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THE DC SNIPER 

Structured Analytic Techniques in Action

In a crisis situation, using structured analytic techniques can help avoid a 
rush to judgment and ensure that no possibility has been prematurely dis-

carded. Investigators in the case were challenged by the lack of hard evidence 
about the perpetrator, including the mode of transportation and motive for the 
crimes, the fast pace of the shooting spree, and a deluge of eyewitness informa-
tion that overwhelmed the task force. The Key Assumptions Check in this case 
helps to explicate and challenge implicit assumptions about the sniper, while 
the Multiple Hypotheses GeneratorTM and Classic Quadrant CrunchingTM 
exercises systematically develop and assess a range of possible explanations.

Technique 1: Key Assumptions Check
The Key Assumptions Check is a systematic effort to make explicit and ques-
tion the assumptions that guide an analyst’s interpretation of evidence and rea-
soning about any particular problem. Such assumptions are usually necessary 
and unavoidable as a means of filling gaps in the incomplete, ambiguous, and 
sometimes deceptive information with which the analyst must work. They are 
driven by the analyst’s education, training, and experience, including the orga-
nizational context in which the analyst works. It can be difficult to identify 
assumptions, because many are sociocultural beliefs that are held unconsciously 
or so firmly that they are assumed to be truth and not subject to challenge. 
Nonetheless, identifying key assumptions and assessing the overall impact 
should conditions change are critical parts of a robust analytic process.

Task 1. Conduct a Key Assumptions Check of the initial theory that the 
shooter most likely fits the profile of a classic serial killer—a lone, white male 
with some military experience.

Table 11.1 ▸ Case Snapshot: The DC Sniper

Structured Analytic 
Technique Used

Heuer and Pherson 
Page Number  Analytic Family

Key Assumptions Check p. 209 Assessment of Cause and Effect

Multiple Hypotheses Generator™ p. 173 Hypothesis Generation and 
Testing

Classic Quadrant Crunching™ p. 122 Idea Generation




