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’Concepts are tools which enable people to think in a straight line about the problems they 

have to handle, so long as those concepts are reasonably well aligned to the situations with 

which we have to deal. If they are not well aligned those concepts direct our efforts to non-

solutions, they confuse our thinking…’ 

Wilfred Brown, 1977.  

 

Intelligence is bound to be influenced by the public administration setting in which it 

operates, and in which there have been extensive changes in English-speaking countries over 

the last fifteen years towards a style of a 'New Public Management' (NPM). 

Michael Herman, 1996 

 

"In short, intelligence communities and individual intelligence agencies, even then inspired 

from abroad, have to adapt to their national environment and invent structures and cultures of 

their own. Just like there is a "British Way in Intelligence", a "British Way in Warfare", and a 

"British Way in Cold Warfare", there is an American Way of War" and an American culture 

of intelligence, and for that matter, there can be any number of national culture(s) of 

intelligence, all of which reflects the history and circumstances of the nation-state that 

established that service" 

Bob de Graaff and James M. Nyce, 2016 
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Abstract 
How can the mid-20th century concept, based on the bipolar conflicts of the 20th century, be of 

any help for national intelligence organisations to stay reflexive and ahead in the world of 

increasing globalisation, technological innovation and the dynamic threats and hybrid wars of 

the 21st century? Is it advantageous? Or is it merely flotsam from the Cold War? The 

intelligence cycle is a paradox. This seven decades-old emblematic concept has been 

criticised for not capturing the principles of intelligence, for being practically inaccurate, and 

merely a representation of certain norms of intelligence. Nevertheless, at the same time, we 

still find it at the heart of international and national intelligence doctrines on both sides of the 

Atlantic.  

This dissertation explores how the universalist conceptualist model for intelligence 

processes, the intelligence cycle, is used to structure the process of formulating intelligence 

requirements in the Danish Defence Intelligence Service (DDIS), with the Middle East 

Analysis Department as the case.  

This objective was pursued by applying classic organisation theorist Wilfred Browns 

analytical distinctions of manifest, assumed, extant and requisite organisation. These 

analytical distinctions were put to use within an explorative single within-site case study of 

the Middle East Analysis Department, using multiple empirical sources of publicly available 

material in the form of biannual reports, the DDIS website and anniversary publications and 

nineteen qualitative, semi-structured interviews with senior civil servants within the DDIS 

and within two of the main national customers of the Middle East Analysis Department, the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of Defence. Through pattern matching between the 

manifest organisational process of formulating intelligence requirements in biannual reports, 

the DDIS website and anniversary publications, and the assumed organisational process in the 

words of the Middle East analysts and the customers in the ministries, an extant 

organisational process was distilled.    

This study placed the concept inside a Danish context to make sense of the 

intelligence cycle. The main findings of this study are that the intelligence cycle in the DDIS 

is practically a label on a much more complex New Public Management framework, itself 

nesting a mixed bag of analytical tools for breaking down the intelligence requirements. This 

process consists of both a six months-long process of formulating the annual intelligence 

requirements through a negotiated dialogue with the customers while at the same time 

breaking down the annual intelligence requirements inside the DDIS, using different 

taxonomical tools. Also, the study shows how the external environment of the Middle East 

structures and disrupts the process of formulating intelligence requirements, creating new, ad 

hoc, intelligence requirements that challenge the agreed-upon allocation of resources inside 

the DDIS. These findings lead to the conclusion that the conceptualist model for processing 

intelligence falls short when it comes to an analytical approach to concrete national 

intelligence organisations. Instead, an analytical, conceptual approach should be attempted. 

This approach looks outside the field of Intelligence Studies and invites analytical 

frameworks from organisations theory to explore and analyse organisational processes to 

sharpen the reflexivity of a national intelligence organisation for the future.  

 

Keywords: intelligence cycle, national intelligence service, Denmark, organisation theory, 

Intelligence Studies 
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Resumé 
Hvorledes kan et begreb baseret på erfaringer fra det 20. århundredes statslige konflikter, 

styrke efterretningstjenesters reflekssivitet i det 21. århundredes verden med stigende 

globalisering, teknologisk innovation og dynamiske trusler? Efterretningskredsløbet er et 

paradoks. Det 70-årige, begreb er blevet kritiseret for være enten logisk utidssvarende, 

upræcist eller en normativ repræsentation af, hvad efterretningsarbejde bør være. Og dog 

finder vi på samme tid begrebet i hjertet af både internationale og nationale 

efterretningsdoktriner på begge sider af Atlanten.  

Formålet i denne afhandling er at udforske, hvorledes den universalistiske, 

konceptualistiske model for efterretningsprocesser, efterretningskredsløbet, anvendes til at 

strukturere processen, hvormed efterretningsbehov formuleres i Forsvarets 

Efterretningstjeneste (FE) med afdelingen for Mellemøstanalyse som case. 

Dette formål blev opfyldt gennem operationalisering af organisationsteoretiker 

Wilfred Browns analytiske distinktion mellem manifest, assumed, extant og requisite 

organisation. Disse analytiske distinktioner blev anvendt i et explorativt, enkeltstående 

casestudie af afdelingen for Mellemøstanalyse i FE. Casestudiet var baseret på empirisk 

materiale fra flere forskellige kilder. Dels var det baseret på offentligt tilgængeligt materiale i 

form af at jubilæumsskrift, årsrapporter og materiale fra FE’s hjemmeside. Dels var det 

baseret på nitten kvalitative, semistrukturerede interviews med embedsfolk fra FE og to af 

FE’s fremmeste nationale kunder, Udenrigs- og Forsvarsministeriet. Igennem en 

sammenligning af processen for formulering af efterretningsbehov, som den tager sig ud i 

FE’s offentlige fremstilling med den samme process som medarbejderne i FE og ministerierne 

individuelt opfatter og beskriver den, blev processen for formulering af efterretningsbehov 

uddraget.  

