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HEARING AND ACCEPTING INTELLIGENCE:
SOMETIMES IT'S NOT ABOUT ACQUIRING AND
DELIVERING INTELLIGENCE

“Imagination is more important than knowledge.”
—Albert Einstein

Dependson What theM eaningof ‘I nkling’ I's

The hearings of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States
(better known asthe 9/11 Commission) have provided aseldom-seen peek behind the secure
doorsof Americanintelligence systemsand asurvey of theway political leaderslistentothat
intelligence. CondoleezzaRice, President GeorgeW. Bush’sNational Security Advisor, told
the commission, “ If we had known that an attack was coming against the United States, that
an attack was coming against New York and Washington, we would have moved heaven and
earth to stop it.” Less than one week later, President Bush told a press conference, “Had |
had any inklingwhatsoever that the peopleweregoingtofly airplanesinto buildings, wewould
have moved heaven and earth to save the country.” (New York Times, 4/9/04 and 4/14/04)

Althoughthethreadsof commonrhetoric, thefolksy-sounding“ heavenand earth,” draw
listeners’ attention, thereal issuerevolvesaround the meaning behind two other words used
by thepresident and hisadvisor: “known” (Rice) and“inkling” (Bush). Inother placesintheir
presentations, both sharedtheir frustrationsover not getting preciseintel ligencethat “ required
action” or that was" actionable.” They wantedintelligencethat told them specifically what was
going to happen, when it was going to happen and where it was going to happen. President
Bush and Security Advisor Rice may misunderstand what exactly intelligence can provide.

Copyright: 2004 Inferential Focus, Inc. — All Rights Reserved



-2-

Evenasthecommiss on piecestogether what was
known before September 11, 2001, who knew it and
what should have been done, a deeper problem of
intelligence has yet to be discussed. A clue to that
problem surfaced during the 9/11 terrorist

U.S. soil isthat intelligence must be heard, not just
listened to, and it can only be heard when listening
without avestedinterestinsomebelief, point of view or
preconceived notion.

hijackings. A flight attendant on one of the
planesthat terroristsflewintotheWorld Trade
Center calledher company andwithsurprising
camnessexpla nedwhat wastaking place, who
wasdoingit, what seatsthey had occupiedand
wheretheplanewasheaded. Ontheground,
thoselisteningtotheflight attendant could not
bringthemseal vestohear what shewassayingor
tobelievewhat shewasseeing. They wondered
aloudif shewasactually just misinterpreting
another example of “air rage.” (New York
Times, 4/18/04)

Sometimes, thereceiver of intelligenceis
just not ready to hear what i sbeing presented.
A traditional Americanaphorisminsists®I’ll
believeitwhen| seeit,” aclamassociatedwith
the* show me” mentality of apractical people
whomoveinamateria world. However,when
intelligencecountersalistener’ sworldview,

Hold all my calls. | don’twantto know what'’s going on.”

oy

perspectiveonreality or ideology, thephrase
becomes*|’ll seeitwhenl believeit.” CondoleezzaRice
inher commissiontestimony and Presdent Bushinhis
newsconferencehintedthat their perspectiveonresdlity
priorto9/11 madeitdifficult tograsptheintelligence
they weregetting of imminent terrorist attacks. “We
weren’tonwar footing,” they both proclaimedverbatim.
Indeed, when Attorney General John Ashcroft first
outlined histopprioritiesfor theJusticeDepartment he
wouldlead, terrorismdidnot appear onhislist,andon
September 10, 2001, hecut $58 millionfromtheFBI’'s
counterterrorismbudget. A wartimepoint of view, they
believe, might havemadeeveryonemoresensitiveto
informationthat wasflowingthroughtheintelligence
community. Inshort, many might havelistenedtothe
intelligencebutfew, if any, heardit.
Thekeystointelligence”failures’ may indeed
involvebureaucraticentanglements, legal congtraints,
stalled communications, information®silos” andother
structural impedimentsthe9/11 Commissionhasfound
disconcerting. But alesson any institutional |eader,
whetherinthepublicor privatesector, canlearnfromthe
falureof intelligenceinthwartingtheterrorist attackson

