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8.5	 OUTSIDE-IN THINKING

O
utside-In Thinking identifies the broad range of global, 
political, environmental, technological, economic, or 
social forces and trends that are outside the analyst’s 
area of expertise but that may profoundly affect the 

issue of concern. Many analysts tend to think from the inside out, focused on 
factors in their specific area of responsibility with which they are most familiar.

▸▸ When to Use It
This technique is most useful in the early stages of an analytic process when 
analysts need to identify all the critical factors that might explain an event or could 
influence how a particular situation will develop. It should be part of the standard 
process for any project that analyzes potential future outcomes, for this approach 
covers the broader environmental context from which surprises and unintended 
consequences often come.

Outside-In Thinking also is useful if a large database is being assembled and 
needs to be checked to ensure that no important field in the database architecture 
has been overlooked. In most cases, important categories of information (or 
database fields) are easily identifiable early on in a research effort, but invariably 
one or two additional fields emerge after an analyst or group of analysts is well into 
a project, forcing them to go back and review all previous files, recoding for that 
new entry. Typically, the overlooked fields are in the broader environment over 
which the analysts have little control. By applying Outside-In Thinking, analysts can 
better visualize the entire set of data fields early on in the research effort.

▸▸ Value Added
Most analysts focus on familiar factors within their field of specialty, but we live in a 
complex, interrelated world where events in our little niche of that world are often 
affected by forces in the broader environment over which we have no control. The 
goal of Outside-In Thinking is to help analysts get an entire picture, not just the 
part of the picture with which they are already familiar.

Outside-In Thinking reduces the risk of missing important variables early in 
the analytic process by focusing on a narrow range of alternatives representing 
only marginal change. It encourages analysts to rethink a problem or an issue 
while employing a broader conceptual framework. This technique is illustrated 
in Figure 8.5. By casting their net broadly at the beginning, analysts are more 
likely to see an important dynamic or to include a relevant alternative hypothesis. 

The process can provide new insights and uncover relationships that were not 
evident from the intelligence reporting. In doing so, the technique helps analysts 
think in terms that extend beyond day-to-day reporting. It stimulates them to 
address the absence of information and identify more fundamental forces and 
factors that should be considered.

▸▸ The Method

✶✶ Generate a generic description of the problem or phenomenon to be 
studied.

✶✶ Form a group to brainstorm the key forces and factors that could have 
an impact on the topic but over which the subject can exert little or no 
influence, such as globalization, the emergence of new technologies, 
historical precedent, and the growing impact of social media.

A key question in counterterrorism analysis is, “How are members of a terrorist group 
communicating with each other?” Analysts using the Inside-Out approach to answering 
the question constantly review incoming reporting to determine what techniques are being 
used and whether new methods have been adopted. One problem with this approach is 
that it might take months or even years before such tip-offs appear in official reporting. 
The use of Outside-In Thinking can help analysts overcome this obstacle. We recommend 
that analysts use both techniques.

Inside-Out Approach

•	 Monitor all-source reporting to detect any tip-offs, lead information, or evidence of 
new systems or techniques being used by the terrorist group under study.

•	 Review historical records for examples of techniques used by other terrorist groups.

Outside-In Approach

•	 Brainstorm what new technologies are emerging that could be used by terrorists  
(e.g., I-Pods, Voice over Internet Protocols, Second Life, social networking sites).

•	 Explore how each technology might be used, by whom, and in what circumstances.

•	 Once capabilities and vulnerabilities are determined, task intelligence collectors to 
check for evidence of any actual use of such techniques.

	 Figure 8.5	 Inside-Out Analysis versus Outside-In Approach
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