
 

 

Impactful scholarship in intelligence: A public policy challenge1 

(Prepared for the PSA Conference, Brighton, 21st March 2016). 

Robert Dover2 

Introduction: a paper within a paper… 

This paper is divided into two parts. In the first part, I present some semi-structured 

reflections on the business of impact and why these activities present enduring challenges to 

individual scholars, universities and end-users. In the second part, I present the core of the 

original paper I wrote with this conference in mind, which has been taken forward as a 

collaborative and heavily modified piece as a book chapter that will be published in August 

2016.  

 

Impact vs Consultancy or Contract Research   

The agreed formula all UK university scholars work to regarding impact seems unnatural, 

or at least natural in the sense of splicing things together in a petri dish might be deemed to 

be natural. There are, essentially, more natural things in the world. The agreed formula runs 

along the lines of: there was research, and that research then appeared in a peer-reviewed 

outlet of at least 2* quality. That research then transformed itself (and the pathways to 

impact can go many different ways at this point) into being of interest to a policy maker 

(other stakeholders are fine) who then uses it directly or in a way that can be audited, to 

generate change.  

 

Consultancy and contract research are excluded from the agreed impact formula, because 

even if these underpinning contractual arrangements are used to create original research, the 

                                                           
1 This paper is strongly informed by the collaborative piece by this author, Michael Goodman, and 
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2 Senior Lecturer in Intelligence and International Security, University of Leicester, any comments 
please email: rmd27@leicester.ac.uk , copyright is retained by the author and his collaborators.  
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impact criteria dictates that a publication must precede the impact. Such a formulation 

ignores a decent amount of intellectually interesting contract advisory work that occurs via 

university enterprise departments and which creates new knowledge in support of public 

policy transformation or transformation that is appropriate to the commissioning 

organisation.3 The lessons learned by the scholar(s) involved in the contract work about the 

applied variants of the subject and/or about the organisations they are working for would 

invariably make for valuable additions to the extant literature, but without the right REF 

incentivisation these are likely to be lost to the field. A loosening off of the criteria around 

the sequencing of impacts would provide for potentially more interesting and more 

numerous case studies, it would remove some of the need to gamify or crowbar impacts 

where they do not naturally sit. Furthermore, we would likely see more academics engaging 

in impact related activity, but also in university facilitated contract research work, 

something that all universities profess to support.  

 

Impact as a new version of alumni development: 

The development and management of alumni as a discreet activity of British universities has 

come a long way during my career in UK HEIs (since 2003). My first Vice-Chancellor – Eric 

Thomas of the University of Bristol – was in many ways pioneering in his efforts to replicate 

the sorts of organisational culture required to emulate the success of American universities 

in attracting philanthropic money into universities. In the last five years British universities 

have begun to understand that their alumni might be able to add value to the institution in 

more ways than just doling out regular or one off spectaculars of cash, or legacy payments in 

their wills. My experience of having worked in a Business School tells me that business 

schools have been leading this change, making use of alumni to deliver master classes, in 

                                                           
3 It should be noted that in a recent edition of the Times Higher statistics were presented indicating 
the amount of this activity currently taking place in British universities was diminishing.  



 

 

providing work-based learning opportunities and essentially delivering a variation of an 

‘old boy’s network’ to the new generation of students passing through the university. 

Having also worked in traditional politics departments I think it is safe to make the 

observation that social science led departments are still very early in this transformation 

process, or unaware of it entirely. Razor’s Edge is more than an album by ACDC. 4 

 

The point of this section is, however, very simple. The lesson understood by all those who 

work in alumni and development offices (the good ones anyway) is that the development of 

alumni from a fresh-faced soul graduating into a ‘good job’ to being a gift-giver later in life 

is the patient development of a relationship with alumni. There is almost literally no point 

trying to strong arm the alumni, which is why alumni offices are so reticent to allow 

academics anywhere near their contact lists. These lessons of patience and reciprocity are 

poorly understood and applied when it comes to impact generation, and even worse when it 

comes to commercialisation with an impact twinge. Business truisms of building up 

momentum from small contracts to land a significant piece of business are unevenly 

understood by individual academics, but painfully misunderstood by a good number of 

university bureaucracies. The response of universities has been to introduce ‘Impact 

Champions’ and ‘Impact Funds’, but to bid for funds one must be able to pitch that x 

amount of impact will occur, and - like all good relationships – it is very difficult to know at 

the outset what the outcome might be.  

 

So, the default mode of universities is to think of impact generation as being akin to business 

development and that introduces a tension in as much as professionalization of the activity 

would undoubtedly reduce the uncertainties in the relationship, whilst simultaneously 
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hindering the development of more natural human relationships between the scholar and 

the end-users. The obvious conclusion to draw is a necessary change to 1) culture, so a 

relaxation of the instrumental need to see all impact relationships come to a measurable or 

instant fruition, but that expectations are more professionally managed, and 2) that the time-

line for impact is relaxed so that the development of relationships is more akin to alumni 

development than business development.   

 

My business school experiences tell me that the development of alumni in non-gift giving 

modes provides a greater level of enrichment to the student experience, to the relevance of 

curricula, and to external research relationships that do not always have to be directly 

instrumental or useful to carry value.  It is – however – also true that there is an institutional 

culture within business schools (that sits within the academic and support staff, the current 

students and alumni) that privileges making and retaining connections to the business 

world and that this is not replicated as strongly in politics and international relations 

departments. Benchmarking to business schools might – therefore – be an unfair exercise.  

