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described in Figure 3.2.1 Each habit can be mapped to one or more structured 
analytic techniques. 

Key Assumptions: In a healthy work environment, challenging assumptions 
should be commonplace, ranging from “Why do you assume we all want 
pepperoni pizza?” to “Won’t increased oil prices force them to reconsider their 
export strategy?” If you expect your colleagues to challenge your key assumptions 
on a regular basis, you will become more sensitive to your own assumptions, and 
you will increasingly ask yourself if they are well founded.

Alternative Explanations: When confronted with a new development, the first 
instinct of a good analyst is to develop a hypothesis to explain what has occurred 
based on the available evidence and logic. A master thinker goes one step further 
and immediately asks whether any alternative explanations should be considered. 
If envisioning one or more alternative explanations is difficult, then a master 
thinker will simply posit a single alternative that the initial or lead hypothesis is 
not true. While at first glance these alternatives may appear much less likely, over 
time as new evidence surfaces they may evolve into the lead hypothesis. Analysts 
who do not generate a set of alternative explanations at the start and lock on to a 
preferred explanation will often fall into the trap of Confirmation Bias—focusing 
on the data that are consistent with their explanation and ignoring or rejecting 
other data that are inconsistent.

Inconsistent Data: Looking for inconsistent data is probably the hardest habit to 
master of the five, but it is the one that can reap the most benefits in terms of time 
saved when conducting an investigation or researching an issue. The best way 
to train your brain to look for inconsistent data is to conduct a series of Analysis 
of Competing Hypotheses (ACH) exercises. Such practice helps the analyst learn 
how to more readily identify what constitutes compelling contrary evidence. If an 
analyst encounters an item of data that is inconsistent with one of the hypotheses 
in a compelling fashion (for example, a solid alibi), then that hypothesis can be 
quickly discarded, saving the analyst time by redirecting his or her attention to 
more likely solutions.

Key Drivers: Asking at the outset what key drivers best explain what has 
occurred or will foretell what is about to happen is a key attribute of a master 
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✶✶ Premortem Analysis and Structured Self-Critique usually take more time 
but offer major rewards if errors in the original analysis are discovered and 
remedied.

When working on quick-turnaround items such as a current situation 
report or an intelligence assessment that must be produced the same day, a 
credible argument can be made that a structured analytic technique cannot 
be applied properly in the available time. When deadlines are short, gathering 
the right people in a small group to employ a structured technique can prove 
impossible.

The best response to this valid observation is to practice using the core 
techniques when deadlines are less pressing. In so doing, analysts will ingrain new 
habits of thinking critically in their minds. If they and their colleagues practice 
how to apply the concepts embedded in the structured techniques when they 
have time, they will be more capable of applying these critical thinking skills 
instinctively when under pressure. The Five Habits of the Master Thinker are 

A good analytic thinker who has mastered the core structured analytic techniques will instinctively:

Know when to
challenge
key assumptions—
usually far more
often than you
think!

1
Consider
alternative
explanations
or hypotheses
for all events,
including when
applicable the
deception
hypothesis and the
null hypothesis,
which states that
what is being
hypothesized
is not true.

2
Look for
inconsistent data
that provides
sufficient
justification to
quickly discard
a candidate
hypothesis.

3
Focus on the key
drivers that best
explain what
has occured or
what is about to
happen.

4
Anticipate the
customers’ needs
and understand
the overarching
context within
which the
analysis is
being done.

5
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