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The finished intelligence must be disseminated to the customer in a written 
report (usually sent electronically) or a briefing. Then comes a transition to 
new requirements or needs, and a new cycle begins.

Over the years, the intelligence cycle has become almost a theological con-
cept: No one questions its validity. Yet when pressed, many intelligence officers 
admit that the intelligence process “really doesn’t work like that.” In other 
words, effective intelligence efforts are not cycles. Here are some reasons why.

The cycle defines an antisocial series of steps that constrains the flow of 
information. It separates collectors from processors from analysts and too 
often results in “throwing information over the wall” to become the next per-
son’s responsibility. Everyone neatly avoids responsibility for the quality of the 
final product. Because such a compartmentalized process results in formalized 
and relatively inflexible requirements at each stage, it is more predictable and 
therefore more vulnerable to an opponent’s countermeasures. In intelligence, 
as in most forms of conflict, if you can predict what your opponents will do, 
you can defeat them.

The cycle-defined view, when it considers the customer at all, tends to 
treat the customer in the abstract as a monolithic entity. The feedback loop 
inherent in a true cycle is absent; a gap exists between dissemination and 
needs. Customers, being outside the loop, cannot make their changing needs 
known. Why does this gap exist?

In government, intelligence officers and policymakers often are almost to-
tally ignorant of one another’s business.3 In the military the gap may be less 
severe—the importance of intelligence has been ingrained in military culture 
over a long time. But as in the civilian side of government, an organizational 
demarcation usually exists. Most commanders and their staffs have not  
had intelligence assignments, and intelligence officers usually have not had 

Note: The dotted line represents the transition from one cycle to the next, during which the 
customer reviews the analysis product and formulates new requirements and needs.

Figure 1-1    Traditional Intelligence Cycle
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