 

Impact as change agency:  

Impact is really about introducing discovery-led, or research-informed change. In politics 

and international relations that change will be predominantly, but not exclusively, in the 

realm of organisational reform, or policy / legislative change. As we know from the 

numerous articles in the Times Higher and the London and New York Review of Books on 

this subject, not all scholarship naturally lends itself to generating these kinds of impacts, 

and scholars who have written about impact negatively have pointed out that they are or 

fear negative career repercussions for not being able to comply. I think their concerns have 

some foundation, and – actually – there are similarly tricky but converse challenges for those 

enthusiastically engaging in time-intensive impact activities which are that the materials and 



 

 

lessons learned are not always publishable, and the activity itself might draw one away from 

purer forms of the discipline, where the ‘quality’ or ‘prestigious’ journals sit.  

 

The answer to this set of conundrums might sit in smarter ways of measuring key 

performance indicators across a department, a university or a field. Much as academic 

promotion can occur within research dominant or teaching dominant modes, it should be 

the case – if we are to take impact seriously, without imposing negative incentives on 

scholars – that we can appropriately measure and recognise impact endeavour too. The 

bottom-line is that most policy stakeholders do not understand the incentive structures in 

place at universities, nor that the production of an article for a ‘quality’ journal is more 

valuable to the academic than anything else. The misalignment of expectations between 

academic and end-user is unhelpful to furthering the relationship, and thus generating more 

meaningful impacts. The submission of contract research, or advisory pieces (of an 

appropriate length) to the REF that might be judged by practitioners as well as academics 

might be one way of addressing the negative incentive structures in place for impact 

currently.  

 

The Second Part:  

 

This second part of the paper focuses particularly upon impact relationships with the 

security community. And this practical business of government intelligence and security 

exists, for the most part, in necessary secrecy, and consequently there are additional 

challenges to recording impact than might otherwise be the case. There has historically been 

a measure of ad-hoc interaction between the UK’s intelligence community with individual 

academics and, of course, with those in privileged or knowledgeable positions outside of the 

community. Universities – being public institutions, albeit funded in an increasingly private 



 

 

way – are a key source of knowledge and innovation for the country. It is not new territory 

to make the case that there are untapped synergies between academia and the security 

communities. Indeed, there are several notable UK Government papers that have made this 

case. This paper highlights how mutual benefit may be derived in terms of: challenge analysis, 

corroboration, validation, and the enrichment of knowledge. 

 

Academia, Intelligence and National Security 

 

Definitions of intelligence vary considerably. The most seminal was provided by Sherman 

Kent (Kent 1949). Kent’s definition divides intelligence into three parts: intelligence as 

knowledge, intelligence as an organization, and intelligence as an activity.5 This gives us 

some insight into the nature of intelligence: intelligence is an organizational activity that 

produces knowledge.6 Both the intelligence and academic communities seek to advance 

knowledge and to do so via the selection of, and discrimination between, various sources of 

information. Both communities try to make robust assessments that have utility in the real 

world. As such, both spheres share a common core purpose. 

 

                                                           
5 Kent, S. (1949) Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy, Princeton University Press 
6 There is a clear dichotomy revealed in the competing definitions of intelligence between intelligence 

as an organizational entity or machinery and intelligence as an end product. These two perspectives 

can successfully combine by analogy with the phases of and requirements of analysis as an activity. 

Analysis is a detailed examination of the elements or structure of an object or concept in order to 

provide knowledge or add to a previous body of knowledge. The perspective of intelligence as an 

organization can be resolved as a machinery geared around the production of an analytical end 

product for the purpose of being action guiding. The most developed definition of intelligence analysis 

is by Rob Johnston (Johnson 2005), from his ethnographic study into analytical culture in the US in 

2005. Johnston (2005) defined intelligence analysis as: the application of individual and collective cognitive 

methods to weigh data and test hypotheses within a secret socio-cultural context. This definition focuses 

entirely on the process of intelligence analysis, but arguably does not provide any component that 

separates this definition of intelligence analysis from the definition of the process of analysis beyond 

the inclusion of secrecy.  



 

 

For the less sensitive areas of government, interaction with the UK’s academic community 

has been widely encouraged. There have been successive moves in central government to 

encourage civil servants not only to seek outside expert views, but to have the 

implementation of policies tested by expert outsiders. In 2013, the UK Government 

established a network of seven independent centres to inform government decision-making 

through the provision of independently assessed evidence. The ‘What Works Network’ 

covers a range of policy areas, including: crime, health care, social care, and education. 