Hearing Problems

JohnKeegan, inhisbook IntelligenceinWar:
Knowledge of the Enemy from Napolean to al-
Qaeda (2003), reportsthat throughout modern history,
surpriseattackshavetaken placedespitethefact that
prior to the events reliable information pointing to
justsucheventualitieswasavailable. Hesuggeststhat to
beeffectivegoodintelligencemust beacquired, delivered
and accepted. (World & 1, 4/04)

Muchof the9/11 Commission’ sattentionhas
focused ontheinstitutional problemsof acquiringand
deliveringintelligence, andnot surprisingly, members
havefoundmuchtodarmthem. Butthecommissonhas
spentlittletimeexamining howintelligencewasor was
not accepted asreal and usable (or “ actionable”) asit
movedthroughthesystem. Y et thatisthekey for any
decision maker. Listening to good intelligence is
important, but receivingor acceptinggoodintelligenceis
critical. Wehavenoticed several problemsthat hinder
aleader from acceptinggood, especialy chalengingor
unanticipated, intelligence.
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Certainty, or the “Houston, we have a
problem” Problem—Sincetheinceptionof NASA’s
gpace shuttle program in 1981, every one of the 113
shuttlelaunchescausedsmdll piecesof foaminsulaionto
pull away fromthevehicle sexternal fuel tank. In112
of those launches, nothing disastrous subsequently
happened. After theColumbialaunchin2003, Rodney
Rocha, at thebehest of fellow engineers, askedlaunch
managerstousespy satellitesor any other space-based
observationsystemtol ook closdly at theshuttlebecause
theengineersfelt something couldbeserioudy wrong.
SixtimesRochaappea edto NA SA managers, andsix
timesthey rejected hisrequest. Intheend, thosefoam
piecesd ammingintothevehicleontheprogram’ sone-
hundred-and-thirteenth launch brought down the
Columbia, killingal aboard. Totheengineers, something
waswrong. To the managers, statistical probability
madethem certainthat nothingwaswrong. Catastrophe
resulted. (Scientific American, 8/03; Washington
Monthly, 11/03)

“1f | were you at this point, | think | would hate
myself, too.”

Intheearly daysof theanthrax scarethat spread
acrossWashingtonlatein 2001, doctorsdid not know
that theflu-likesymptomsthey wereencounteringin
patientsat hospital snear apostd stationinVirginiawere
derivedfromexposuretothedeadly toxin. Asaresult,
they diagnosedtheir patientsashavingthefluand sent
themhome. Onepatient persisted. Hisdoctor had seen
thesymptomsandwascertainthat they werethesame
asthoseexhibited by thehundredsof flu patientshehad
beenseeingintherecent past. But Leroy Richmond, the
persistant patient, felt something elsewasamiss. “I
knew somethingwaswrongwithmy breathingbecause
itwasgetting shallow,” heexplained later, “and that

coughingyellowphlegmmeantsomething.” Heperssted
andwaseventually treated correctly, whiletwo other
patientswho accededtotheir first doctor’ sdiagnosis
returned home and died within aweek. Richmond
indgtsthat thedifferencebetweenlivinganddyingduring
thecritica few daysafter hisexposureinvol vedaccepting
what hewassensingwhilequestioningandchallenging
what hewastold. (New York Times, 12/3/01)

For the managers at NASA and the doctorsin
suburbanVirginia, certainty wasanegregiouserrorin
judgment. Themanageria certainty that 112 foam-
hazardresultsensuredthesameresultinthenextlaunch
andthemedical certainty that flu-likesymptomsare
alwaysindicativeof fluweredisastrous. Inthemonths
before9/11, intelligencesourcesintercepted 34 specific
messages claiming imminent attacks. But the
government ofteninterceptedthesekindsof messages,
and because they were not specific enough and the
listenerswerenot“ onawar footing,” at somepointaong
thebureaucratictrail, thewarningslost their potency.
Skepticismtoward acceptedwisdomandthestatusquo
andopen-mindednesstoward contrary and unanti cipated
information, which both engineer Rodney Rochaand
patient Leroy Richmond expressed, are critical to
accepting new intelligence. Certainty can hinder
hearing and accepting unusual intelligence. (New
York Times, 4/11/04)

