having real figures on which to base robust estimates of the 
Soviet Union required if not agents in place, then spending literally billions 
of dollars on technical intelligence systems to discover what most countries 
published routinely. Without data – and sometimes with it – there was the 
risk of continuing to use uncertainty to produce “certainties.”15 For instance, 
a U.S. demographer, Murray Feshbach, used official Soviet health data, then 
creatively inferred “national” numbers from regional samples once the govern-
ment stopped publishing the data. What he discovered was that not just infant 
mortality but also a number of other health indicators had worsened, in some 
cases dramatically, between 1960 and the mid-1970s.16

Yet the prevailing model of the Soviet Union has no place for such findings, 
just as it didn’t for the NIC analyst’s indicators of unrest. Analysis fell back on 
nostrums like “Russians drink too much.” It took not just accumulating data, 
like the NIC’s and the budget deficit analysis mentioned above, but also time 
to begin to create a model that took account of the uncertainties: perhaps the 
Soviet Union was in fact a sick society in decline. And even that could not pre-

15 See Nassim Nicholas Taleb, The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable, (New York: 
Random House, 2007). His use of “Black Swan” is the one meant here: large-impact, hard-
to-predict, and rare event beyond the realm of normal expectations.

16 See Christopher Davis and Murray Feshbach, Rising Infant Mortality in the USSR in the 
1970s, (Washington: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Series P95, Number 74, September 1980).
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dict another Black Swan, Mikhail Gorbachev, and his inspired bumbling that 
led to the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. Alas, history also suggests that one 
Black Swan will not predict another.

Thinking about How to Do Better. Short of predicting Black Swans, what might 
improve performance in economic assessment, in either the public or private 
sector? Here, the risk is that of constructing rules of thumb to combat other 
rules of thumb:
•  Don’t defer too much to the ostensible experts. The fall of the shah of Iran 

taught U.S. intelligence, at least for a time, that foreign leaders might not 
understand their own politics any better than outsiders did. The same is true 
of other putative experts, all of whom will tell complicated stories about 
why the future simply has to turn out at they think it will.

•  Look at the data. This is the counterpart to not deferring to the experts. In 
the run-up to the 1995 peso crisis in Mexico, the U.S. National Intelligence 
Officer for Warning kept hearing the experts’ complicated stories about 
financial instruments (in this case, tesobonos) and how all would turn out 
well. Yet she kept monitoring Mexican reserves, which were going down, 
down, down. And she stuck to her guns, predicting that Mexico would have 
to devalue. 

•  Approach puzzles as mysteries. This is the familiar distinction between what 
is knowable with certainty but may not be known (like those Soviet budget 
deficits) and what is not knowable with certainty because it is future and 
contingent; it depends.17 Feshbach solved the puzzle of Soviet health statis-
tics but had no frame for understanding the mystery of why they might be 
true. Similarly, U.S. (and other) intelligence services provided an answer to 
the “does Saddam have WMD?” puzzle but never entertained the mystery 
of why he might not but pretend he did.18

•  Hire the right people. This is always easier said than done. In the financial 
world, twenty somethings move huge amounts of capital with no real under-

17 On the distinction between puzzles and mysteries, see Gregory F. Treverton, “Estimating 
Beyond the Cold War,” Defense Intelligence Journal, 3, 2 (Fall 1994), 5–20; and Joseph S. Nye, 
Jr., “Peering into the Future,” Foreign Affairs, 77, 4 July/August 1994, 82–93. For a popular 
version, see Treverton, “Risks and Riddles,” Smithsonian, June 2007.

18 Malcolm Gladwell describes a wonderful awful success story. See his “Open Secrets: Enron, 
Intelligence, and the Perils of Too Much Information,” The New Yorker, January 8, 2007. A 
year before the disastrous crash of Enron, several financial analysts treated Enron as a mystery. 
Parsing the company’s voluminous financial statements and quarterly findings, they realized 
that its vaunted profits – it claimed $111 billion in revenues in 2000 – constituted a giant 
mystery: that is, the gains had not yet been realized, and depended on events that had not yet 
occurred. The company’s cash flow was virtually nil. The analysts pursued the matter with 
Enron, and the company flew its accounting team to Dallas for a meeting, which cheeril 
confirmed the analysts’ assessment.
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standing of what has come before or what could happen. In intelligence, 
the waves of post-9/11 hires have brought in lots of new analysts, most of 
them bright but ill-trained. For both communities, serious apprenticeship 
and mentoring programs are imperative.

