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Some policy makers also want to keep their options open for as long 
as possible. They may resist making important decisions. Intelligence can 
occasionally serve to limit options by indicating that some options are either 
insupportable or may have dangerous consequences. The imposition of such 
limitations serves as yet another area of friction.

Intelligence Uncertainties and Policy

In 1987 U.S.–Soviet negotiations were drawing to a close on the 
Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. The U.S. intelligence 
community had three methods for estimating the number of Soviet 
INF missiles that had been produced—all of which had to be 
accounted for and destroyed. Meanwhile, any final number given by 
the Soviets would be suspect.

Each of the three major intelligence agencies advocated its 
methodology and its number as the one that should go forward. 
But the senior intelligence officer responsible for the issue 
decided, correctly, that all three numbers had to go to President 
Reagan. Some agency representatives argued that this was simply 
pusillanimous hedging. But the intelligence officer argued that the 
president had to be aware of the intelligence uncertainties and the 
possible range of missile numbers before he signed the treaty. That 
was the right answer, instead of choosing, perhaps arbitrarily, among 
the methodologies.

Intelligence often deals in ambiguities and uncertainties. If a situation 
were known with certainty, intelligence would not be needed. (See box, 
“Intelligence Uncertainties and Policy.”) Honestly reported intelligence highlights 
uncertainties and ambiguities, which may prove to be discomforting to policy 
makers for several reasons. First, if their goal is intelligence that helps them 
make decisions, anything that is uncertain and ambiguous is going to be less 
helpful or perhaps even a hindrance. Second, some policy makers cannot 
appreciate why the multi-billion-dollar intelligence community cannot resolve 
issues. Many of them assume that important issues are ultimately “knowable,” 
when in fact many are not. This attitude on the part of policy makers can serve 
as an impetus for intelligence analysts to reach internal agreements or to try to 
play down disagreements.

Policy makers may also be suspicious of intelligence that supports their 
rivals in the interagency policy process. They may suspect that rivals have 
consorted with the intelligence community to produce intelligence that 
undercuts their position. Again, the increased political use of NIEs was a case 