“For the hundredth time, | didn’t see anything!
...And | can't call what | don’t see”
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Focus, or the Missed Ape Problem — Two
researchers, Danid J. Simonsof theUnivergty of lllinois
and Christopher F. Chabrisof HarvardUniversity, have
created a videotape to test what happens when

the group’ sinterests prior to 9/11 explained, “ They
werecaughtlookinginthewrongdirection.” (Guardian
Weekly, 4/1/04)

watchers focus with great determination. In the
video, twoteamsof threepeopl e, oneteamwearing
white and the other black, move around a room
tossingtwobasketba lsamongthemsalves. Viewers
are asked to count the number of timestheball is
passed among membersof thewhiteteam, adifficult
task. Halfway throughtheone-minutevideo,aman
inagorillasuitenterstheframe, thumpshischestand
after 9secondsexitstheframe. During post-viewing
debriefingswiththeviewers, Simonsand Chabris
learned that half never even saw thegorilla. They
were so deeply focused on the task at hand, they
missedahugechangeintheimageright beforethem.
(Scientific American, 3/04)

After theOctober 2000terrorist attack onthe
U.SS ColeinY emen, investigatorslearned about
twomembersof aterroristcell, Khalida-Midharand
NawagAlhazmi,whowould|ater participateinthe
9/11 attacksintheU.S. They werepart of acritical
meeting of terroristsin KualaLumpur in January
2000. But agentswere most interested in another
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attendee at that meeting, known only as Khallad,
who, itwaslater learned, gavethego-ahead signal for
theColeattack. Eventhoughofficiasraidedd-Midhar's
apartmentin Dubail andlearnedthat hehad acquireda
visato enter theU.S., nothing wasdoneabout it, and
both al-Midhar and Alhazmi flew tothe U.S. shortly
after theKualaLumpur meeting. Investigatorswere
focusingonfindingtheterroristsfromthelast attack. In
doing so, they missed achanceto capturetwoknown
terroristswhowereyettoact. “Whatwewerenot able
todowasfocusonAlhazmi andal-Midhar,” admitted
oneClA officid. “WewerefocusingonK haladandthe
Cole, andnotonthem. Wejustdidn’tgetthere.” (New
York Times, 4/11/04)
EarlyintheBushadministration, Condoleezza
Riceputtogether her foreignpolicy advisors,whomshe
dubbedtheV ulcansafter theRomangod of fire. She
gatheredtogether sevenspeciaistson ColdWar issues.
Giventhat her expertisswasontheSoviet Unionandthe
Cold War, the group’ s inevitable focus was on big
power politics, thepushand shoveof U.S.-Chinaand
U.S.-Russianrelations. Asonejournalistwhostudied

Overload, or the Perfect Information
Problem—*1 can’t makegooddecisions,” President
Bushsaid at hisApril pressconference, “ unlessl get
vdidinformation.” Thelureof moreandbetterinformetion
asameanstomakebetter decis onshasbecomethestuff
of managerial andMBA legend. Notsurprisingly, this
legend hasledto an obsessionwithmoreinformation,
which, ithasbeenassumed, will leadtobetter decisions.
But moreof thewronginformation—vaidor not—does
not helpgenerategoodintelligence. Forexample, the
CIA funded atask forcecharged withidentifyingkey
elementsthat leadtoacountry’ seconomicandpolitical
collapse. Zealous in their endeavor, members soon
assembled 2milliondifferent datapoints. Asonepundit
quipped, “Obviously, they had too much funding.”
Aftermuchrethinking, thetask forcediscoveredthatjust
3points(infantmortality, level of democracy and extent
of international trade) weresufficient topredict nation-
statecollapses. (Nature, 11/29/01)

Collecting more data is not the same thing as
identifyingcritica information—onetask of intelligence.
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Forinstance, in2002, theworld' sairlinesexperienced
40fatal crashes, killing 1,022 passengers, upfrom 33
crashesand 778 fatalitiesayear earlier. Of those40
crashesin 2002, 18 (45 percent) resulted from what
industry officid scal controlledflightintoterrain(CHIT),
whichinvolves” mechanically soundairplanesflownby
skilled pilotswho maintai ned perfect control over the
airplanesasthey flewintothegroundor mountainside.”
CHTsarethelargest causeof desthfromairlineaccidents
in the world. (Asian Wall Street Journal, 4/28/03;
Boston Globe, 7/25/00)