Reassessing the Analytic Model. For intelligence, especially, relations between 
analysts and policy officials are a balance: a too distant relationship means 
analysis is irrelevant; too close risks politicization. For finance, the argument 
for more distance is compelling; for financial analysts the question at issue is 
clearer than for intelligence analysts, and proximity to the marketers has cor-
rupted the system. They should be outside the banks where they can think and 
speak for themselves. They might still be ignored, but at least they couldn’t 
continue to fool the general public into thinking that their calls were intel-
lectually honest.

Radicalization and the Terrorist Threat: Researchers’ Perspectives

While the world economic crisis constitutes a huge common intellectual prob-
lem for researchers and intelligence analysts alike, the second field is a very 
different one.

Terrorism is a complex adaptive system which demonstrates both subtle 
evolution and sudden change. Moreover, the greater complexity and uncer-
tainty of the global strategic environment owes to the range of threats from 
incredibly diverse sources across local, regional and global levels. As the head 
of Britain’s Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre, put it: “our work can best be 
described as drinking out of a water hydrant on full blast.”19 This is a good 
metaphor for the fact that 80 percent of secrets can be found in open sources. 
What is decisive is the analytic filters that get applied. Terrorism is difficult to 
predict for a number of reasons. Its social and behavioral aspects coupled, with 
a myriad of contexts, interrelated and interacting causes, dynamics and effects, 
make it a “wicked problem,” in the words of Nancy Hayden and others.20

As such, it is embedded in a dynamic social context and it requires con-
nected analysis from political, social, religious and historical frames to capture 
the full complexity of the problem. Isolating factors and extrapolating meaning 
is likely to result in a fragmented understanding of terrorism and its trajectory. 
History has a valuable role to play to discern themes and patterns but, as we 

19 Comments made at CATS/SNDC conference on radicalization held in Stockholm in 
November 2006.

20 See, for instance, her “The Complexity of Terrorism: Social and Behavioral Understanding 
Trends for the Future”, in Magnus Ranstorp, ed., Mapping Terrorism Research: State of the Art, 
Gaps, and Future Directions, (London: Routledge, 2006) pp. 292–315. 
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know, the future often does not follow a neat, linear or discernable path. For 
instance, despite resources poured into intelligence on Hizb’allah, we still do 
not understand its second tier leadership or how decisions are made. The speed 
of change within technology and its interrelationship to society and complex 
adaptive social networks is another major factor that increases complexity and 
uncertainty.

With more specific regard to radicalization, we don’t understand the diver-
sity of communities nor do we move beyond neatly constructed categories. The 
behavior of terrorist groups, their modus operandi and organizational learn-
ing capacity (either incremental or transformational learning) are directly a 
function of a complex interrelationship between their structure, efficiency of 
communication system, organizational culture, knowledge resources and the 
environment.21

As argued by Phil Williams, the new global security environment is char-
acterized by contextual complexity in which variables are interdependent and 
non-linear, the sum being greater than individual parts. This contextual com-
plexity means that “small inputs can lead to dramatically large consequences” 
(butterfly effect); transitions are key factor at the core of complexity theory 
and known as “phase changers” or “tipping points” where “little changes can 
have big effects and can tip the system from one condition to another.”22 As 
Williams illustrates, “the transition of a stable disease patterns to an epidemic” 
can be so-called “super-spreaders,” such as the impact of A.Q. Khan on pro-
liferation of nuclear weapons production and know-how to rogue states and 
potentially terrorist entities during the 1990s.

Moreover, there can be mismatches between terrorism as a phenomenon 
and countermeasures, which change the dynamics of the phenomenon. That 
is all the more likely because understanding other cultures, high-context socie-
ties or the nature of the threat of al-Qa’ida has not been a strength of Western 
intelligence services or academic analysts. This relates not only to different 
concepts of time and space but also to differing perceptions of how war is made 
and how winning is understood. Intelligence services are not well-equipped to 
integrate analyses across different social science disciplines – for radicalization, 
focusing simultaneously on individual socio-psychological factors, political 
and religious dimensions, identity issues at work and emotions combined with 
triggering factors, leadership and group dynamics. How all this hangs together 
is a real challenge for analysts.

