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Analytic Value Added. As a result of your analysis, which questions or catego-
ries deserve further investigation?

Technique 3: 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 fill-
ing gaps in the incomplete, 
ambiguous, and sometimes 
deceptive information with 
which the analyst must work. 
They are driven by the ana-
lyst’s education, training, and 
experience, including the 
organizational 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 3. Conduct a Key Assumptions Check of the initial theory that the young 
Navajo couple died from a particularly virulent common flu virus.

Step 1:	Gather a small group of individuals who are working 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 their list of assumptions 
when they come to the meeting. If not, start the meeting with a silent 

Figure 9.1 ▸  Starbursting Template
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