
Intelligence Functions: Analysis 

Besides collection of information, the other major intelligence function, on terrorism or anything 
else, is analysis, taking the raw information and trying to make sense of it in a way that you can 
be the basis for policy decisions or other action. Now, when we talk about analysis on 
counterterrorism, one phrase that's often been used is connecting the dots. And that is 
descriptive in the sense that what analysts do in taking these fragmentary pieces of information 
about terrorist activity is to try to put them together, piece them together into one picture that 
tells us what sort of group we're dealing with, what sort of threat we're dealing with, who is 
responsible for a previous attack, or even more so, alerting us to an attack yet to take place.  
 
But the metaphor, perhaps, isn't the best one to use. Number one, there usually aren't all that 
many dots to collect compared to the information that's out there that we don't have. And 
moreover, unlike those children's puzzles that you may have worked when you were a kid, the 
dots that terrorist analysts work with don't have numbers on them. They can be connected in 
any one of many different ways.  
 
And they also aren't written on a nice, clear, white sheet of paper. There's a lot of other scratch 
marks all over it, other noise as we sometimes say. It's a signal to noise problem-- information 
that doesn't have anything to do with terrorist attacks, but is part of what comes on to the 
analyst's screen and confuses their job.  
 
Perhaps a better metaphor is not so much connecting the dots but building the links in a chain. 
Counterterrorist analysis is basically link analysis. It's taking one piece of information about a 
particular individual, or a communication that's taken place inside a group and using that to lead 
to someone else or something else.  
 
We may have one terrorist suspect and then we find out that he called someone else, or had a 
meeting with someone else. And that informs us about someone who is also now a suspect that 
we might not have heard about before.  
 
But we link A to B, and then B links us to C, and so on, and we build a chain of information. And 
when analysts have built chains like that, that gives them a sense of what sort of organization 
we're dealing with and possibly even leads us to information about that next terrorist attack.  
 
Most of the work that is done day in and day out by analysts at a place like the CIA or other 
agencies having to do with counterterrorism involves exactly that sort of work-- building links in 
a chain of information. The output that analysts provide after they do that work takes a number 
of forms that correspond to those purposes of intelligence that we talked about earlier. 
Sometimes, they provide a warning of a possible attack in the near future, or more strategic 
warning about the nature and degree of threat over a whole area or a larger part of time. They 
also provide the kind of information that supports those other counterterrorist instruments, and 



they provide the sorts of analysis of just what a particular group is doing and what groups pose 
the greatest threat to the interests of their country at any one time. 
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