Theinformationpilotswerereceivingjustpriorto
thesecrasheswasplentiful andaccurate. Moreover, it
camefromthemost sophisticatedtechnology. Theonly
problemwasthat thesemountainsof informationdidnot
include an “eye’ looking straight ahead to see real
mountainsinfront of theplane. Theinformationacquired
wasvalid, but theintelligence—thedynamicof whatis
happening—wasincomplete. Theresultingactionswere
disastrous.

Shortly after 9/11, former President GeorgeH.W.
Bushpublicly complainedthat the CIA, whichhehad
headed in the 1970s, had become too dependent on
technol ogy andthat humanintelligencewastheonly way
to penetrate and understand terrorist groups. His
observationhad precedents. 1n 1998, the CIA’ sover-
dependence on spy-satellitetechnology misled U.S.
officias into thinking that India, despite the new
government’ spublicclaimtothecontrary, wouldnot
detonateanuclear bomb. Budget cutsinWashington
hadeliminatedd| on-the-groundintelligenceofficersin
Indiaand had overloaded remaining analystswith a
contextlessaval ancheof information. Saturatedwith
satellitedata, behindinanayzingany of itand bereft of
any cultural context about thenew fundamentdist party
inpower, theagency amply assumedthat, goingforward,
Indiawould behave asit had donein the past. Asa
result, India sdetonation of anuclear weapon caught
America sleadersby surprise. (LosAngeles Times,
9/14/01; see also “CEOs and the CIA: Lessons
Learned?’ | F 1920, 6/30/98)

Atonepointinher testimony beforethe9/11
Commission, CondoleezzaRiceinsg sted: “ Noonecould
haveimaginedthemtakingaplane, dammingitintothe
Pentagon.” Infact, suchanimaginedpossibility hadled
security officials at the Atlanta (1996) and Sydney
(2000) Olympicstocloseairspaceabovecompetition

stesduringthegames, andas milarimagined outcome
had prompted Italian officials to close the airspace
aboveGenoawhen G-8leadersmetthereinthesummer
of 2001. Inearly 2001, theNorth American Aerospace
Defense Command (NORAD) proposed awar-game
exercisetodefendagainstterroristshijackingaplane
andflyingintothePentagon. Sointelligencegatherers
before9/11 had establishedthepossibility that terrorists
might use planes “as missiles.” One CIA National
Intelligence Estimate even stated that buildings in
Washington, D.C., and around Wall Street could be
targets. (DallasMorning News, 4/14/04; Associated
Press, 4/19/04)

“What isit, girl? What are you trying to tell us?”

Hierarchy, or theCampfire-LagDistancing
Problem — Hierarchical structures put layers of
bureaucracy betweenthosewho acquireintelligence
andthosewho needitto makedecisions. Theprocess
isreminiscent of atraditional Boy and Girl Scout
campsiteentertainment. Withthetroopmemberssegted
inacirclearoundacampfire, ascout master whispersa
detailed story to the person next to him or her. That
personthenwhispersthestory intheear of theonenext
inthecircleandsoon. By thetimethestory completes
thecircle, itinevitably containscuriouselaboration,
emendations and misinterpretation. Likethat scout
game(alsocalled” Telephone”), intelligencestartsat
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thepoint of observationand movesthrough multiple
levelsof recapitul ation, whichintheinner politicsof any
bureaucracy results in the campfire problem’s
elaboration, emendationsand misinterpretation.
LewisC. Solman, aneconomistandformer dean
of the graduate school of education at UCLA, has
identified“lags’ intheprocessof realizing education
reform. Hegot theideafromthelagtimeinmonetary
policy —thetimebetweenactionstakenandtheir effect
ontheeconomy. But hecouldhavebeenidentifyingthe
lagsbetween acquiringandacceptingintel ligenceand
between acceptingintelligenceandrespondingtoit. In
this*lagstructure,” heidentified 14 differentareaswhere
bureaucratic friction slowed the awareness of and
reactionstoreal change. Amongthemostinteresting
lagsweretherecognitionlag (howlongittakestoidentify
theproblem), buy-inlag (overcomingresistancetothe
identified problemand possibleresponse), learninglag
(developing the ability to execute a response),

