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•• Finally, as the Boston Marathon showed, most social media are very 
raw intelligence and must be assessed—just like any other intelligence—
before becoming the basis for substantial reporting.

Conclusion

Each collection discipline is made up of several distinct types of sources 
(see Figure 5.1), and each offers unique advantages that are well suited to 
some types of intelligence requirements but brings with it certain 
disadvantages as well (see Table 5.1). By deploying a broad and varied array 
of collection techniques, the United States derives two advantages. First, it 
is able to exploit the advantages of each type of INT, which, ideally, will 
compensate for the shortcomings of the others. Second, it is able to apply 
more than one collection INT to an issue, which enhances the likelihood of 
meeting the collection requirements for that issue. However, the intelligence 
community cannot provide answers to every question that is asked, nor 
does it have the capability to meet all possible requirements at any given 
time. The collection system is simultaneously powerful and limited.

Table 5.1

A Comparison of the Collection Disciplines

INT Advantages Disadvantages

GEOINT Graphic and compelling Perhaps overly graphic and 
compelling 

Use seems familiar to policy 
makers

Still requires interpretation

Ready availability of some 
targets—particularly military 
exercises

Images are literally a 
snapshot of a moment; 
very static; UAV video can 
overwhelm P&E

Can be done remotely Subject to problems of 
weather, spoofing

Expensive

SIGINT Offers insights into plans, 
intentions

Signals may be encrypted or 
encoded—requiring them to 
be broken
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