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by the analyst’s education, training, and experience, including the cultural and 
organizational contexts in which the analyst lives and works. It can be difficult 
to identify assumptions, because many are sociocultural beliefs that are uncon-
sciously or so firmly held that they are assumed to be truth and not subject to 
challenge. Nonetheless, identifying key assumptions and assessing the overall 
impact should they be invalid are critical parts of a robust analytic process.

Task 1. Conduct a Key Assumptions Check of the following issue: The United 
States is leaning toward making a decision to complete the road from Kandahar 
to Tarin Kowt in time for the 18 September National Assembly elections as part 
of its broader goals to “spur economic development, promote central gover-
nance, and improve security.”

Step 1:	Gather a small group of individuals who are working on the issue 
along with a few “outsiders.” The primary analytic unit already is 
working from an established mental model, so the “outsiders” are 
needed to bring other perspectives.

Step 2:	Ideally, participants should be asked to bring a list of assumptions 
when they come to the meeting. If not, start the meeting with a silent 
brainstorming session. Ask each participant to write down several 
assumptions on 3 × 5 cards.

Step 3:	Collect the cards and list the assumptions on a whiteboard for all to 
see. A simple template can be used, as in Table 6.4.

Table 6.4 ▸ Key Assumptions Check Template

Key Assumption Commentary Supported With Caveat Unsupported 