Amongst others, the London School of Economics acts as a host for the What Works Centre 

dedicated to looking at local economic growth.7 In 2015, the What Works initiative expanded 

further in its outreach to academia by establishing a Cross-Government Trial Advice Panel, 

funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.8 The panel, comprising twenty five 

academics, was established to educate civil servants in the use of experimental and quasi-

experimental research methods.9 By 2015, a considerable infrastructure had been put in 

place by the Cabinet Office to encourage civil servants to seek external expertise, including 

academia, to inform a wide range of policy making areas under the Open Policy Making 

initiative, using the ‘latest analytical techniques, and taking an agile, iterative approach to 

implementation’.10  

 

These clearly demonstrate significant effort by the UK Government to utilise external 

expertise from, amongst others, the academic community. However, engagement between 

the spheres of policy making and the academic community is unlikely to be replicated at an 

                                                           
7 UK Government (August 2015), The What Works Network, HMSO: London 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network (accessed 6 November 2015) 
8 The ESRC is one of the national research councils, funded centrally but administered outside of 
government control. 
9 Cabinet Office (2015) The Cross-Government Trial Advice Panel, HMSO: London 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/451336/the_C
ross-Government_Trial_Advice_Panel.pdf (accessed 6 November 2015) 
10 UK Government (2015), Open Government Blog, https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/tools-and-techniques/ 
(accessed 6 November 2015) 
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equal scale between academia and the intelligence community, largely due to the obvious 

requirement for secrecy and the protection of sensitive information. However, two major 

reviews into issues of National Security have highlighted the importance of more 

engagement between the two spheres. In 2004 the first major review into the intelligence 

underpinnings of the Iraq war (Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, more 

commonly known as the Butler Report)11, made several recommendations encouraging the 

value of engagement between the intelligence community and academia. The first 

recommendation was to provide an outlet for analysts within a closed intelligence 

community to challenge conventional wisdom, received options and assessments based 

largely on actively gathered intelligence. The benefit to be accrued here is from the potential 

to reduce the cognitive biases of ‘mirror-imaging’ and ‘group-think’, allowing analysts to 

discuss assessments and theories with subject matter experts who may provide a different 

perspective based on a different body of source material: 

 

“Well-developed imagination at all stages of the intelligence process is required 

to overcome preconceptions. There is a case for encouraging it by providing for 

structured challenge, with established methods and procedures, often described 

as a ‘Devil’s advocate’ or a ‘red teaming’ approach. This may also assist in 

countering another danger: when problems are many and diverse, on any one of 

them the number of experts can be dangerously small, and individual, possibly 

idiosyncratic, views may pass unchallenged.”12 

 

                                                           
11 In February 2004, HMG announced the creation of a committee to investigate intelligence available 

to the UK’s intelligence community regarding WMD programmes in countries of concern, to 

investigate the accuracy of intelligence on Iraqi WMD leading up to March 2003, and to examine any 

discrepancies between this intelligence, and information discovered by the Iraq survey group 

following the end of the Iraq war. Lord Butler published the findings of the review in July 2004.  
12 Butler (2004), ‘Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction’, Page 14, Chapter 1: The 
Nature and Use of Intelligence, 1.8 Risks to Good Assessment 



 

 

Engagement with academia for the purpose of challenge analysis may benefit a closed 

intelligence community by providing an additional avenue for systematic and structured 

challenges. Whilst there is a wide difference in research methodology across different areas 

of academia, it can be broadly said that professional academics will have achieved a high 

degree of proficiency in terms of research practice, critiquing evidence and argument 

through doctoral training, peer review, and professional engagement within the academic 

community. Butler recommended that challenge analysis should be a systematic function of 

the UK’s intelligence assessments: “Challenge should be an accepted and routine part of the 

assessment process as well as an occasional formal exercise, built into the system.”13 

 

The second key benefit outlined by Butler is the potential for widening the range of 

information available to the analysts within the closed intelligence community: “We 

emphasise the importance of the Assessments Staff and the JIC [Joint Intelligence 

Committee] having access to a wide range of information, especially in circumstances where 

information on political and social issues will be vital.”14 Academics within research-

intensive universities are likely to have more time in which to produce in-depth assessments 

and have the freedom to conduct structured fieldwork.15 Further, the range of sources of 

information available to academics, unencumbered by any restrictions of official secrecy, is 

potentially wider than that of a closed intelligence community.  

 

                                                           
13 Butler (2004), ‘Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction’, Page 146, Chapter 7: 
Conclusions and Broader Issues, 7.3 JIC Assessments 
14 Butler (2004), ‘Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction’, Page 153, Chapter 8: 
Summary of Conclusions, Chapter 5: The Use of Intelligence 
15 This conclusion needs to be tempered with the realities of university life, which are increasingly 
focussed around teaching requirements (even in research intensive institutions) and fluctuating 
workload requirements across the calendar and academic year. It is a strong misperception amongst 
those outside of academia that there is a uniform bandwidth and availability of faculty to engage in 
extraneous research tasks – the additional institutional pressures around funded research means that 
engagement with government, which is often poorly remunerated or unpaid, attracts a lower priority 
than might ordinarily be the case. 