Studiet undersøgte begrebets anvendelse i en dansk kontekst.Studiet viste først og 

fremmest, hvorledes efterretningskredsløbet primært fungerer som en konceptuel mærkat på 

et langt mere kompleks administrativ rammesætning af en process indenfor New Public 

Management. Processen består både af en seks-måneder lang proces, hvor de årlige 

efterretningsbehov formuleres igennem forhandling og dialog med kunderne, og en intern 

proces i FE, issue decomposition, som udføres ved hjælp af forskellige taksonomiske 

redskaber. Endvidere viser studies, hvorledes det eksterne miljø i form af Mellemøsten 

påvirker processen, hvorigennem efterretningsbehov formuleres. Det leder frem til 

konklusionen at den konceptualistiske model er utilstrækkelig til at forstå og analysere, 

hvorledes efterretningsbehov formuleres indenfor konkrete nationale efterretningstjenester. I 

stedet foreslår jeg en analytisk conceptualistisk tilgang, hvor jeg indkorporerer Browns 

distinktioner, hvilket gør det muligt at undersøge specifikke processer indenfor 

efterretningsorganisationer og dermed yde støtte til efterretningsorganisationers fremtidige 

reflexivitet. 

 

Keywords: efterretningskredsløb, national efterretningstjeneste, Danmark, organisationsteori, 

efterretningsstudier 
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1. Introduction 
In a world in which globalisation and revolutions in both information1 and warfare2 have, in 

combination or separately, created the basis for a security landscape characterised by a 

dynamic and complex threat picture, the intelligence requirements of political decision-

makers become less and less stable and more and more varied.3 The Danish Defence 

Intelligence Service (DDIS) is charged with providing intelligence for Danish foreign, 

security and defence policy. Even though the Middle East is not one of the DDIS’s top 

priorities, the region presents more than a mere distraction for its national customers. It is a 

region characterised by national, regional and international tensions and is expected to present 

security and political challenges to Europe and Denmark for years to come.4 Danish 

politicians, having to contend with such a volatile region while confronted by a blizzard of 

information on fresh crises and old conflicts flying at them from the frontpages, red-hot social 

media campaigns, worried coalition partners, public interest groups and embassies reporting 

back, are in constant need of dialogue and advice on how to prioritise between long-term 

strategic security and political concerns, and responding to ad interim events with short-term 

consequences.  

The intelligence cycle is a controversial yet resilient concept. Over 15 years ago, 

Arthur Hulnick stated that no concept was more deeply enshrined in the literature of 

intelligence studies than the intelligence cycle.5 At the same time, however, he criticised the 

intelligence cycle as having limited vision and a poor theoretical basis.6 The concept has been 

repeatedly criticised, and several attempts have been made to reform it7 since the beginning of 

this century. As Phythian reminds us, the cycle, paradoxically, has on the one hand ‘been 

central to the study and understanding of intelligence in the post-Second World War era’8 and 

on other, ‘has never been a particularly accurate guide to the way in which contemporary 

intelligence is organised and proceeds’.9 Nevertheless, national intelligence doctrines, like 

those of the British, the American, NATO and Scandinavian defence intelligence services: the 
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Norwegian Intelligence Service (NIS),10 the Finnish intelligence service (Suojelupoliisi – 

SUPO)11 and the Danish Defence Intelligence Service12 (Forsvarets Efterretningstjeneste – 

DDIS) all mention the intelligence cycle as being a central concept in the way they work. 

Indeed, the DDIS describes the intelligence cycle as being at the centre of everything they 

do.13 Ironically, the concept of the classic intelligence cycle has been critiqued from many 

sides. Davies, Gustafson & Rigden – and Herman before them – all criticised it as being 

conceptually inconsistent and in need of an update.14 Hulnick and, later, Johnston pointed out 

that the cycle is processually inaccurate. Räsänen & Nyce saw the cycle as an embodiment of 

a culturally constructed worldview of intelligence work that obscures a fuller understanding 

of how intelligence processes are carried out.15 However, while all of these criticisms have 

been levelled at the model, it remains seemingly alive and happily spinning away. This points 

to a discrepancy between theory within the studies-for-intelligence tradition regarding the 

intelligence cycle and contemporary organisational realities. However, state security 

organizations must function at an optimized level, in order to provide safety for citizens at 

home and provide sound and valuable advice for policy makers with regards to world affairs. 

There is a need for constant reflextivity at an organizational level. This study seeks to study 

intelligence processes, specifically formulation of intelligence requirements inside the DDIS 

with the aim to shed light on these processes. 