WhiteHousefromthepointsof contactinthefield. As
aresult, individual agents who uncovered critical
intelligencein Phoenix and Minneapolisnever got a
hearing—casudtiesof thecampfire-lag problem. (New
York Times, 4/10/04)

Thecampfireproblembecomesmoretroublesome
whenoneof thepeopletransferringthestory intentional ly
distortsit. For example, on December 21,2002, CIA
Director George Tenet went totheWhiteHousetobrief
thepresident on Irag’ sweaponsof massdestruction.
After listening to the information, President Bush
responded, “I’ vebeentold all thisintelligence about
having WMD and thisis the best we'vegot?’ The
President wasconcernedthat such sparseinformation
wouldnotbeconvincingtotheAmericanpublic. Rather
thanaddinformationor qualify hisconclusions, Tenet
sadsmply,”Don’tworry. It sadamdunk.” (NewYork
Times, 4/18/04)

impact lag (timeit takesbeforetheresponsehasan
effect) and interpretation lag (resistance to the
response). (Education Week, 12/10/03)

Theselag hindrancescomplement theerrors
associ atedwiththecampfireproblem. Thecampfire
problemdistortstheinformationasit movestoward
thedecisionmaker, andthelag problemweakensthe
responseasit movesfromthedecis onmaker tothose
whowill ultimately executearesponse.

A dassifiedmemorandumsenttoCondoleezza
Riceby thecounterterrorismgroupledby Richard
Clarkeclaimedthat “all 56 FBI field officerswere
asotaskedinlateJJunetogotoincreasedsurveillance
and contact with informants related to known or

suspectedterroristsintheUnited States.” Y etthe9/
11 Commission, whilequestioning agentsfromthose
field offices, |earnedthat no onecouldremember ever
recelvingsuchanorder. Also, theofficial “ Appraisal of
theThreat Posed by BinLaden,” deliveredtoPresident
Bush on August 6, 2001, stated that “the FBI is
conductingapproximately 70full fieldinvestigations
throughouttheU.S. that it considersbinL aden-related.”
Butthat hasprovenillusory aswell. Atthetime, theFBI
had becomedistracted by thearrest of itsagent Robert
Hanssen onespionagecharges, anditwasadjustingto
a new acting director, Thomas Pickard, who was
replacing long-time Director Louis Freeh. The
bureaucracy itself wasbroken, further distancingthe

Linearity, or the Change Blindness
Problem — Researchers at the University of Utah
recently completed a study comparing the driving
habitsof peopleunder theinfluenceof alcohol tothose
of peopledrivingwhiletalkingoncellul ar telephones.
Using driving simulator facilities, researchers
discovered that legally drunk drivers performed
better inroad teststhan did sober driversusing cell
phones. Thatis, driverswhosemindsweredruggeddid
better than those whose minds were distracted.
Transferring mental focus from the road to the
conversation and back forced driversto assumethat
what wasintheir field of visionwoul d remainconstant
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duringthefocusshiftuntil their attentionreturned. Asa
result, they wered owtorecognizechangesthat happened
during their break in attention. This assumption of
continuity inaction—linearity of events—causedthe
CIA to miss India’s 1998 decision to detonate a
nuclear device. (USA Today, 3/5/04)

Visionresearcher RonRensink of theUniversity
of BritishColumbiacd lsthesel gpses” changeblindness”
which he hasfound to be acommon phenomenonin
many different situations. Whenheshowed subjectsan
imageonthecompuiter, thendisiractedthemmomentarily
whilehemadeasubstantivechangetotheimage, rarely
uponreturningtheir gazetothei magedidanyoneidentify
thechange. Rensink first noticedthisproblemwhenhe
discoveredanincreas ngnumber of automobileaccident
reportsthat categorizedthecauseas* driver looked but
falledtosee.” What surprisedtheresearchersthemost,
however, washow sureall participantswerethat they
wereseeing everythingthey should see—thatis, they
mi ssedthechangebut wereconfident that nochangehad
taken place. Researcherslabeledthiseffect “ change
blindnesshblindness’ (thatis, they areblindtothefactthat
they areblind). Inonestudy at Ohio StateUniversity, 90
percent of participantssaidthey would certainly notice
whenresearchersremovedacol orful scarf fromaround
awoman’'s neck in avideo. In fact, none of them
noticed. (Boston Globe, 4/15/03)