 

 

Following extensive consultation within the intelligence community and external subject 

matter experts, the Blackett Review of High Impact Low Probability Risks (2011) identified 

several recommendations to strengthen the government’s approach to assessing strategic 

shocks which could, in turn, be applied more widely across government. While the 

recommendations of the Blackett Review built upon the practices that existed within the 

community, one of the key factors in the review was the need for the UK Government to 

include a greater measure of external expertise in their assessment processes. Of the eleven 

recommendations identified by the Blackett Review, six concern engagement between closed 

intelligence communities and academia, three of which were specifically addressed to the 

Cabinet Office, where the central analytical function of the community sits.16 The Blackett 

Review highlighted many benefits for the intelligence community of engaging more fully 

with the academic community: to inform key risk assumptions; to inform judgements and analysis; 

to better detect early signs of strategic shock or surprise; to inform the development of internal and 

external risk communication strategies, and; to strengthen the scrutiny of the National Risk 

Assessment. Although these recommendations were identified in the context of a specific 

type of risk assessment, the recommendations are widely applicable to other areas of 

assessment and analysis across the UK Government, and should be seen in their widest 

context.  

 

The range of possible benefits that can be imputed through the Butler and Blackett reviews 

are certainly sufficient to warrant a further and deeper exploration into the operational 

elements of an enduring relationship between the two communities. Part of that analysis 

comes from making a comparison between fundamental elements of the activities of the two 

                                                           
16 The central analytic function within the Cabinet Office in regard to intelligence analysis is the Joint 
Intelligence Organisation. 



 

 

communities, and part comes from understanding where the differences in source 

information and methodological approaches may lead to limitations in engagement.  

 

The Business of Academic Research vs. Intelligence Analysis 

 

Both academia and intelligence analysis share the same goal of attempting to gain 

knowledge; however, the approaches taken by each field in this endeavour inevitably varies. 

Scholarship is the systematic research and experimental development to increase a body of 

knowledge in a particular disciplinary field.17 Most scholarship occurs within closely 

defined methodological traditions, allowing research to be replicated by others in order to 

test the strength of its conclusions.  

 

The majority of academic research can be seen to broadly follow the Hourglass Model, 

which employs eight key steps in the research process: Identification of the research problem; 

literature review; specification of the purpose of research; determination of specific research questions 

or hypotheses; data collection; analysis and interpretation of data; reporting and evaluation of 

research, and; the communication of research findings and recommendations. Whilst academic 

research ‘models’ are neither uniform nor universally adhered to, the Hourglass Model 

represents the ideal process of academic research. The Hourglass Model is compatible with 

the traditional model that is used to describe the system of gathering, processing, and 

assessing intelligence. Whilst such intelligence cycle models are also neither uniform nor 

universally representative of the process of intelligence collection and analysis, the classic 

intelligence cycle features six steps: Direction of intelligence gathering; collection of intelligence; 

                                                           
17 For the purposes of this essay ‘Scholarship’ is defined as research activity mostly occurring within 
higher education institutions. The division of scholarship into disciplinary communities is notable for 
the barriers it places upon the accumulation of knowledge, and the gaps it produces as bunkered 
solutions are preferred for a number of strategic and tactical reasons by aspiring and tenured 
academics. 



 

 

processing of intelligence; analysis of intelligence; dissemination of analytical product; and, feedback 

from customers and policy makers.18 The analysis of intelligence integrates intelligence 

reporting, combining disparate data and information to allow for pattern and trends 

analysis. Finished intelligence assessments may take a variety of forms depending on the 

nature and scope of the customer requirement; similarly, they may help to generate an 

immediate tasking of government resource or feed into a more strategic level picture 

change.19 The intelligence cycle model is closed by the process of feedback from customers 

and policy makers that enables the revision of requirements.   

 

The structural process of research and analysis clearly correspond. According to both 

models of knowledge creation, the development of hypotheses occurs in the mid-stages of 

the models, alongside the identification of end product. For the Hourglass Model, this 

occurs at the fourth stage: identifying the research problem. In the intelligence cycle, it is 

reasonable to assume that the development of a hypothesis will occur during the stage of 

analysis of intelligence, but equally it might occur as a product of institutional memory or the 

experience of the individual analyst.  The testing of the hypothesis in the Hourglass Model 

will be undertaken through the stages of analysis and interpretation of data, and reporting and 

evaluating research findings. For the intelligence cycle, it is reasonable to assume that the 

validation of hypothesis will occur also occur at the stage of analysis of intelligence. The 

models are not entirely synergistic: the intelligence cycle’s requirement to produce to order 

for policy communities and the final step, which includes feedback and refinement, is 

distinct. The feedback and refinement loop in scholarship is for quality purposes, rather than 

for refinement for policy, and might end up spurring a new research project, which is step 

                                                           
18 Department of Defence, Defence Technical Information Centre (2013), ‘Joint Publication 2-0, Joint 
Intelligence’  
19 Department of Defence, Defence Technical Information Centre (2013), ‘Joint Publication 2-0, Joint 
Intelligence’ 



 

 

one in the indicative academic model.  A comparison of these models highlights four distinct 

areas that can be used to break down the nature and process of analysis and assessment that 

are likely to be used in both closed intelligence communities and in academic research: end-

product requirement; development of hypothesis; dataset; and validation of hypotheses. These 

activities will inevitably be influenced by different cultural factors in each community. 

However, by exploring the differences and similarities between academia and closed 

intelligence communities in each of these areas, a greater understanding of the mutual 

benefits of engagement between the two communities can gained.  