The purpose of this single site case study was to discover how the intelligence cycle 

was applied as a manifest and assumed model for intelligence processes in the DDIS’ Middle 

East Analysis Department in 2020 to 2021, to create an empirically founded baseline for 

future, requisite, elaborations for organisational changes in the DDIS’ intelligence processes 

of tomorrow. The classic intelligence cycle is a dated concept, and in its stead, I examine how 

a newer formulation of the concept, the core functions of intelligence, is applied inside the 

DDIS’ and its limitations.  
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The overarching research question is: How is the historically rooted model of the 

intelligence cycle applied for structuring the formulation of intelligence requirements on 

volatile regions inside the DDIS’ Middle East Analysis Department and what are its 

conceptual limitations in a national intelligence organisation focusing on regional security 

landscape of fluctuating political interests? The aim of this case study is to explore the role 

the intelligence cycle plays in the DDIS – specifically, how the Middle East Analysis 

Department applies the concept in the process of establishing strategic intelligence issues – 

and thereby explore the continued relevance of the concept as a model for how intelligence 

work is carried out inside the DDIS. This study makes the argument that, in order to explore 

the applicability of the intelligence cycle, it is necessary to move beyond conceptual, 

theoretical debate and the organisation’s own words and discover, via a case study of the 

DDIS, how it is used in practice. In the first of three articles, I trace the theoretical 

development of the core concept of the intelligence cycle in the post-Second World War 

period and sketch out the general challenges facing intelligence organisations from the 1990s 

onwards as well as how the intelligence cycle literature tried to save, reform or refute the 

concept. In the second article, I explore at the manifest organisational process of the 

formulation of intelligence requirements as described in the DDIS literature and compare 

these with the assumed organisational processes as seen by intelligence producers and 

consumers. In the third article, I explore how the intelligence consumers’ requirements are 

broken down and turned into concrete items for intelligence gathering and analysis within the 

analytical department. In both articles two and three, I apply aspects of Brown’s16 

organisational theory to distinguish between manifest and assumed organisational processes. 

 National intelligence organisations are part and parcel of central state administrations 

and serve the nationally elected political decision-makers.17 Their organisational machinery is 

ultimately built with a purpose: to provide reporting (written, verbal and graphic) that helps 
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political decision-makers focus on what is important so as to prioritise their scarce time and 

even scarcer resources. This important relationship between intelligence producer and 

consumer, concentrated in the task of the DDIS to provide advice to political decisionmakers 

which is in itself shaped as the process of formulating intelligence requirements, is the pivot 

upon which state security turns. This is not a relationship of equal partners. National 

intelligence organisations like the DDIS are dependent on the interests and requirements of 

the national customers and exist to serve them when it comes to foreign policy issues.18 

National intelligence organisations, as prime providers of information in an increasingly 

dynamic security and threat environment, need to maintain a reflexive attitude towards their 

own organisational response to this new world of threats19 to ensure that they continue to be 

relevant to the needs of the political decision-makers. The intelligence organisations’ internal 

workings are bound up with their relationship to intelligence consumers’ organisations, and 

both are tied to the operational environment20 in complex ways that are not captured by the 

classic intelligence cycle.  National intelligence organisations are crucial elements in the 

central administration they serve and should be studied as part of this greater environment.      

2. Main Findings 
The historical model of the intelligence cycle, in its classic form or its later manifestations, 

has, as Phythian reminds us, been central to the study and understanding of intelligence since 

the end of World War II.21 Despite several attempts to reform the model to fit the evolving 

external challenges to the national intelligence community, the intelligence cycle remains a 

standard point of reference in several intelligence doctrines and operating principles of 

various national intelligence services, including the DDIS. The vision of a universal model 

that encapsulates universal principles of intelligence is an enduring and conceptually self-

sustaining one but prevents us from looking at how national intelligence organisations seek to 

meet the external challenges of the 21st century and respond to different types of intelligence 



13 

 

problems in order to stay relevant. This study adopts a more comprehensive and processual 

approach and takes its point of departure in the seven-decades-old debate on the intelligence 

cycle. However, rather than venturing into a theoretical debate on how to update the model 

conceptually, this study takes a different and less travelled road through an exploratory case-

study approach to explore how a national intelligence service, in professing to apply a 

dynamic version of the intelligence cycle, applies one particular phase, ‘direction’, in its daily 

work.  

In this case study, based on multiple sources, I show that the manifest process inside 

the DDIS can be said to function according to Davies, Gustafson and Rigden’s concept of 

core functions of intelligence. However, closer empirical analysis of the assumed ‘direction 

process’ between the Middle East Analysis Department and their national customers in the 

Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reveals that the extant process of 

formulating strategic intelligence issues consists of a controlled six-month period of dialogue 

and negotiation using New Public Management tools like the Goal and Progression Plan, 

which is obligatory for all public agencies within the central Danish administration. I also 

show how all interviewees see the Middle East as a volatile region of focus, for both 

producers and consumers of intelligence, who play an active role in shaping the dialogue 

surrounding strategic intelligence issues and thereby create schisms and dilemmas regarding 

the focus areas for DDIS resources. For the interviewees, therefore, the Middle East is an 

active factor in the Danish intelligence community.  

Inside the Middle East Analysis Department, the process of issue decomposition is 

nested inside the Goal- and Progression Plan (GPP) and framed by two analytical processes: 

the NATO AJP-2 taxonomical and Clark’s issue decomposition process. Within the 

framework of the GPP working programme, and through the NATO AJP-2 and the issue 

decomposition process, the customers’ strategic intelligence issues are broken down into 
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taxonomies PIRs, SIRs and EEIs aimed at dealing with intelligence puzzles, mysteries and 

complexities. These taxonomies are contested and debated amongst the analysts, not least 

because the dilemmas and schisms arising from the Middle East have an impact on the inner 

workings of the issue decomposition process.  