In March 2001, journalist Bethany McLean
published an article in Fortune magazine raising
numerousquestionsabout thelegitimacy of Enron’s
balancesheet. Shewassochallenginginher questions
that Enron’ schief executive, Jeffrey Skilling, calledthe
magazineto chargeher withethical |apsesfor notdoing
more research beforewriting such an exposé. Inthe
monthsthat followed, Wall Street’ sperception of the
company didnot shift. Essentially, McL eanchallenged
theacceptedimageof Enron, butthe

ResearchersstudyingthewaysEast Asiansand
Americanswatcheventsdiscoveredthat Asanstendto
lookmore”holigticaly,” thatis, they seethewholescene
together, whileAmericanstendtoisolateaspecificpart
of theimageandwatchit moreintently. Asianstry to
grasptheoveradl context, whileAmericansnarrow their
focustoonespecificitemor area—typicaly focusngon
thefastest or biggestunitinthefield.

A second part of the study learned that when
researcherschallenged Americans' interpretationsof
what they had seen, they were more likely to resist
ateringtheir positionsandgrew moreintenseindefense
of their positions. Meanwhile, Asians, when given
similar challenges, weremorelikely tomodify or adjust
their perspectives. (New York Times, 8/8/00)

Thetendency of Americanstobecertainof their
positions leads back to the beginning of thislist of
hindrancesto accepting new intelligence: Certainty
createsbarrierstonew intelligence. When confronted
withchallengestotheir perspectiveonreality, NASA
managersresisted hearingthecontrary evidence. .. six
times...and the doctors outside Washington, D.C.,
could not imagine the symptoms they were seeing
indicated anythingother thanflu. Concentratingontheir
giventasks, viewersmissedamaninanagpesuitstretching
andstrutting acrossavideoimagethey werewatching
becausetheinterruptionintheimagedistractedthem
from their goal. Also, gathering more and more
informationforthepurposeof generatingperfectdecisons
canconfusel eaders, andthat encouragesthemto® connect
thedots” inwaysconsi stent with historical patterns, a
change-blindnessproblem. All of thesehindrances—
certainty, focus, overloadandlinearity —areexacerbated
whenpassedthroughabureaucracy intentoncompleting
the work to a superior’ s satisfaction (the hierarchy
hindrance). Thesystemdefeatsitself.

businesscommunity, likedistracted
cedll-phoneusersandlikethechange-
blind study participants,ignoredthe
change and, in effect, refused to
acknowledgethat suchachangewas
real. Like cell-phone users who |f
eventually caused accidents, those |l
withastakein Enronpaidfortheir |
inattentiveness. (New York Times,

.. AND I SAY
SOUTH 1S THAT

1/28/02)
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Is It Ever Possible?

CondoleezzaRice, appearing beforethe9/11
Commission, claimedthat “ until thereisacatastrophic
event that forces people to think differently, that
forces people to overcome old customs and old
culture and old fears...you don’t get [structural]
change.” (New York Times, 4/9/04)

Thecultureof intelligenceintheU.S. hascome
under serious scrutiny recently, and the first two
parts of the intelligence process — acquiring and
deliveringintelligence—will facefurther reviewsin

the future. But the third part of the intelligence
process— acceptingintelligence—deservescloser
scrutiny aswell. Riceis correct in asserting that
cultural interferencemakesthe processdifficult at
any time. But a leader who is too certain, too
focused, too overloaded, too top-down oriented and
too linear makes accepting and using new intelli-
gence even less likely. Every leader, whether in
business or government, needs to understand the
problems that hinder hearing and accepting new
intelligenceand towork to minimizetheeffectsof
thoseproblems.