 

The End-Product Requirement 

 

The academic and intelligence communities face different influencing factors in their pursuit 

of knowledge.  Similarly, the intellectual products of each are used in different ways by their 

target audiences. The core purpose and end-use of analysing intelligence is clearly distinct 

from the intended end-use of scholarship, though arguably both are designed to inform 

relevant debates. The scholar is more interested in answering a particular question, freed 

from a consequence that might result from a policy maker or decision-maker, whereas a 

government analyst is acutely aware that their work will be filtered into the government’s 

decision-making processes to inform policy or to target the use of government assets or 

resources. The compressed timelines faced by government analysts are also likely to over-

determine the sort of product they produce. Whilst scholars are far more time-pressed now 

than in previous years, they are relatively time-rich in comparison to their intelligence 

analyst colleagues. It would be wrong to suggest that scholars are entirely driven by 

intellectual purity in their research endeavours (although that is the ideal to which scholars 

mostly aspire) and a mix of university, industry-wide and funding requirements now factor 

into the work of a scholar that tailors their research in various ways. By contrast, intelligence 



 

 

requirements are likely to be largely determined by policy community and customer 

requirements, but are also determined by intelligence gaps and coverage requirements.20  

 

Both academic and intelligence endeavours essentially concern the identification and 

verification of valid and sound assessments to bridge gaps in available knowledge. The 

requirement for intelligence analysis is determined by a variety of government customers 

which cut across risk and threat assessments, from policy, government and military 

customers. The final dissemination of analytical product is determined partly by the 

customer, and partly by the issue. These variables impact upon the amount of content in the 

dissemination, the structure and the overarching narrative. As such there is likely to be little 

in the way of standardisation and the relationship between customers and the analyst 

shapes the way the dissemination occurs, in a way that would be mostly alien to academic 

researchers. But for scholars there is a commonality for experience in the sense that 

requirements will vary depending on factors such as: audience, analytical process, 

timeframe for research, data collection and the practical utilisation of the end product.  

 

Sources of Information and Data 

 

The most significant difference between the two practices lies in the type of source 

information used. The collection of intelligence is applied against available closed and open 

sources and methods, and in collaboration with other intelligence agencies, both 

domestically and those abroad with whom liaison relationships have been forged. Once the 

raw intelligence has been collected, it is then processed by the respective agency (and more 

often now by the officer in charge of collecting it) in preparation for assessment and 

                                                           
20 Department of Defence, Defence Technical Information Centre (2013), ‘Joint Publication 2-0, Joint 
Intelligence’ 



 

 

exploitation.21 Intelligence datasets can typically include a mix of: human intelligence 

(HUMINT), digital intelligence (DIGINT), imagery intelligence (IMINT), electronic 

intelligence (ELINT), signals intelligence (SIGINT) and open source intelligence (OSINT). 

The total available intelligence for each specific analytical requirement is likely to be 

fragmentary. A pool of intelligence comprised purely of human intelligence is likely to face 

the limitations of a highly complex validity assessment and a lack of comprehensive 

representation of human sources. A pool of intelligence comprising purely of digital 

intelligence is similarly likely to face the limitation of being partial or incomplete from an 

epistemic standpoint due to the likely restrictions of access both to targets or technology, as 

well as legal restrictions in place for sensitive or invasive collection. The invocation of the 

‘all source mix’ in intelligence analysis is an essential risk mitigation for avoiding the pitfalls 

associated with an over-reliance on one particular kind of intelligence information.   

 

By contrast, academic datasets mostly comprise open source information. Open source 

information is understood as publically available information, but might be better described 

as information that is not subject to commercial or security classification. Government use of 

open source information can become classified based on why it has been collected; the same 

cannot be said for academic open source information. The benefits of the peer review system 

of publication is that not only has the information used to make academic assessments been 

subjected to the professional judgement of the individual scholar, it has also been verified by 

a board of anonymous academic reviewers. Whilst certainly not flawless, this system 

provides a quality marker (but not a cast guarantee) that the information has been quality 

assured. Pools of information for intelligence analysis are likely to be more hegemonic in 

comparison to academic research. It does not necessarily follow that source material for 

                                                           
21 Department of Defence, Defence Technical Information Centre (2013), ‘Joint Publication 2-0, Joint 
Intelligence’.  See also Butler (Butler 2004) Ch .1. 



 

 

intelligence analysis will be either of higher or lower quality than a dataset comprised 

through academic research, but almost certainly it will be harder to check. 

 

The Validation of Hypotheses 

 

The business of analysis is essentially a process in two stages: the first is the collection of 

data (from a mix of open and covert sources) and the second is the application of techniques 

and methodologies upon that information to distil it down into ‘best truths’. Because 

intelligence is the business of discovering hitherto unknown things, analysis requires the 

assessment of abstract hypotheses to be matched against what can be created as an 

independent reality to evaluate whether that hypothesis is falsifiable, probable or possible. 

The successful evaluation of any hypothesis relies on a comparison against an objective, 

reliable and comprehensive set of information. Intelligence needs to be representative of an 

independent reality, a ‘best truth’, irrespective of its relevant context and subject matter. 

Discrimination between sources is, therefore, the professional expertise of the individual 

analyst, which is why intelligence has often been described as an art, rather than a science: a 

statement that likely undervalues the rigour that often goes into analytical endeavour. 