This study shows that there is potential in applying an ideographic approach to the 

study of intelligence organisations. The case study focusing on one part of a larger 

organisational processual complex inside a single department has great potential for revealing 

intra- and inter-organisational processes that a classic nomothetic approach cannot. It shows 

that by moving beyond the intelligence cycle and its more recent manifestations, we can 

access the organisational spaghetti that constitutes the internal processual workings between a 

national intelligence organisation and the larger administration of which it is part. The case 

study also points out that there is potential in looking at how intelligence organisations are 

influenced by the focus areas that they monitor. Indeed, it is tempting to speculate on how one 

intelligence organisation’s areas of focus can influence different analytical or perhaps 

intelligence gathering departments within that organisation.  

Originally, the hypothesis was that an intelligence organisation that professes to 

follow the intelligence cycle would face not only general challenges but also specific 

challenges from the area deemed volatile. In other words, the intelligence requirements 

frequently change as new crises arise in the Middle East. The reason for this is that there is no 

intelligence cycle, only a conceptual illustration of a process that is governed at the senior 

organisational level by New Public Management tools. Inside the Middle East Analysis 

Department, the process of issue decomposition is handled through doctrinal and prescriptive 

models that are rooted in Cold War experiences. The hope is that these points pave the way 

for more case studies within intelligence studies, which can, in a similar way, explore 

processual aspects of national intelligence organisations. Instead of seeking to deduce 
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universal laws or regularities based on theoretical concepts rooted in the Cold War Anglo-

American experience, these case studies will seek to explore the many different 

manifestations of intelligence organisations and their inherent and unique dilemmas and 

schisms via a critical approach to organisational processes inside the DDIS and similar 

bodies. It is therefore recommended that studies of intelligence organisation processes are 

more open to an interdisciplinary approach and less inclined to adhere to old theoretical 

concepts rooted in the previous century’s intelligence problems. This author believes that this 

essentially interdisciplinary approach has great potential for intelligence studies.  

3. Analytical Framework 
This study is rooted in the field of Intelligence Studies, zooming in on the intelligence cycle 

literature and its decades long relationship with practice. The study takes its impetus in the 

dominant conceptual stance on the intelligence cycle but draws in an organisations theory 

perspective to make the conceptualist stance more operationalizable as an analytical 

framework. This analytical conceptualist approach makes it possible to build upon the 

conceptualist stance, by applying the concept in a specific context of a case study. In the 

following, I will account for the theoretical landscape of the intelligence cycle literature in 

order to sketch the theoretical backdrop and theoretical counterpoints of this study.   

In the last two decades, the classic post-WWII concept of the intelligence cycle, first 

introduced by Davidson and Glaser in 1948 as a model of intelligence principles for tactical 

operations,22 has been criticised by a range of theoretical camps for being conceptually23 or 

procedurally inaccurate,24 or as presenting a certain worldview of what intelligence work 

should be.25 Nonetheless, the concept is still referred to in national and international 

intelligence doctrines or formal descriptions of how intelligence processes are carried out, 

including those of the DDIS.26 It is an interesting paradox that there is a discrepancy between 

the argument against the intelligence cycle within the intelligence studies literature, which is 
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traditionally committed to a scholarship of application,27 and the continued conceptual 

commitment to the intelligence cycle by several intelligence organisations. It seems like the 

original concept, coined to provide assistance to practitioners, has become practically 

redundant.  

This empirical case study explores the practical, concrete use of the intelligence cycle 

in an intelligence organisation via three articles looking at the DDIS’s actual application of 

the cycle in the Middle East Analysis Department. First, after a sprint through the significant 

literature on the intelligence cycle of the last seven decades, I present the theoretical 

developments of the intelligence cycle as a concept within the field of intelligence studies. I 

zoom in on three theoretical framings of the original cyclical model: Davies, Gustafson 

and Rigden’s core functions of intelligence concept;28 Johnston’s systemic approach;29 and 

Räsanen and Nyce’s constructivist approach.30 Of the three theoretical approaches within the 

intelligence studies literature, I have chosen to focus on Davies, Gustafson & Rigden’s, as 

their understanding of the intelligence cycle as a heuristic concept is the most widespread and 

agreed upon model in play amongst practitioners. In this way, this study is meant an input to 

the conceptualist conversation, although it also tries to infuse the conversation with some 

reservations, based on empirical findings, to the conceptualist discussion. Next, in two 

articles, I hold the concept of the core concept of intelligence to an empirical, explorative case 

study of the DDIS’s Middle East Analysis Department, with a specific focus on the process of 

formulating intelligence requirements inside the DDIS. In article II, I examine the relationship 

between the customers and analysts, via which the intelligence requirements are formulated. I 

apply Davies, Gustafson & Rigden’s conceptual approach to describe the formal relationship 

between the customers and analysts, but I also describe the process as it is assumed by the 

customers and analysts who participate in this negotiation. In article III, I trace the process of 

formulating the intelligence requirements from the ministerial offices and into the Middle 



17 

 

East Analysis Department. In both articles, I show how the core functions of intelligence are 

of little use when it comes to moving beyond the formal organisation in exploring, describing 

and analysing even one aspect of the intelligence process – the direction phase – as it is 

applied in the DDIS’s Middle East Analysis Department.  

