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Figure 3-1 shows a hierarchy of models and forms the basis for the 
discussion that follows. As the figure indicates, models can be classified as 
physical or conceptual (abstract).

A physical model is a tangible representation of something. A map, a globe, 
a calendar, and a clock are all physical models. The first two represent the 
earth or parts of it, and the latter two represent time. Physical models are 
always descriptive.

Conceptual models—inventions of the mind—are essential to the analytical 
process. They allow the analyst to describe things or situations in abstract 
terms both for estimating current situations and for predicting future ones. A 
conceptual model is not a tangible item, although the item it represents may 
be tangible. Mathematical models are conceptual. A conceptual model may be 
either descriptive or normative. A normative model may contain some 
descriptive segments, but its purpose is to describe a best, or preferable, 
course of action. A decision-support model—that is, a model used to choose 
among competing alternatives—is normative.

In intelligence analysis, the models of most interest are conceptual and 
descriptive rather than normative. Some common traits of these conceptual 
models are the following:

•	 Descriptive models can be deterministic or stochastic. In a deterministic 
model the relationships are known and specified explicitly. A model 
that has any uncertainty incorporated into it is a stochastic model 
(meaning that probabilities are involved), even though it may  
have deterministic properties.3 Consider the anecdote in chapter 1 
about drug kingpin Pablo Escobar. A model of the home in which 
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