 

The fundamental difference between the intelligence and academic community in the 

validation of hypotheses is not due to any fundamental intellectual premise, but to the time 

sensitive nature of intelligence analysis. Both academics and intelligence analysts operate 

under the same near-impossible standards by which truth can be established. Both worlds 

often rely on establishing the justification of their hypotheses rather than the goal of proof or 

disproof. However, less time is likely to be available for intelligence analysts to pursue 

knowledge. An intelligence analyst will therefore seek to validate, or invalidate their 

hypothesis using information available to them at the time. In academia, the collection of a 



 

 

sufficient body of data to be able to prove or disprove a hypothesis is a more achievable 

goal. The research conducted by each academic is part of a larger endeavour to collect 

sufficient information to achieve knowledge in a particular topic.  

 

Intelligence analysis involves the key variables of intentional deception and misinformation 

that is less likely to be an influence in academic research. Neither the classic intelligence 

cycle model, nor academic research has a speedy solution to identify such intentional 

misinformation: validation through repeated research, peer review, challenge, or intelligence 

collection takes time to complete. However, comparing the results of academic research to 

intelligence assessments and analysis could provide an alternative or additional avenue of 

validation. Deception and misinformation (as well as the necessarily truncated timeline for 

action in the intelligence community) are known as systematic variables. Systematic 

variables affect the process of analysis, including the requirements for end product, the 

methods of data collection, the quality and validation of the dataset, and the process of 

analysis itself. All of these systematic variables will have an impact upon academic research 

too. However, as there are no procedures currently in place to capture the effect of 

systematic variables in academic research, the disparity or lack-thereof in the effect these 

variables have on each community cannot be assessed.  

 

A Question of Methodology 

Whilst the intelligence community and academia share the same purpose of knowledge 

acquisition, the methods through which each community attempt to acquire knowledge 

significantly differ. Understanding these differences allows the identification of where 

engagement between the two could provide mutual benefit.  

 



 

 

Intelligence analysis may utilise a range of structured analytical techniques, or may be 

performed without any methodological approach. Structured analytical techniques range 

from simple brainstorming instructions to the application of Subjective Bayesian analysis.22 

However, few of these techniques were designed to stand as a comprehensive 

methodological approach to intelligence analysis; rather they provide specific techniques for 

application at different stages of intelligence analysis.23 Analytical methods taught and 

applied by the internal intelligence community will have necessarily been adapted for use in 

analysing intelligence efficiently, often at pace. As such, they are unlikely to match academic 

research methodologies for rigour, but do not necessarily provide less accurate findings. 

Academic communities theoretically have the advantage of time, which allows for multiple 

testing routes or time-consuming research techniques. While the benefit of time for research 

and theory development afforded to scholars might also be useful to the closed intelligence 

community (both in terms of the development of subject matter expertise, and the collection 

of information from alternative sources than intelligence communities may have access to), 

it is an unrealistic commodity to expect. 

 

There is likely to be limited applicability for quantitative research methods to be applied in 

intelligence analysis, as the majority of types of intelligence are not quantitative in nature. 

Few intelligence types are likely to provide objective, irreducible, and equal units of 

                                                           
22 Subjective Bayesianism provides a framework based on inductive logic whereby an analyst can 

identify mathematical probability from subjective judgements about the likelihood of the occurrence 

of a single event or a set of events that have been identified by the analyst. 
23 Only two structured analytical techniques come close to providing a methodology for intelligence 
analysis. These are Rational Choice Theory, and the Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH). There 
is only one method proposed for intelligence analysis that involves both a structured technique for 
hypothesis generation and for hypothesis evaluation against available evidence. This method is 
known as the Assessment of Competing Hypotheses (ACH), and was developed by Richards Heuer. 
ACH requires the analyst to develop several hypotheses to explain a particular phenomenon, and 
then match every part of the available dataset against each hypothesis, looking to refute hypotheses, 
rather than to confirm them. The hypothesis that is most likely to be deemed true by ACH is the 
hypothesis that has the least evidence that counters it (Heuer and Pherson 2010). 



 

 

numerical measurement. However, discrete areas of intelligence analysis do rely on 

numerical data, such as the analysis of financial crime. Academic approaches to quantitative 

research could be utilised to enhance the intelligence community’s work into criminal 

finance. Further, the growing field of ‘big data’ analysis in academia (that looks to 

interrogate communications data, and social media data) could be used by the intelligence 

community as a means to support and challenge their own work. Academic developments 

in big data analysis could provide innovative methodologies and research of relevance to 

the intelligence community. However, the insights gained through quantitative research 

methods can have significant application to intelligence analysis. The natural and 

engineering sciences are also more familiar with working with industry stakeholders than 

social science and humanities scholars, although there is a much wider expectation on 

income generation in the natural and engineering sciences which presents additional 

barriers to activity here. Much as the old Department of Trade and Industry used to employ 

former university academics to work within its armaments licensing function, there might 

be reasonable scope for natural and engineering scientists to be employed directly to 

contribute to analysis and assessment requirements.  

 

Qualitative research also has potential benefits to offer the intelligence community. For 

example, historical research uses a variety of research techniques that are aimed at assessing 

the quality of information, including: identification of origin; evidence of localisation; 

recognition of authorship; identification of integrity; and, the assessment of credibility. 