21 See Horacio R. Trujillo and Brian A. Jackson, “Organizational Learning and Terrorist Groups,” 
in James J.F. Forest, ed., Teaching Terror: Strategic and Tactical Learning in the Terrorist World, 
(London: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006).

22 Phil Williams, “Intelligence and Nuclear Proliferation: Understanding and Probing 
Complexity,” Strategic Insights, 5, 6 (July 2006).



Nor, in contrast to the world economic crisis, has terrorism or radicali-
zation been a shared intellectual problem between intelligence and research. 
Intelligence has not, for reasons of resources and demands, been much con-
cerned with cultural studies as such; cultural study for intelligence purposes is 
much more like the single U-2 over-flight, guided by intelligence relevance but 
also by the level of reliability needed to supply actionable answers. Indeed, cul-
tural understanding in the context of counterterrorism and counter-insurgency 
is a field of recurring and in retrospect often embarrassing intelligence failures. 
On the part of intelligence, the attitude often encountered is “inreach” more 
than outreach – harvesting academic methods and then filtering through the 
data – rather than being engaged in a dynamic relationship.

From a research perspective, the issues at stake for intelligence might appear 
uninteresting or irrelevant, and the methods employed dubious. There is how-
ever a complication not only in the methods and the way studies are designed. 
One major controversy regards the potential use or possibly misuse of research. 
How far do researchers want their methods and findings to be employed for 
intelligence purposes? Here the issue at stake is not primarily one of differences 
in interpretations but one of research (and intelligence) ethics.

Role of Anthropologists. There is a long and hoary history to governments 
using anthropologists and their methods, and that history hangs over current 
intelligence efforts. Anthropologists are usually asked to help intelligence under-
stand the culture of the target, but they are probably more valuable in helping 
to frame intelligence problems in cultural terms. Understanding others usually 
proceeds in three phases. The first is mirror-imaging: they’re like us. The second 
is the recognition is that their culture is different. The third is realizing that we 
see their culture through our own cultural frame, that both our institutions and 
theirs bear on how we think about and portray each other. 

Take religion in the Middle East as an example. For very secular Sweden, 
it seems unusual that faith could be taken seriously; Swedes also tend to treat 
culture as something that the modernizing process should work to eliminate. 
This makes taking culture seriously as an analytic framework more difficult to 
do. For the United States, a religious country with a secularized government – 
“India governed by Sweden,” in the aphorism – American Protestantism (with 
its tinges of moral absolutism) colors the perceptions and products of the intel-
ligence community in ways that often go unacknowledged. 

The U.S. drone attacks on Muslim militants demonstrate how the same 
events can be perceived quite differently. In the United States, these attacks 
seem relatively humane because of their accuracy. Moreover, they represent a 
triumph of Western science and technology over the weapons and strategies of 
our opponents. Further, because these attacks can be counted, their effective-
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ness is seen as something that can be easily measured. Yet drone attacks may 
not be seen the same way by our opponents in the region. To them, drone, 
attacks look sneaky and ungentlemanly; they deny militants the honor of com-
bat and death face-to-face. The result is one that neither analysts nor planners 
foresaw. The quest for revenge that stems from these attacks mixes, for the first 
time, religious and kin networks, reinforcing, even amplifying both. The drone 
attacks seem doubly inhumane. This linkage of family and ideology makes the 
appeal of the jihadists even more attractive. Drone attacks may not reduce the 
effectiveness of our opponents’ leadership and credibility. In fact, paradoxically 
it may strengthen and further radicalize not just the elite but the local com-
munities which have been attacked. 

The Challenge of Mode 2 Research. For a self-described Dutch “commercial 
professor,” doing serious research for the government is challenging. First, the 
turn-over of questions is very rapid; topics go out of date just as soon as they 
become fashionable. In less than three years, the agenda has been stunningly 
broad: the organization of counterterrorism (coordination vs. centralization; 
creation of collective databases; the disadvantages of hierarchy); terrorist recruit-
ment; psychology concerning threats to life of both perpetrators and victims; 
protection of critical infrastructure; security of mega-manifestations; salafism; 
radicalization processes among young Muslim males; interest in young Muslim 
females; community studies; development of enclaves/disintegrative tenden-
cies; deradicalization; disengagement; radicalization in prisons; social network 
analysis; Pakistan’s border areas; psychological warfare/Strategic communica-
tion/Public diplomacy; effectiveness of recent antiterrorism measures; risks of 
suicide attacks or of CBRN attack; cybercrime; right-wing extremism. 

