
12    Chapter 1

The Target as a Complex System

As the BMP example suggests, the typical intelligence target is a system, 
not a single vehicle or building. Intelligence analysis therefore starts by think-
ing about the target as a system. A system comprises structure, function, and 
process, and the analyst has to deal with each of the three in systems think-
ing.14 The structure of a system is defined by its components and the relation-
ships among them. Function involves the effects or results that the system 
produces, that is, the system outputs. Process refers to the sequence of events 
or activities that produce results.

The Escobar drug cartel is (or was) an example of a system. Figure 1-3 is 
a macro-level picture of a cocaine cartel’s structure, showing the major com-
ponents and the relationships among them. Each of the components has a 
structure of its own, comprising subcomponents and their relationships. The 
coca supply component, for example, has subcomponents such as the farmers, 
land, seed, and farm equipment. A cocaine cartel also has several major func-
tions, such as survival in the face of state opposition, making a profit, and 
providing cocaine to its customers. Each component also has additional func-
tions that it performs. The transportation and distribution infrastructure has 
the functions of getting cocaine from the processor to the customer, selling the 
drugs, and obtaining payment for them. As this example illustrates, most intel-
ligence targets are systems that have subordinate systems, also called subsys-
tems. The Escobar leadership comprised a subsystem whose structure included 
components such as security and finance; it had a function (managing the 
cocaine network) and a process for carrying it out.

As a counterexample, a geographical entity is not a system. A country, for 
example, is much too abstract a concept to be treated as a system. It does not 
have structure, function, or process, though it contains within it many systems 
that have all three. Consequently, a geographical entity could not be considered 
an intelligence target. The government of a region is a system—it has structure, 
function, and process.
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Figure 1-3  Example Target: Cocaine Network