These skills could be of benefit to the intelligence community, particularly in the evaluation 

of raw intelligence. These skills are not ones that can be routinely utilised by intelligence 

analysis through engagement with academics as the underlying data will be classified, the 

sharing of which would not only put place the information at risk, but also the method of 

collection. The clear benefit for a closed intelligence community to derive from engagement 



 

 

with historians in the academic community would be to compare analysis and assessment of 

open source intelligence. Established historians will be working from open source material, 

and are likely to have the time to be able to conduct research at a more granular level and 

from a larger pool of information. The benefit that historians could derive from a closed 

intelligence community is the comparison of assessment of similar research questions. 

Another mutual benefit could be realised through the granting of controlled access to 

intelligence material to a historian who attains the requisite security clearance vetting. This 

is not an unheard of practice: Christopher Andrew completed an authorised history of MI5; 

the late Keith Jeffery of SIS; and Michael Goodman a two-volume Official History of the 

Joint Intelligence Committee.24 This limited practice in the UK can be contrasted with the far 

more open American system of visiting fellowships where a better defined and operational 

revolving door makes the interaction between intelligence and academic communities more 

fluid and, by extension, more fruitful.    

 

The Benefits of Greater Engagement 

 

As argued in the Butler Report, the main benefit to the closed intelligence community from 

enhanced cooperation comes in the form of challenge analysis. Engaging with individuals 

who have conducted research on similar topics using open source data has the benefit of 

providing quality control, corroboration or confirmation methods, as well as the enrichment 

of the intelligence community’s fragmentary dataset. In this way, and if organised 

effectively, engagement with academia offers a closed intelligence community the benefit of 

an additional open source capability drawn from organisations specifically geared to 

providing all source analysis. Systematic engagement with academia may also provide the 

                                                           
24 Andrew, C (2010) ‘The Defence of the Realm: The Authorised History of MI5’, Penguin.. 



 

 

benefit of external peer review, particularly on technical issues.25 It is a shame that there is 

no intelligence and security version of the UK Defence Academy’s Staff College (an idea that 

was mooted by academics to the PHIA in 2008 and subsequently published in IISS’s 

Strategic Balance) as a means by which to place these symbiotic relationships on a firmer 

footing.  

 

A related area of potential benefit is in the provision of an alternative avenue of corroboration 

and validation. Engagement with the academic community offers a closed intelligence 

community a substantial analytical resource capable of providing key contextual insight. 

This can be provided in the following ways: 

 

1. Trends analysis based on statistical data capture applicable to a range of thematic 

topics using both random and structured sampling. Similarly, with qualitative 

research methods, of historical trends and essential context.  

2. Corroboration or validation from academic research that has undergone more 

rigorous testing and research techniques. 

3. Corroboration or validation from academic research conducted at a more granular 

level in terms of topic matter. 

4. Corroboration or validation analysis from academic research derived from a wider or 

alternative pool of information. 

 

Finally, a key benefit is the enrichment of knowledge and the intelligence picture. The intelligence 

community’s necessity to respond to short-term customer-placed requirements will 

inevitably leave significant gaps in the knowledge generated by intelligence coverage. 

                                                           
25 Butler (2004), ‘Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction’ Page 146, Chapter 7: 
Conclusions and Broader Issues, 7.3 JIC Assessments 



 

 

Whilst the knowledge enrichment that can be provided by academia is likely to be more 

contextual and environmental than the core business of intelligence, it still has its necessary 

place and value in the ability to correctly interpret information about other regions and 

cultures.  

 

The intelligence community could quite feasibly increase its contacts across a wide range of 

disciplines, research organisations, universities and think tanks both in the UK and abroad. 

In doing so, it may be able to leverage or influence the direction of researchers without 

necessarily having to provide funding, although the reciprocity of the relationship is likely 

to have to be proved over the medium term to sustain such an arrangement. Access to the 

views of the intelligence community on mutual topics of interest, and the chance to use 

academic research to inform and impact upon decision-making on issues of national 

security, is likely to be incentive enough to achieve involvement from a sufficient portion of 

the relevant academic community.  

 

However, the benefit of engagement is not all balanced on the side of the intelligence 

community. Academia and academics stand to benefit in several ways through closer 

interaction between the two worlds. Like the intelligence community, the first benefit to 

academia comes in corroboration and challenge analysis. For academics, engagement with 

individuals who are analysing similar topics using classified data has the benefit of 

providing them with informal measures of quality control, corroboration or confirmation to 

academic hypotheses and judgements. Similarly, to the benefits that a closed intelligence 

community could derive from engagement with academia, academia may gain the benefit of 

external peer review, the reduction of their own collective group-think and mirror imaging, 

and the provision of a unique arena for challenging from those with unique and 

unrepeatable data sets. However, this is obviously heavily contingent on the ability and 



 

 

willingness of a closed intelligence community to be able to communicate assessments in 

confidence at an unclassified or open level. Such willingness is very closely aligned with 

issues of trust. This will be dependent on the internal risk versus benefits assessment of the 

closed intelligence community, and places the academic in a supplicant position as regards 

knowing or understanding the quality of information they are receiving.  

