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Many indicators that a scenario or hypothesis is happening are just the opposite 
of indicators that it is not happening, but some are not. Some are consistent 
with two or more scenarios or hypotheses. Therefore, an analyst should prepare 
separate lists of indicators for each scenario or hypothesis. For example, consider 
indicators of an opponent’s preparations for a military attack where there may be 
three hypotheses—no attack, attack, and feigned intent to attack with the goal 
of forcing a favorable negotiated solution. Almost all indicators of an imminent 
attack are also consistent with the hypothesis of a feigned attack. The analyst 
must identify indicators capable of diagnosing the difference between true 
intent to attack and feigned intent to attack. The mobilization of reserves is such a 
diagnostic indicator. It is so costly that it is not usually undertaken unless there is a 
strong presumption that the reserves will be needed.

After creating the indicator list or lists, the analyst or analytic team should 
regularly review incoming reporting and note any changes in the indicators. To 
the extent possible, the analyst or the team should decide well in advance which 
critical indicators, if observed, will serve as early-warning decision points. In other 
words, if a certain indicator or set of indicators is observed, it will trigger a report 
advising of some modification in the analysts’ appraisal of the situation.

Techniques for increasing the sophistication and credibility of an indicator list 
include the following:

✶✶ Establishing a scale for rating each indicator

✶✶ Providing specific definitions of each indicator

✶✶ Rating the indicators on a scheduled basis (e.g., monthly, quarterly, or 
annually)

✶✶ Assigning a level of confidence to each rating

✶✶ Providing a narrative description for each point on the rating scale, 
describing what one would expect to observe at that level

✶✶ Listing the sources of information used in generating the rating

Figure 6.2c is an example of a complex indicators chart that incorporates the 
first three techniques listed above.

▸▸ Potential Pitfalls
The quality of indicators is critical, as poor indicators lead to analytic failure. For 
these reasons, analysts must periodically review the validity and relevance of an 
indicator list. Narrowly conceived or outdated indicators can reinforce analytic bias, 
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