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that points toward an undesirable condition, such as political instability or an 
economic slowdown, or toward a desirable condition, such as economic reform or 
the potential for market growth. Analysts can use this technique whenever they 
need to track a specific situation to monitor, detect, or evaluate change over time. 
In the private sector, indicators are used to track whether a new business strategy 
is working or whether a low-probability scenario is developing that offers new 
commercial opportunities.

▸▸ Value Added
The human mind sometimes sees what it expects to see and can overlook the 
unexpected. Identification of indicators creates an awareness that prepares 
the mind to recognize early signs of significant change. Change often happens 
so gradually that analysts do not see it, or they rationalize it as not being of 
fundamental importance until it is too obvious to ignore. Once analysts take a 
position on an issue, they can be reluctant to change their minds in response 
to new evidence. By specifying in advance the threshold for what actions or 

events would be significant and might cause them to change their minds, 
analysts can seek to avoid this type of rationalization.

Defining explicit criteria for tracking and judging the course of events 
makes the analytic process more visible and available for scrutiny by others, thus 
enhancing the credibility of analytic judgments. Including an indicator list in the 
finished product helps decision makers track future developments and builds a 
more concrete case for the analytic conclusions.

Preparation of a detailed indicator list by a group of knowledgeable 
analysts is usually a good learning experience for all participants. It can be a 
useful medium for an exchange of knowledge between analysts from different 
organizations or those with different types of expertise—for example, analysts 
who specialize in a particular country and those who are knowledgeable about 
a particular field, such as military mobilization, political instability, or economic 
development.

When analysts or decision makers are sharply divided over (1) the 
interpretation of events (for example, political dynamics in Iran or how the 
conflict in Syria is progressing), (2) the guilt or innocence of a “person of interest,” 
or (3) the culpability of a counterintelligence suspect, indicators can help 
depersonalize the debate by shifting attention away from personal viewpoints 
to more objective criteria. Emotions often can be diffused and substantive 
disagreements clarified if all parties agree in advance on a set of criteria that 
would demonstrate that developments are—or are not—moving in a particular 
direction or that a person’s behavior suggests that he or she is guilty as 
suspected or is indeed a spy.

Indicators help counteract Hindsight Bias because they provide a written 
record that more accurately reflects what the analyst was actually thinking at 
the time rather than relying on that person’s memory. The process of developing 
indicators also forces the analyst to reflect and explore all that might be required 
for a specific event to occur. The process can also ensure greater objectivity if two 
sets of indicators are developed, one pointing to whether the scenario will emerge 
and another that would show that it is not emerging.

▸▸ The Method

✶✶ The first step in using this technique is to create a list of indicators. 
Developing the indicator list can range from a simple process to a 
sophisticated team effort. For example, with minimum effort you could jot 
down a list of things you would expect to see if a particular situation were 
to develop as feared or foreseen. Or you could join with others to define 
multiple variables that would influence a situation and then rank the value 

•	 Noxious odors associated with chemical/industrial use—ammonia, ether, solvents; 
strong or prolonged odor.

•	 Exhaust fans on house or outbuilding constantly running or running in cold weather.

•	 All windows darkened or covered.

•	 Windows sealed and/or painted.

•	 Abnormal use of electricity and water.

•	 High electric and/or water bills.

•	 Purchase of large quantities of chemicals from hardware and other stores such as:

•	 Acetone in multi-gallon lots.

•	 Sodium hydroxide products (e.g., “Drano”) by the case.

•	 Purchase of lab supplies or equipment.

•	 Purchase of key chemicals (ether, etc.) or glassware from or through local companies.

•	 Delivery frequently being made by parcel services of glassware, chemicals, etc.

	 Figure 6.2a	 Descriptive Indicators of a Clandestine Drug Laboratory
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