 As my study focuses on the role that the intelligence cycle plays in the process of 

formulating intelligence requirements within the DDIS, it was necessary to understand the 

concept’s historical and theoretical background. Much has been written on the intelligence 

cycle, but its ontological and epistemological underpinnings have not been examined in the 

literature. In article I, I trace the historical and theoretical origins of the concept from WWII 

to the present day. I show how the concept was originally shaped by wartime experiences and 

how it emerged, theoretically unchanged, at the end of the Cold War. I show how, in the 

1990s, the concept was scrutinised in relation to mounting challenges from information 

technology, new types of conflict and new types of threat, but also how business intelligence 

assimilated it into its own conceptual vocabulary, and as such potentially extended the 

lifespan of the original WWII-era concept. After 9/11, national intelligence organisations 

came under increased pressure, which prompted discussion within intelligence studies about 

the continued usability of the intelligence cycle, which continues to this day. Also, as I show 

in article I, the intelligence cycle has an empiricist and objectivist theoretical basis, rooted in a 

post-WWII scientific worldview – a theoretical tradition that remains alive and well within 

intelligence studies today, even though it is increasingly challenged by exponents of other 

theoretical currents. Furthermore, I show how, as a theoretical concept, the intelligence cycle 

forms part of the studies-for-intelligence approach that dominates the field.  

3.1. The Field of Intelligence Studies 

As an academic discipline, the field of intelligence studies is a relatively nascent one and is 

generally seen as having been established in the mid-1980s with the founding of two English-
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language journals: Intelligence and National Security and International Journal for 

Intelligence and Counterintelligence in 1986. There are two main approaches in the field of 

intelligence studies: studies for intelligence and studies of intelligence. The former is about 

researchers, sometimes former practitioners themselves, providing support to organisations 

and practitioners, while the latter is about academics studying organisations and practitioners 

as objects of study in their own right. The studies-for-intelligence approach has enjoyed a 

relatively long history of intellectual dominance within the academic field, going back to the 

end of the Second World War and Sherman Kent. From the outset, Kent’s call for literature 

that addressed what he called ‘first principles’ – the mission and method of intelligence work 

and definitions of central concepts – was comparable to what Boyer calls the scholarship of 

application.31 In 1955, Kent issued another call to arms, noting that practical intelligence work 

was developing as a profession, but that in order to accumulate knowledge for the betterment 

of the profession, it needed its own literature dealing with first principles, its own vocabulary, 

its own body of concepts, theories and doctrines, and its own journals.32 This approach is 

generally seen as being oriented towards solving practical, ‘real-world’ problems, i.e. how to 

organise intelligence work within an intelligence organisation, and has traditionally been 

dominated by an approach that is typically described as positivist, rationalist or empiricist. 

Studies for intelligence focuses on scientific problem-solving, objective observation and 

measurement, assessment and control. This has been the dominant approach within the field 

of intelligence studies since Sherman Kent first argued that academics should support 

intelligence organisations. Studies of intelligence, on the other hand, has until very recently 

been dominated by continental Europeans, who take the view that academics should not 

function as practical problem-solvers for intelligence organisations. Rather, academics must 

free themselves from this role and distance themselves from the practical field of intelligence 

and its inbuilt biases towards positivistic, rationalistic or empiricist scientific worldviews, as 
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this view is based on an understanding that social science should seek to emulate the natural 

sciences.33 Instead, the studies-of-intelligence approach looks towards postmodernism, 

constructivism and critical theory, in which perception is intersubjective, reality is socially 

constructed, biases are a given, and language can never objectively describe the world.34 

3.2. The Intelligence Cycle – an old-fashioned, retrograde Concept 

The classic model of the intelligence cycle was formed even before intelligence was 

established as a scholarly field. The intelligence cycle was based, albeit implicitly, on a 

certain ontological and epistemological approach – namely, objectivistic empiricism. This 

means that reality is seen as external to human consciousness but can be perceived 

objectively, observed, measured and explained by humans via scientific observation, 

hypothesis and falsification, and can be explained in neutral language through the lens of 

causal relationships. This ontological and epistemological standpoint leads to a worldview in 

which objective and non-biased information about causal relationships in political world 

events is not only available but can be objectively and neutrally collected, processed, analysed 

and disseminated in non-political reports. In other words, it enables a structured process – the 

intelligence cycle – that can fulfil the politicians’ intelligence requirements. Through the 

intelligence cycle, the intelligence organisation first collects, then processes available 

objective quantitative and qualitative facts, and finally accumulates and assembles the puzzle 

pieces, writes up a neutral, value-free report, and disseminates it to the customer.35 Within the 

objectivist empiricist perspective, the intelligence cycle functions as a neutral processor of 

this information. Should there come a day when the cycle seems outdated and in need of 

updating, this can be done based on a rigorous ‘scientific method’ inspired by the natural 

sciences. 
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3.3. Challenges to Intelligence Studies and Intelligence 

The end of the Cold War signalled the beginning of a new era for national intelligence 

organisations. The changing nature of threats, rapid technological developments and new 

types of conflicts, not least in the Middle East, forced researchers within the field of 

intelligence studies to reconsider how to address the mounting challenges for national 

intelligence organisations. As I show in article I, when it comes to the intelligence cycle, this 

response took two theoretical paths. The first arose within the already existing dominant 

empiricist objectivist tradition and advocated holding on to a reformed version of the cycle; 

the second was a constructivist approach that argued for the complete abolition of the cycle. I 

will summarise the two theoretical trajectories below (see also table 1).   