In addition to a fast-moving agenda, working styles and expectations differ. 
The government is action and solution oriented, while academia is problem 
oriented. The government seeks a kind of intelligence in real time, yet its con-
tracting processes are slow and cumbersome. That process seeks frugality but 
often then gets dumb answers, or gaming, in which researchers start with a first 
literature study beneath the funding limit of discretion (€ 25,000 in this case), 
then go back for more. The government knows very little what is going on in 
the academic world, and often requires multidisciplinary approaches that take 
a lot of time to organize. Different agencies jump in at different times, often 
asking old questions again – give us the model for radicalization – not know-
ing what answers the government already has received. That process can lead 
to interview fatigue or research and investigation awareness among the research 
population.

The government also has too little understanding that what is valid in intel-
ligence collection may not be in science. The government often is looking 
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at Black Swan problems, or seeking to measure policy effectiveness without 
much data. Because government requests are policy-oriented, if they are asked 
too explicitly, some scholars shy away. That is true in Islamic studies or migra-
tion, compounded by the desire of many academics, not to be linked to coun-
terterrorism. It is also compounded by the fact that government requests are 
shrouded in secrecy, and the government may not provide access to data it 
already has. That has been true of police information in producing databases 
on right-wing or Islamic extremism.

Sometimes, requests come from left field, asking about, for instance, pos-
sible radicalization processes among minor minorities. In other cases, the gov-
ernment is itself unwilling to collect the data it needs – for instance, on Islamist 
incidents. It makes too little use of history, either to answer present needs or to 
learn about future trends and scenarios. Too often it also wants” ready-made 
meals” when it should be asking help in improving its “cooking” – through 
training in analysis, different disciplines, fundamental research, understanding 
where to get answers from academia, language, different cultures, the impact 
of technology on behavior, ethics, and so on.

That said, there have been accomplishments, including a better knowledge 
of salafism, better recognition of use of words and word patterns in order to 
recognize jihadists, insight in the complexity and versatility of radicalization 
processes, the importance of discourse, and the recognition that so-called “root 
causes” of terrorism are only somewhat important. The government has taken 
the point that disengaging militants from the struggles is more likely than 
deradicalizing them, and it has learned that its performance in countering radi-
calization and terrorism is more important than focusing on results. Yet getting 
research findings into wider circulation is limited: “intelligence leaks better 
than it disseminates.”

For its part, the government needs to really listen, for instance about the 
limited importance of poverty or education in producing terrorism, and to not 
“pick cherries” in a way that distorts research results and the world in which 
our opponents live. For the research worlds, the agenda for the future includes: 
scenarios for the future, especially the interconnectedness between different 
types of extremism and terrorism; better advice on and involvement in pub-
lic diplomacy; insights about creating social resilience; better understanding 
of how radicalization and polarization are related; a sense for what triggers 
Muslim indignation (images more than words?) or Islamophobia (proximity or 
distance?); more conceptual thinking – for instance, how victories for us may 
not necessarily be defeats for our terrorist opponents; better understanding of 
the (developments in) organizational morphology among jihadists; and more 
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work on intelligence-led policing. The biggest lesson: there are no easy prob-
lems and there are no easy answers.

Building Cultural Awareness. It is easier to see globalization in economic 
terms, or even political ones, than it is in cultural or ideological ones. In that 
sense, the research world has perhaps been deformed by too much political sci-
ence. It needs to get beyond the debate between the realists and the institution-
alists in order to apprehend culture. Understanding the resurgence of religion, 
including in the United States is hard, for we expected the future to be secular. 
We expected that states would subordinate religion, not elevate it. The irony 
is that soft elements of culture like ideology and religion have become primary 
drivers in today’s conflicts.

