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Despite the 9111 and WMD Commissions' .findings that the IC lacked both standards and imagination, the
IC has largely given itself a pass on the need to increase its e.fforts regarding the latter. Moreover, the
analytic tradecraft standards-at least as ·applied-are hindering the IC from being more imaginative.
It is now IC gospel that the analytic tradecraft standards, promulgated in ICD 203 , are good. 1 Analysts carry
cards listing them, posters and signs abound proclaiming tbem, a lot of training focuses on them, products are
evaluated against them, and leadership worries about them. Indeed, good tradecraft- and by extension good
intelligence-is now all too readily conflated with them.
But what if the tradecraft
Analytic Tradecraft Standards
standards are not only helping
l. Properly describes quality and credibility of underlying sources, data, and
but also actually hurting us?
methodoloJties.
What if they are essentially
2. Properly expresses and explains uncertainties associated with major analytic
echoes of an industrialjudl!ments.
assembly-line-past that are
3. Properly distinguishes between underlying intelligence information and analysts'
assumvtions and iudgments.
preventing us from facing up to
4.
Incorporates analysis of alternatives.
an information-age future? What
if they are fundamentally so
5. Demonstrates customer relevance and addresses implications.
"small" that they prevent us
6. Uses clear and logical argumentation.
from thinking "big"? What if we
7. Explains change to or consistency of analytic judgments.
have simply grabbed the low8. Makes accurate judgments or assessments.
hanging fruit (that might make
9. Incorporates effective visual information where appropriate.
us good) at the expense of being
truly imaginative as well (i.e., great)? (As an interesting contextual aside, it is worth noting that these questions
are not unique to the IC but rather are relevant to almost all i ndustrial -agc legacy organizations, perhaps most
notably public schools with their enduring emphasis on standardized testing.)
Before expl oring these questions, let' s first give the tradecraft standards their due. They have taken what was
too often an excessively craft-like approach to analysis (on-the-job traini ng, individualistic mentoring,
uniqueness by agency, etc.) and given it a fundamental, across-the-board structure. Indeed, I have often heard it
expressed-accurately, I think- that the standards provide a baseline or foundation upon which the IC can
build.2
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But what if we never really build on that foundation? What if, instead, the tradecraft standards too often become
the be-all, end-all of what we call analytic quality?
Of course, these should not even be questions. Although it is true that both the 9/11 Commission3 and WMD
Commission4 reports found a lack of standards as part of the problem, both reports also clearly identified a lack
of imagination as a significant failure. Indeed, the 9/11 Commission actually emphasized the latter.
Given that, why has the IC placed so much emphasis on standards and seemingly so little on imagination?
Moreover, how/why do the standards themselves- at least as implemented- actually hlnder the IC from being
more imaginative/creative?

Six Contributing Factors
First, and most importantly, the IC misunderstood-and continues to
TllL're '-L'e111-. lo he an
misunderstand-the importance of imagination/creativity in modem intelligence.
enduring lack or
There seems to be an enduring lack of appreciation for how the increasingly
apprel·iation in lhl' IC rnr
hm\ till· illl'l'l'a-.ingly
complex/interconnected security environment demands new, more creative ways
l'( 1111 pi L' \/j llll' l'L'I lll lll'L'll'd
of thinking. Complex systems are defined as much, if not more, by the
connections between the components as by the components themselves. As such,
-.ecurit\ ell\ in111ll1L'lll
complex systems cannot be understood merely by analysis, whlch emphasizes
lklllalld-.. Ill'\\. lllOl'L'
reductionism or breaking things down. Rather, such systems demand syntheticl'l'l'ali\e \\ ay-. or 11li11ki11µ.
that is to say, creative- perspectives whereby the aperture is much more open. A
much greater emphasis on imaginative methods (e.g., red-teaming, simulation, or gaming) is needed to achieve
such a holistic perspective- to see the big picture. 5
Second, this analytic mindset is abetted and reinforced by a culture that places collection-often classified- at
the center of what it does. This is a legacy of our formative experience with the USSR, which, as a closed
system, was first and foremost a collection problem. However, in today's open and interconnected world, the
fundamental problem is less one of how to get the information- we are drowning in it-than of how to make
sense of so muc~ infonnation. It is a cognitive problem, not a collection problem, and as such it can only be
addressed by creative thinking. Put differently, you cannot collect your way to creativity.
Third, imagination is much harder to codify and/or formularize than standards. (Not to mention train, teach, and
measure.) Fundamentally, the IC likes codes and formulas- rules. And creativity is, by one definition, about
"breaking the rules." 6 In other words, there is fundamental antagonism between standards and creativity, and the
IC seems- not surprisingly-to have gone largely for the one that conforms with its predilections.
