
Intelligence Functions: Purposes of 
Intelligence 

If you ask what it is that intelligence is supposed to do in counterterrorism, probably the first 
thing that comes to mind to most people would be, find out the information about the next 
terrorist attack that's going to hit us, and that will enable the police or someone else to roll up 
the plot and prevent the attack from happening. And that is indeed one of the purposes that 
intelligence serves in counterterrorism. And when intelligence services can accomplish that 
objective, everyone feels very good about it, and indeed it sometimes has been accomplished. 
But it's one of the toughest things in fact, that an intelligence service has to try to do, in 
counterterrorism.  
 
Think about what they're going after. Typically a plot that involves a small number of people, 
highly secretive. They're very careful about whom they say anything about the plot to. They are 
scrupulous about not doing anything out in the open that would give clues about what they're up 
to. The challenge for intelligence, find out about that plot. Sounds pretty hard doesn't it? And it 
is.  
 
And that means getting that tactical information about the next attack is one of the most difficult 
things that intelligence has to do in counterterrorism. But it's not actually the only purpose. Most 
intelligence work about counterterrorism actually gets into other things.  
 
For example, there is the warning function that is not only just warning of what attack is going to 
take place next week. It's more strategic warning. Where are the terrorist threats in terms of 
entire cities or countries or types of targets. Is a group going to hit our embassies or military 
installations in a particular region or are they going to try to hit us someplace in the United 
States? Those are the sorts of questions that come under the label of "Strategic Intelligence 
Warning," and much of what intelligence does is aimed at providing that kind of advice to 
policymakers. And the purpose that is served by that kind of warning is to help decision makers 
allocate resources.  
 
Where are they going to put up the defenses? Where are they going to take measures to try to 
counter the threat? There are other purposes that are served as well, and one of the ones that 
is perhaps most important is just as tactical as finding out about the next terrorist plot, but it's not 
about a particular plot. It's about particular individuals or terrorist cells.  
 
Individuals who might be behind that next plot. And so, we're talking about collecting information 
on names, telephone numbers, the travel of individuals, their contacts, what they've done. And I 
would say most of the intelligence work that is done on counterterrorism day in and day out is 
collecting that sort of material, and how is that used? Well it's used to degrade the capabilities of 
terrorist organizations. To provide the information that enables either the United States or 



someone else to make arrests, conduct raids, basically impede the operations of terrorist 
groups or cells, and ideally put them entirely out of business.  
 
And then there's another category of purposes that are served by intelligence and that's to 
support all the other instruments of counterterrorism that we're going to learn about in the next 
lesson. For example, there's diplomacy. What U.S. diplomats might do in talking to a foreign 
government to try to get their cooperation to say roll up a terrorist group. Whenever that 
happens, that's highly dependent on intelligence. U.S. diplomats need to know exactly what 
they're trying to achieve in terms of a particular group, and what it's doing in a foreign country, 
and very often they have to be provided with information that they in turn provide to their foreign 
counterparts as part of the effort to get the cooperation.  
 
Or there's the tool that we'll also learn about in the next lesson about collecting information on 
finances and using financial and economic pressures to go after terrorist groups. Following the 
money. Well, there the need for precise information is clear, and if you're going to get the 
cooperation of foreign governments to do something like freezing bank accounts, you need to 
provide them with the sort of very specific financial information that intelligence would provide.  
 
And finally, there's the instrument that were very familiar with - military force. And there, the 
contribution of intelligence is mainly in the form of targeting information. If we're going to use 
armed force to go after somebody or something, where and what exactly is it that were going 
after. One example of how the strategic warning based on intelligence can actually save lives, 
even when it doesn't prevent a terrorist attack, was the bombing of the U.S. military barracks at 
Khobar Towers, Saudi Arabia in 1996.  
 
That was a tragic and lethal incident. 19 U.S. servicemen lost their lives, and it was an 
enormous truck bomb that was set off in the street, outside the compound, where the airmen 
were sleeping. But the tragedy would have been all the greater, and there would have been far 
greater loss of life, if there hadn't been the security measures taken to keep the truck outside 
the compound and not get any closer to the building, and those measures were based directly 
on intelligence-based strategic warning that the terrorist threat in that part of Saudi Arabia back 
in 1996 was high. And that stringent security measures had to be taken in order to protect U.S. 
military at that place. It was only because the truck bomb was so huge that 19 American 
servicemen were killed, even though it was kept outside the compound because of the security 
measures that were taken. 
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