In many ways, the drivers we expected to cut against religion have not. One 
example is technology, which has played an important role in letting groups 
of all sorts, including religious ones, organize, recruit and stay connected. 
Demographics is a more easily understood driver, for while secularization has 
decreased fertility rates in many places, those rates remain higher in religious 
areas and among the poor, many of whom are drawn to religion is seeking 
meaning or solace in their lives.23 By contrast, we expected urbanization to be 
secularizing, but that has not been the case; instead, there, too, people have 
sought a religious identity amidst the chaos of urban life. Research work, like 
the Norris and Inglehart correlations, provides “tips” for intelligence, which 
then asks what are the policy-relevant issues, such as how able are groups to 
mobilize or to frame issues to their advantage.

Intelligence Perspectives on Radicalization 

For their part, intelligence analysts may be unaware of either the research meth-
ods or the researchers, or both, and they may regard cooperation with them 
as dangerous. Government agencies often feel that even to make public the 
issues in which they are interested may reveal too much. Again, the analysts 
addressed similar questions as researchers, looking backward as well as forward: 
how might intelligence have the benefit of serious research, its methods and 
perhaps its outside practitioners? How will it have to alter they way it does its 
work?

A Dutch Perspective. From this perspective, there are three issues: how can 
intelligence build bridges to science? How can science meet needs of govern-
ments? How can governments facilitate science? Ultimately, perhaps, critical 
reasoning can be the essence of the bridge between the two. Intelligence and 
the academy share a commitment to such reasoning, and it could help keep 

23 See Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
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both sides aware of the non-essential rituals and procedures that constitute the 
differences and partly the divide between science and intelligence.

How can intelligence build bridges to science? The easiest way is simply to 
employ academics. To do that it might start with building either an institution 
or a network, one that creates space for deviant, broad thinking and remains of 
the fringes of the bureaucratic intelligence production cycle lest analysts’ days 
be consumed with answering questions. An example of an institution might be 
the Expertise and Analysis Department (DKA) of the Dutch Department of 
the National Coordinator for Counterterrorism (NCTb), which reports jointly 
to the ministries of justice and home affairs. Created in 2004, DKA has an 
analytic cadre of eighteen. It is a fusion center, reviewing and integrating all 
threat information and drawing up all source threat assessment. An example 
of building a network might be the Dutch Platform Intelligence Analysis, an 
informal network of analysts from all services looking at the art of analysis and 
opening up for science.

How can science meet needs of governments? Science has the advantage of 
providing more depth but the disadvantage of taking more time. If possible, 
it would be helpful if scientific products could include relevant policy recom-
mendations. In any case, research can help by clarifying diverging views, both 
the underlying arguments and the policy implications. An example might be 
the debate between Sageman and Hoffman over the extent to which “core al 
Qa’eda” remains and remains in some control of operations.24 Along the way, 
as was emphasized above, government needs to be on the look-out for the 
“salesmen cowboys” of (semi)science.

How can governments facilitate science? First, it can choose transparency, 
not rigid secrecy. It is striking how much real interchange across the research-
intelligence divide depends on publication. Publications provide the basis both 
for knowing what is there and for testing ideas in the wider intellectual mar-
ketplace. Second, government itself can commit science. In that sense, govern-
ment needs to violate W. H. Auden’s wonderful lines: “Thou shalt not sit, With 
statisticians nor commit, A social science.”25 DKA has done internal research 
on such topics as: salafism in the Netherlands, a passing phenomenon or a 
persistent factor of significance?; Suicide terrorism; Jihadis and the internet; 
what’s next? interpreting the nexus between terrorist intentions and the even-
tual choice of modus operandi; and radicalization in Morocco and its influence 
on the Netherlands.

24 See Marc Sageman, Leaderless Jihad: Terror Networks in the Twenty-first Century, (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008). For Hoffman’s view, see Bruce Hoffman, “The Myth 
of Grass-Roots Terrorism: Why Osama bin Laden Still Matters,” Foreign Affairs, May/June 
2008.