 

The second benefit comes from the enrichment of knowledge. Where a closed intelligence 

community could benefit from being able to close intelligence and knowledge gaps by 

steering or influence academic research, the academic community can equally gain from this 

process by being given a unique insight into areas of research that would have impact and 

benefit for national security and official policy. This could provide a high impact for future 

academic research commissioned or approved by academic funding bodies and higher 

education institutions. The Research Excellence Framework (REF) has placed an increasing 

emphasis on the impact of research on the external world, by which – for social sciences and 

humanities – is mostly meant the policy world, as was discussed in the first part of this 

paper. Even outside the formal requirement of the REF, there is a pressure within academic 

departments to be connected more with external stakeholders, and thus for most academics, 

whilst the intellectual advantages of engaging with the intelligence community will be very 

real, the necessity and demand to be impacting on the practitioner community will also play 

a part in driving engagement with the intelligence community.  

 

Navigating the Divide: Overcoming Obstacles and Developing Best Practice 

The cross-over of the two communities is not without fundamental pressures and tensions: it 

does not necessarily follow that scholarship can be directly applied to the business of the 

intelligence community. Academic output is not geared to directly influence decision-

making or government policy. Gaining the maximum benefit of closer interaction between 



 

 

academics and intelligence analysts is likely to require sensitive negotiation. There are three 

key complications or obstacles to engagement between the two communities: the need for 

secrecy; the need for speed; and, the changing requirements of the intelligence community. The 

simplest, and arguably most effective forms of engagement, are those involving in-house 

talks, lectures and discussions either held at a location in the academic community, or 

within the intelligence community. These events may be of varying size, depending on the 

complexity of the topic, the range of subject matter experts available, and the level of 

interest. It is reasonable to assume that specifically tailored and structured in-house events 

could offer high-level cost effectiveness in terms of the time available to analysts within the 

intelligence community. In this way, engagement between the two communities takes the 

form of a flexible liaison resource with the ability to gain high impact tailored to specific 

targeting.26 

 

Allowing academics to record their engagement, and indeed the impact of their engagement 

with the intelligence community, generates a separate set of challenges. Garnering evidence 

of impact – mostly through reference letters provided by intelligence practitioners – is more 

challenging in this area because of the restrictions on operational data and a general cultural 

disposition to retaining, rather than broadcasting information. So, there is a need for an 

alignment between individual scholars, universities and REF assessors and the intelligence 

community to understand a common set of frameworks to record the engagement in a way 

                                                           
26 More ambitious forms of engagement are possible, but are more challenging. A pool of academics 

cleared to an appropriate level, working as research fellows, either inside the intelligence community 

or outside could offer a reliable ‘on-tap’ service to the intelligence community. The problem here is 

one of scale, and thus of cost. Scaling across a wide enough spread of disciplinary areas is expensive 

both in terms of the number of bodies, but also in terms of recruitment, vetting and counter-

intelligence costs. However, making a case for the added value of this arrangement will be difficult, 

because it will necessarily be a prospective case and cautious managers are likely to prefer to recruit 

fully formed intelligence analysts than the slightly riskier proposition of academic fellowship holders. 

Asking universities to find the costs for these research fellows, when the knowledge they have 

acquired will be unpublishable will be a difficult ask, particularly when university budgets are so 

pressed. 



 

 

that does not breach the Official Secret Act, but allows enough indication of the impact the 

scholar made. Without that alignment, there will be a smaller pool of potential contributors 

than might otherwise be the case.  

 

Summary 

 

There are many synergies and benefits to be drawn for both the intelligence and academic 

communities from working more closely together. Whilst this paper has only focussed on 

the benefits to be gained from the research aspect of academia, there are clearly further 

benefits in education and training opportunities within the UK’s university systems to 

members of the intelligence community.27 In research terms, the benefits of collaboration are 

mostly instrumental in nature: improved information resources, methods and validation 

techniques for both communities. Some of the benefits can be located in professional 

enrichment: from working with skilled professionals from outside of a respective 

community bubble, and in improving professional techniques. However, significant barriers 

to developing a closer relationship between the two worlds are likely to remain: security, 

timeliness, money, organisation and motivation are hindrances that require a recalibration of 

existing relationships, culture and system. The clichéd claim that these changes need to 

occur in the intelligence community are too simple. Changes are equally required in 

individual scholars, their universities and the funding councils, with the emphasis falling on 

the last two. Yet, the intellectual justification for trying to square these bureaucratic circles, 

and the benefits that stand to be gained by both worlds, are considerable. Greater 

engagement between the two worlds is already increasing, with the development of a 

                                                           
27 Michael Goodman & David Omand (2008), What Analysts Need to Understand: The King’s 

Intelligence Studies Program, Studies in Intelligence, Vol.54, No.2.  



 

 

security research hub, hosted by a consortium of universities led by Lancaster University.28 

This hub aims to provide research that will have an impact on areas of direct relevance to 

the intelligence community. Such initiatives have the power to alter the course of research 

undertaken by the fields of intelligence studies, defence studies, and international relations, 

increasing and enriching the pool of knowledge available to inform national security 

decision-making. Despite some difficulties and obstacles in managing an engagement 

relationship between academia and the intelligence community, in an era of diversifying 

national security threats to the United Kingdom interaction between these two worlds 

should be the rule, rather than the exception. 

                                                           
28 http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/security-lancaster/news-and-events/news/2015/national-centre-for-

research-and-evidence-on-security-threats/ accessed 5 November 2015.  
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