3.3.1 Empiricist objectivist Response to the external Challenges: reforming the Cycle  

Within the empiricist objectivist tradition, two approaches for reforming the intelligence cycle 

have been put forward: conceptual and processual. From a conceptual point of view, the 

general critique of the intelligence cycle is that the model has lost touch with reality.36 In other 

words, the principles behind the model need to be updated so as to present a new and better 

set of core functions that will benefit intelligence organisations. The conceptual approach 

argues that the intelligence cycle’s directional, cyclical and step-by-step model does not and 

should not represent how intelligence processes really work but that it instead represents a 

pack of ‘law-like’, universally applicable core functions of intelligence that find their 

expression in different intelligence organisations. If a given organisation’s intelligence 

processes are ineffective, then this is due to the organisation’s inability to comply with the 

core functions of intelligence. Several advocates for the conceptual view can be identified 

within the literature of the last 30 years.37 Conversely, the proceduralist approach takes the 

view that the intelligence cycle is not just a model of principles but a descriptive model for 

how intelligence work should be organised within the intelligence organisation. It seeks to 
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establish a model that, if followed rigorously, will produce intelligence in the most effective 

manner and thereby minimise the risk of intelligence failure. Overall, it might be said that the 

ontological objectivist/epistemological empiricist approach sees the intelligence cycle either 

as an instrument that should be used to guide the intelligence based on a set of core principles 

or as one that can accurately systematise and order the intelligence process at the most 

granular nuts-and-bolts level.  

3.3.2. Constructivist Response to the external Challenges: refuting the Intelligence Cycle 

The constructivist approach has, increasingly over the last two decades, presented itself as a 

counterpoint that, within Intelligence Studies, have defined itself in opposition to the 

mainstream dominant approach. The constructivist approach is drawing heavily on 

postmodernist epistemologies, which is characterized by an absence of objective truth and an 

emphasis on individual socially and linguistically structured readings of ‘reality’,38 but is also 

inspired by classical critical theory to explore different social structures and their impact on 

intelligence organisations through ideologies and categories of identity.39 Within this 

perspective, the intelligence cycle is merely a powerful representation of a dominant 

ideological perspective on what constitutes intelligence work, nothing more, and as such it 

has no explanatory or analytical power in examining how the intelligence organisations deal 

with the external challenges. Prominent exponents of the constructivist approach have argued 

for a divorce of intelligence from Intelligence Studies, to free Intelligence Studies from its 

initial role as an academic squire for the flag-carrying knight of intelligence analysis (see 

Table 1 below for research approaches to the cycle).40 
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Table 1: Research approaches to the cycle 

Research approach Studies-for-intelligence Studies-of-intelligence 

Theoretical foundation Positivist/realist Constructivist 

Perceived external 

challenges to the 

intelligence organisations 

Globalisation, information 

revolution and revolution 

in warfare 

Globalisation, 

information revolution 

and revolution in 

warfare, and an 

inadequate response 

from 

Positivism 

Suggested solution for the 

intelligence community 

Exchange outdated 

models for more updated 

and realistic models 

Identify underlying 

world views to identify a 

bottom-up perspective 

on 

intelligence processes 

 

As mentioned above, this study takes its impetus in the dominant conceptual stance on 

the intelligence cycle as inadequate for capturing the context of external challenges that 

national intelligence organisations are working inside, but instead of refuting the conceptualist 

stance altogether, the study makes the argument that the conceptual stance needs an analytical 

addition, so it can be applied to concrete cases of study, hence it makes the case for analytical 

conceptualism. 

3.4. Analytical Conceptualism 

To empirically explore the application of the intelligence cycle in the DDIS, this study draws 

upon classical organisation theory, and especially organisation theorist Wilfred Brown. 

Brown saw concepts as tools that could be applied for handling problems in concrete 

situations. As he saw it, concepts that are not aligned to concrete situations direct thinking 

about those problems into non-solutions.41 Brown took a somewhat sceptical view of abstract 

theory, instead believing experience to be at the centre of all efforts to enhance practical 

understanding and ‘cultivate a conscious and responsible attitude to the matter of organisation 

and management’42. In other words, Brown took the view, that concepts had to be developed 
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in a continuous dialogue with experience and practice. Classical organisation theorists like 

Brown insists that organisation theory must be based on empirical material to be of any use to 

the organisation in being better at its task43. Browns focus is on the purpose of the 

organisation, and he focuses on how the organisation is structured, through detailed 

description, to meet that purpose. Likewise, this study is focused on the purpose and task of 

the DDIS: to meet the intelligence requirements of its national customers. This study focuses 

on the stated intent and method of the DDIS – its formal organisation – and compares it with 

the realities within the Middle East Analysis Department in order to, through ‘systematic 

empirical exploration and analysis’ of the gritty details of issue decomposition to extract the 

extant situation, in order to be able to hold up a mirror to the DDIS, thereby opening for a 

possibility of making concrete adjustments to the formal organisation in line with the purpose 

of the organisation. In other words, this study takes the DDIS at its own words and compares 

it to the assumed organisation in the words of the individuals working in it. Classic 

organisational theory focuses on formal organisation as the core object for understanding and 

practical intervention in the life of organisations.44 As proponents of a revitalisation of studies 

of formal organisation, Du Gay and Vikkelsø point out, organisations are made with a 

purpose and are not just the result of social interactions.45 Brown is a staunch proponent for 

formal organisation, as he believes that the formal organisation, in principle, is a concrete 

organisational embodiment of the purpose of the organisation, which is organised in such a 

way as to, in the best possible way, to meet this purpose through added value. Browns call for 

specific, detailed exploration of formal organisation is in this dissertation met through an in 

site explorative study into the concrete organisational processes in a department within the 

DDIS, where the formal direction is pattern matched with the assumed process of direction.  
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3.4.1. Manifest, assumed, extant and requisite Organisation 