25 Under Which Lyre: A Reactionary Tract for the Times, Phi Beta Kappa Poem, Harvard, 1946.
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In addition to committing some science itself, the government can fund 
external research, for all the pitfalls described above. DKA, for instance, has a 
research fund, which solicits questions from the various government agencies. 
It constitutes a joint academic-government evaluation committee, which has 
a budget for academic research of € 1.6 million, plus an allocation for spe-
cial research projects of € 1.2 million. In general, this is unclassified research. 
The topics have ranged across: decline and withdrawal: analysis of processes 
of deradicalization; comparison between Islamic and rightwing radicalization; 
media, internet and its impact on radicalization; youngsters talking about radi-
calism and terrorism; counterterrorism measures and basic law and rights: a 
preliminary balance; and the Taliban: past, present and future. To be sure, 
governments need to be aware of the bureaucratic and political implications of 
published research. But the benefits almost always outweigh the costs, though 
that is not always apparent to long-time intelligence practitioners. Publication 
can be one of the prime attractors that will bring science and intelligence closer 
together.

Both science and intelligence share a commitment to critical reasoning. 
Rediscovering or reframing of logical and critical reasoning could lead to rel-
evant results that can become available in an easy and not very time-consuming 
way. Within an organization, establishing a devil’s advocate team can provide 
an institutional safeguard of the critical reasoning approach; between organiza-
tions, holding informal closed expert meetings can share critical perspectives.

A Danish Perspective. Established in 2006, the Danish Center for Terrorism 
Analysis (CTA) combines the internal, external and military components of 
intelligence. It reports to six ministries, in addition to the intelligence services 
themselves. And it also thinks of its consumers as including the public, for 
which it writes unclassified papers, a new departure in Denmark. For policy-
makers, CTA writes terse papers, five page maximum; for intelligence agencies, 
the same subject will be treated in 10–15 pages. For the public, CTA tries to 
find open sources for classified information. That has the side-benefit of keep-
ing the center in touch with what is out there – a challenge for all intelligence 
agencies. The Danish Security and Intelligence Service (PET) did do outreach, 
but that tended to be idiosyncratic and more an opportunity for collection. 
CTA tries to do it systematically.

It turned out that academia itself was and is very polarized. Academics 
didn’t know each other or their work. CTA thus came to be the best clearing-
house for information on what research was going on. It has learned that most 
of the time classification serves only bureaucratic interests. What is needed is to 
invite academics in. In that sense, CTA itself is a bridge, for of its twelve staff, 
ten have scientific formations in subjects ranging from sociology to interna-
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tional relations to anthropology and psychology. When CTA looked seriously 
at one network, it turned out that the person who had been regarded as the 
most dangerous was in fact the weakest; no one ever called him. This suggests 
that we might want to reconsider what we mean by a network and how it 
operates.

In bridging the gap, science’s future too will have to be different. Insiders 
will have to want what outsiders do. Now, most scientific reports are written 
for fellow scientists, and are of little use to intelligence. This may change, for it 
seems, from this perspective, that the research community is under more pres-
sure than intelligence. For CTA, relatively small size is an advantage. It can’t 
afford to have a specialist on bin Laden’s “elbow.” Rather, its analysts specialize 
in a continent.

A Swedish Perspective. Sweden’s National Center for Terrorism Assessments 
(NCTA) is even newer than its Dutch and Danish counterparts, less than six 
months old. From its perspective, analysis has to be short and timely if it is 
to be useful to decision-makers in acting. Yet, when intelligence knows what 
decision-makers want, the task is relatively easy. The challenge is when intel-
ligence, or decision-makers themselves, don’t know what they want. Then, the 
challenge is to build some space in which intelligence has tolerance for being 
wrong. Decision-makers are very focused on the current; one NCTA analysts 
starts every day by looking at the internet because he knows then what his day 
will be like, which questions will frame his work. Intelligence need to regard 
the research community not as the enemy. Rather, it needs to know what is 
out there, and to be able to convey what it might like to see tomorrow. Alas, 
some of what it would like from academia isn’t going to happen – for instance, 
detailed field studies in dangerous places like Swat.

Concluding Comments

What was striking about the perspective across countries, in both research and 
intelligence, was how similar they were. The challenges faced by the different 
democratic nations may differ in size and precise configuration but have a 
lot in common. The Dutch perspectives on counterterrorism work from both 
inside and outside could be translated to the United States, for example, with 
only a few changes in words.

One common theme was the need for intelligence services to do what is 
called “outreach.” But that is a poor label, for it suggests that reaching out is 
mostly an opportunity to collect information. If it is only that, those from who 
information is collected will not long continue. It is really “analytic engage-
ment,” with an emphasis on building connections, mutual understanding and 
trust. In one sense, intelligence always has had to reach out in order to know 
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the value of its specially-collected information, but that need was muted during 
the Cold War when it could assume both that what it had was unique and that 
what was out there was of limited value. Neither of those is true any longer.

