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with special clearances or comprise a broad array of government, business, 
nongovernment organization (NGO), and academic experts. The network 
can be located in the same office, in different buildings in the same 
metropolitan area, or increasingly at multiple locations around the globe.

The key problem that arises with social networks is the geographic distribution of 
their members. Even within the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area, distance is a factor 
that limits the frequency of face-to-face meetings, particularly as traffic congestion 
becomes a growing nightmare and air travel an unaffordable expense. From their 
study of teams in diverse organizations, which included teams in the U.S. Intelligence 
Community, Richard Hackman and Anita Woolley came to this conclusion:

Distributed teams do relatively well on innovation tasks for which 
ideas and solutions need to be generated . . . but generally underper-
form face-to-face teams on decision-making tasks. Although decision- 
support systems can improve performance slightly, decisions made from 
afar still tend to take more time, involve less exchange of information, 

make error detection and correction more difficult, and can result in 
less participant satisfaction with the outcome than is the case for face-
to-face teams. . . . In sum, distributed teams are appropriate for many, 
but not all, team tasks. Using them well requires careful attention to 
team structure, a face-to-face launch when members initially come 
together, and leadership support throughout the life of the team to 
keep members engaged and aligned with collective purposes.2

Research on effective collaborative practices has shown that geographically 
and organizationally distributed teams are most likely to succeed when they 
satisfy six key imperatives. Participants must do the following:

✶✶ Know and trust one another; this usually requires that they meet face  
to face at least once.

✶✶ Feel a personal need to engage the group in order to perform a critical task.

✶✶ Derive mutual benefits from working together.

✶✶ Connect with one another virtually on demand and easily add new 
members.

✶✶ Perceive incentives for participating in the group, such as saving time, 
gaining new insights from interaction with other knowledgeable analysts, 
or increasing the impact of their contribution.

✶✶ Share a common understanding of the problem with agreed lists of 
common terms and definitions.3

12.2  DIVIDING THE WORK

Managing the geographic distribution of the social network can be addressed 
by dividing the analytic task into two parts—first, exploiting the strengths of 
the social network for divergent or creative analysis to identify ideas and gather 
information; and second, forming a small analytic team that employs convergent 
analysis to meld these ideas into an analytic product. When the draft is completed, 
it goes back for review to all members of the social network who contributed 
during the first phase of the analysis, and then back to the team to edit and 
produce the final paper. 

2.  Ibid., 8.
3.  Randolph H. Pherson and Joan McIntyre, “The Essence of Collaboration: The IC Experience,” in Scientific Underpinnings of  
“Collaboration” in the National Security Arena: Myths and Reality—What Science and Experience Can Contribute to Its Success, ed. Nancy 
Chesser (Washington, DC: Strategic Multi-Layer Assessment Office, Office of the Secretary of Defense, Director of Defense Research and 
Engineering/Rapid Reaction Technology Office, June 2009). 
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