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nonlinear, or “wicked.” They are dynamic and evolving, and thus their 
solutions are too. This makes them difficult to deal with—and almost 
impossible within the traditional intelligence cycle framework. A typical 
example of a complex problem is that of a drug cartel—the cartel itself is 
dynamic and evolving and so are the questions being posed by intelligence 
consumers who have an interest in it.

A typical real-world customer’s problem today presents an intelligence 
officer with the following challenges:13

•	 The problem represents an evolving set of interlocking issues and constraints. 
There is no definitive statement of the problem. The intelligence officer 
may not understand the problem until he or she has finished the 
analysis, if then. Only by working through the problem to answers can 
one understand its ramifications. Often, even when the project is com-
plete, an analyst learns from the customer that he or she didn’t fully 
appreciate the issues involved. The narcotics example has an evolving 
set of interlocking issues and constraints. Take the constraints on pos-
sible solutions: Selectively introducing poison into the narcotics supply 
to frighten consumers and kill demand might reduce drug use, but it 
is not an acceptable option for the United States.

•	 There are many stakeholders—people who care about or have something at 
stake in how the issue is resolved. (This makes the problem-solving process 
a fundamentally social one, in contrast to the antisocial, traditional intel-
ligence cycle.) The stakeholders in the contraband narcotics problem are 
on both sides: Among those trying to eliminate contraband narcotics are 
the Drug Enforcement Agency, other law enforcement agencies, U.S. Cus-
toms, the military, U.S. banks, and governments in drug-producing coun-
tries. Stakeholders on the opposing side include the cartel, its supporters 
in the foreign government, the financial institutions that it uses for funds 
laundering, farmers, processors, intermediaries, street forces, and drug 

Figure 2-3    Economic Sanctions Problem Breakdown
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