In that light, publication is imperative and classification an obstacle. Most 
of U.S. intelligence, for instance, publishes nothing. That makes it very hard 
for outsiders to know what intelligence knows, what it doesn’t know, what it 
might need, or how good it is. One Danish perspective stressed that classifica-
tion is often mostly a bureaucratic artifice. That, too, probably long has been 
true but is still truer today. More than two decades ago, at the International 
Institute for Strategic Studies in London, an American colonel, a nuclear tar-
geteer from the Strategic Air Command, was paired with a researcher what was 
adept at ferreting tidbits from Aviation Week or congressional hearings. The 
targeteer assumed that everything he knew was deeply secret. Yet, for better or 
worse, the researcher knew almost all of it. The worst of all possible worlds is 
to let classification hamper exchange across the divide when the classification 
is a fiction.

There are lots of ways to reach out if the will is there. Technology can 
help. Wikis are tailor-made for intelligence, for they allow many analysts to 
work on a product, making it better and better but leaving a clear trail of new 
evidence and assessment. To be sure, there are tensions between the opportuni-
ties of the information age and the hierarchical organization of intelligence. If 
the challenge is to build broad communities of interests while still preserving 
vital secrets, machines can be helpful. In other case, reaching out can be more 
formal – Dutch officials provide updates twice a year to the rail system and 
other critical infrastructure, and in return get information from those infra-
structures.

A second theme that had run through the conversation was mentoring. 
Young people coming from the academy into intelligence are bright and won-
derfully adept at data-gathering but are not good analysts. It is here that a part-
nership between the intelligence and scientific community could be formed, 
along the issue of what constitutes good analysis and interpretation. But the 
audience of academics is other academics; the academy is a kind of echo cham-
ber, and groupthink is all too likely, especially within a discipline. Beyond that, 
the habits of academia, like assuming that any paper should be 70 pages mini-
mum, are hard to change. Perhaps the centers of excellence funding by the U.S. 
Department of Homeland Security are one way to break down the barriers, if 
not necessary to provide mentoring for young analysts.

A third common theme is being wrong. For intelligence, teaching custom-
ers that if it is pointed enough to be useful, it will often be wrong is hard 
enough; conveying that understanding to the media is even harder. Yet being 
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wrong doesn’t distinguish intelligence from academia, for most of the latter’s 
work is wrong. Adjusting findings in light of new research is the essence of the 
academic enterprise. Intelligence needs to admit when it is wrong and learn 
from it.

Yet “being wrong” turns out to be a complicated matter. Part of complica-
tion arises from expectations and the nature of the work. Being wrong is easier 
with close relations with customers. Training courses are a means of making 
“taskers” better and so managing the expectations of those who do the tasking. 
Being wrong is also probably easier when the subject is targeting or some simi-
larly narrow issue. For complex issues, it will be difficult to identify “wrong,” 
let alone manage the process. Counterterrorism is also special, or seems so. 
Elsewhere, being right 8 times in 10 is very good. But, politically at least, intel-
ligence against terror has to get it right all the time. As the Irish Republican 
Army (IRA) statement put it after the group’s bombing of a Brighton hotel in 
1984 failed to kill British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher: “Today we were 
unlucky, but remember we only have to be lucky once. You will have to be 
lucky always.”26

Tolerance for being wrong is important but can also provide cover for 
those “salesmen cowboys” of (semi)science. In one episode from the 1980s in 
Sweden, forest scientists who had become advocates pushed the line that the 
forests were dying. Trouble was, it wasn’t true. When confronted, the analysts 
said the issue was so important that there was no time to waste, and they had 
done the best they could under tight circumstances! They presumed still more 
than intelligence that they knew what customers wanted. As society moves to 
intelligence-based organizations, intelligence is also trying to become more 
science-based. The risk, shown in caricature by the Swedish forest example, is 
that scientists who move inside intelligence will become less like scientists and 
more like intelligence analysts – at least resulting in a loss of some of the pos-
sible richness of the exchange.

26 As quoted in Peter Taylor, Brits, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001), p. 265.