As pointed out above, the conceptualist approach cares little for the actual organisational 

spaghetti of intelligence processes within intelligence organisations such as the DDIS. In fact, 

as widespread as the conceptualist approach is, it has very little analytical value, when it 

comes to specific, contextualised intelligence organisations. The intelligence cycle or its later 

reformulations are abstractions, which does not bring us analytically closer to an 

understanding of the particular organisations, which the scholars of application – or the 

students for intelligence - wish to explore, understand and assist. Therefore, I want to extend 

the conceptualist position by adding an analytical framework, that allows conceptualists 

within the studies for intelligence school to move beyond the abstract principles and into 

specific organisations. For this purpose, I apply Browns distinction between manifest, 

assumed, extant and requisite organisation. These distinctions indicate the differences in 

analytical perspectives between the organisational ‘self-image’ of the manifest organisation, 

the assumed individual universe of the employee, the empirically based analytical view in the 

extant organisation and finally, the necessary, essential requisites for a well-functioning 

organisation of this particular sort. In articles II and III, I introduce Brown’s basic analytical 

distinction between manifest, assumed, extant and requisite organisational processes. I do so 

to analytically move beyond the formal process of formulating intelligence requirements and 

into the assumed perspective on that process of senior civil servants in the Danish central 

administration’s customer organisations. On this basis, I compare the manifest and assumed 

organisation, to get a glimpse into the extant organisation, which represents the intelligence 

processes revealed by exploration and analysis in the case study. Finally, based on this 

analysis, I look at the requisite organisation as a first step towards theory building. By 

comparing the manifest and assumed organisational processes, I analytically extract the extant 
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organisational processes, and on this basis suggest the required organisational processes in 

relation to the intelligence requirement. I explain Brown’s four basic concepts below. 

Manifest organisation: The structure of the DDIS as it appears in official organograms, charts 

and as I would venture, publicly available and organisationally sanctioned descriptions of the 

structure and purpose of the organisation in books, reports and on websites. The organisation 

as formally described and displayed’ is defined by Brown as comprising ‘charts and 

descriptions in words of the organization, its policies and its major routines’.46 In this case, 

the manifest organisation is understood as the DDIS’s own organigrams and its own 

description of the formulation of one of its major routines (the intelligence requirements) on 

its website, biannual reports and public literature. The DDIS only describes the manifest 

formulation of the intelligence requirements at an overall organisational level and not for the 

individual departments, which is the focus of this dissertation. The process of formulating the 

intelligence requirements will be viewed through the theoretical lens of Davies, Gustafson & 

Rigden’s core functions of intelligence, which will enable me to test the concept’s 

applicability and theoretical limits. 

Assumed organisation: ‘Organisation as it is assumed to be by the person concerned’47 is in 

this study examined through qualitative, semi-structured, thematically arranged interviews 

with employees in both the DDIS and the wider Danish central administration engaged in the 

process of formulating intelligence requirements regarding the Middle East and through 

concrete conceptual instruments as the GPP, the NATO AJP-2 taxonomy and issue 

decomposition process.   

Extant organisation: ‘Organisation as revealed by systematic exploration and analysis’48 in 

this study takes the form of the analytical results through a comparison between the manifest 

and assumed organisation. A pattern-matching approach49 will be used to compare the 

manifest organisation with the assumed organisation to identify any discrepancies between 
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the two. Pattern-matching compares a predicted pattern – the process of the intelligence 

requirements as propositioned by the DDIS, but here conceptualised by Davies, Gustafson & 

Rigden – with an empirically based pattern, based on the findings from the interviews 

regarding that process. As is shown, there is a large discrepancy between the manifest 

organisational process of formulating the intelligence requirements of the Middle East 

analytical department and the assumed organisational process of the interviewees, which point 

to Browns point out that concepts must be aligned to concrete situations, if they are to be 

useful50.  

Requisite organisation: ‘Organisation as it would have to be to accord with the real properties 

of the field in which it exists’.51 As this case study takes place within a context of studies-for-

intelligence, i.e. a scholarship of application, the nature of the processes of intelligence 

requirements are discovered through comparison, discoveries bu which potential changes can 

be suggested through theory-building. Brown himself suggests that ‘the prospective new 

pattern can be called “Requisite Organization”, defined as “organization as it would have to 

be to accord with the real properties of the field in which it exists”’.52 He therefore implies 

that ‘changes will suggest themselves’53 and that the task of the researcher is merely to take 

the results of the comparison and suggest changes – or, as in this case, changes to the existing 

organisational process. In the same spirit, Boyer points out that the term ‘scholarship of 

application’:  

[…] may be misleading if it suggests that knowledge is first “discovered” and then 

“applied.” The process we have in mind is far more dynamic. New intellectual 

understandings can arise out of the very act of application […]. In activities such as 

these, theory and practice vitally interact, and one renews the other.54       

 

This study is formulated in the spirit of exploration of a phenomenon that has not previously 

received much empirical attention in a Scandinavian context. This study does not, therefore, 

result in a clear prescription and a shining path to reach that goal. Instead, and more 
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importantly, it seeks to formulate the first stepping-stones towards a better understanding of 

the formulation of the intelligence requirement process. To that end, I make use of Eisenhardt 

& Graebner’s argument for theory-building from case studies. As I show in article I, the 

existing intelligence cycle literature is insufficient for describing and analysing concrete 

intelligence processes. Since intelligence organisations need to be constantly vigilant in their 

reflexivity, it is imperative that intelligence studies seek to provide new methodological and 

theoretical responses to an increasingly dynamic reality.55 This is especially the case when it 

comes to formulating intelligence requirements regarding dynamic areas of interest (e.g. the 

Middle East) but also intelligence processes more broadly.   