However, one ~ay the IC 1:1.ied to bridge this fissure- so as to not completely ignore the commissions' can for
more imagination- was to incorporate creativity/imagination into the standards. Hence, standard 4 is arguably
an attempt at "standardizing creativity." It is often referred to within the analytic community as the "creativity
standard." But just as common sense is not common, creativity cannot- again, by definition-be standardized.
Fourth, just as there is a tension between standards and creativity, there is also a tension within the standards
themselves between standard 4 and some of the other standards. For example, the simple fact that creative
thought is often highly speculative and nonlinear tends to put standard 4 in tension with standards 1 and 6.
Another example might be seen in the tension between standards 4 and 8 because creativity requires a high
tolerance for getting it wrong or, at least, not precisely right. If the IC is going to demand accuracy- that it be
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"right"-then the intelligence produced is unlikely to stretch and explore possibilities that can turn out to be
wrong. In addition, standard 9, as written, implemented, and evaluated, promotes visualization exclusively in
terms of the presentation of a fini shed product. However, since visualization is also a vital creative/imaginati ve
thinking tool, perhaps the standard ought to reflect this other usage as well.
Fifth, the IC is a production-driven community. Like most organizations whose formative experience took place
in the industrial age, it is focused on output (rather than outcome or impact) and uses the standards as both a
replicable fol111ula for e fficiency and a form of quality control. This emphasis on output aligns well with
standards and thereby conuibutes to a sort of assembly-line approach to analysis-one that is more concerned
with pumping out a consistent product than with being in the business of uniquely impruting distinct knowledge
or insight.
Sixth (and to come full-circle with the first point in this list regarding
TilL' L'\plo-,ion ur -. tr:ttL· ~ i L'
comp IL'\ ity. a~ain
recognition of the problem) .is a point about time. I have often heard it said
illll' l"L'lllll11.:L'tL'dllL''-' · that t ill'
that even if the IC does need to be more creative, it can and must wait unti l it
IC 11Hr-.t cope \\ith ca nno t
gets its foundation in place via the standards. This is misguided. The
\\
ait.
explosion of strategic complexity, again interconnectedness, that the IC must
cope with cannot wait. It is a phenomenon that has been exponentially increasing for over 25 years. It took off
· with the opening of China and the collapse of the USSR and continues to be pushed along by an ever
accelerating information technology revolution. In other words, the IC is already behind the curve, and both
9/11 and the Iraq WMD issue were merely the first major wake-up calls of this new strategic environment.

Finding a Better Balance Between Standards and Creativity
Undoubtedly, there are other factors in play as well as the six I have outlined, but the point here (in a Research
Short) is not to be exhaustive. Rather, it is to open for discussion and debate whether the IC, to be truly relevant
in a complex worJd, must now shake off some of the industrial age, assembl y-line characteristics that so
fundamentally shape it. The IC must come to accept that imagination is not just a "nice-to-do" that can be put
on the back burner or perhaps handed off to a few "creative" organizations (e.g., red cells, etc.) so that most
analysts can keep churning on "the line." It must recognize that imagination is fundamental to understanding
this new, ever more complex world. The IC must think about h ow to reconceive the stru1dards and/or their
implementation so as to ensure they do not binder imagination and thereby relegate the IC to being another in a
long line of organi zations (think Kodak, Blockbuster, etc.) that were unable to make the leap from the industrial
to the infonnation age.
To end then, perhaps it is wortb considering the above challenges as they manifested themselves in a discussion
that I recently had with a senior DoD policymaker (and former senior intelligence officer) who wanted to
discuss-Lament might be a better term- the intelligence support she was receiving. (The discussion also went a
long way toward discrediting another commonly heard IC argument against imaginative analysis-that there is
no significant demand signal from policymakers.) The essence of this policymaker's remarks was that while
most of the steady stream of analysis she was receiving was probably "right," it rarely pushed the boundaries of
what was possible, wasn't particularly insightful, and usually only went as far as the collection pennitted. Most
of the analyses seemed to be little more than simple linear story lines and/or extrapolations that were usually
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just confirmatory of the conventional or consensus opinion. In contrast, she said she wanted much more
intelligence that s,t:retched her conceptions and perceptions, and caused her to stop·and say "hmmmm .. .I hadn ' t
thought about it playing out in that way." 7
In retrospect, she was pointing her finger right at the jssue: most of the analytic production she was referring to
had first and foremost strived to meet the standards.
And that, of course, was- and is- the problem.
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