3.4.2. Exploring the manifest Organisation through the Core Functions of Intelligence  

In this study, I apply one of the more recent theoretical developments of the classic 

intelligence cycle, Davies, Gustafson & Rigden’s core functions of intelligence approach, as a 

conceptual lens through which to view the DDIS’s manifest intelligence processes. Within 

intelligence cycle literature, Davies, Gustafson & Rigden represent a theoretically 

conceptualistic approach, in which the cycle is seen as a conceptual framework of essential 

functional requisites for intelligence organisations. The core functions of intelligence consist 

of a set of abstract principles: direction, collection, processing and dissemination.  

One might argue that a proceduralist perspective would be better suited to an inductive 

study of intelligence processes. After all, the proceduralists are looking for a model that 

accurately describes how intelligence processes are actually carried out rather than an abstract 

conceptual framework.  

The concept of the core functions of intelligence is well suited to capturing the DDIS’s 

formal organisational processes. According to Davies, Gustafson & Rigden, the core 

functions paradigm is a topological concept that describes a set of logical relations between 

different essential types of activity rather than a model for designing a specific procedure. The 
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concept of the core functions of intelligence is a heuristic one that seeks to encapsulate the 

essential activities of intelligence: direction, collection, processing and dissemination. The 

British intelligence doctrine and the intelligence doctrine of NATO have both incorporated 

the core functions of the intelligence paradigm. The concept therefore wields significant 

influence in the national intelligence community, including in the DDIS.  

The main customers of the Middle East Analysis Department are the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Both ministries’ strategic intelligence 

issues set the course of the analytical department, and therefore the analytical department and 

the DDIS must be considered as part of a larger governmental structure. Within Davies’ 

organisational perspective, in which intelligence organisations are part and parcel of the 

central administration, it is possible to position the core functions of intelligence as an 

essential part of the governmental administration. As Brown, but coming from the field of 

Intelligence Studies, Davies points out that the organisation’s activities reveal a great deal 

about how they are conceptualised and undertaken by its participants. Like Brown, he argues 

that it is impossible to understand an organisation – intelligence or otherwise – without 

understanding its formal structure. For both Davies and Brown, organisational structures 

consist of the formal structures of the organisation, as explored through organisational charts. 

When the intelligence organisation is seen as part of a larger formal governmental machinery 

and as an organisation that is required to fulfil certain functional needs of this larger 

machinery, this concept therefore constitutes the requisite functions of the central 

administration. The DDIS describes its formal organisation on its official website, in its 

publicly available literature (sanctioned by the organisation) and in the form of organigrams. 

Davies, Gustafson and Rigden match the conceptualisation of the intelligence process with 

the core functions of intelligence, but this perspective does not go beyond the formal 
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organisation and so does little to help us ascertain which intelligence processes are carried out 

inside the organisation.   

I argue that the core functions of intelligence are better suited to describe the manifest 

intelligence processes inside the DDIS than the classic intelligence cycle. I agree with Davies, 

Gustafson & Rigden that this concept is only applicable in an abstract sense. As such, I 

consider it a fitting theoretical concept with which to conceptualise the DDIS’s formal 

intelligence processes. In line with Davies, Gustafson & Rigden, I thereby propose to 

exchange the DDIS’s intelligence cycle for a Venn diagram in which all the functions of 

intelligence constantly co-exist in potentially iterative relationships.    

In order to distinguish between the formulation of intelligence requirements as 

formally described on the website of the DDIS and in the officially sanctioned literature, and 

the intelligence processes as seen within the organisation, I have applied Brown’s analytical 

distinction between manifest, assumed and extant organisational processes. In the following, I 

will argue for my choice of analytical concepts in this case study. I point out that the DDIS’s 

own formal conceptualisation of the intelligence cycle, as ‘the core of what we do’, can be 

conceptualised through a positivist lens. 

As shown above, I follow the lead of Davies et al. in describing the DDIS and the 

department of North Africa and the Middle East in order to test whether the core concept of 

intelligence is a viable model for describing the process of formulating intelligence 

requirements on the Middle East. 

4. Methodological issues 

4.1. Research Design 

This dissertation is based on a single case study of the application of the model of the 

intelligence cycle inside a Scandinavian intelligence service – the DDIS, specifically the 

Middle East Analysis Department – and the formulation of intelligence requirements in 
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collaboration with national customers in the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (article II), and inside the Middle East Analysis Department itself (article III). The 

study used three different intelligence gathering methods: interviews, organigrams and 

document studies. This was a single within-site case study56, focusing on a single department 

among several departments in an intelligence service. It was also an instrumental case study 

since the study itself was compared to a model of intelligence processes. Single case studies 

are typically chosen to explore a significant phenomenon under unusual circumstances.57 Yin 

defines a single-case study as being appropriate if one of five rationales are met. The case 

study should be critical, unusual, common, revelatory or longitudinal58 – and as Flyvbjerg 

points out, it can also meet more than one of these rationales. First, it might be seen as a 

revelatory case because it observes and analyses ‘a phenomenon previously inaccessible to 

social science inquiry’.59 This single case study was chosen to examine how the formulation 

of the intelligence requirements, as part of the intelligence cycle, occurred within a specific 

analytic department focusing on the Middle East. Secondly, this single case study was 

considered critical because it examined whether the intelligence cycle, as a model 

(conceptual, procedural or constructivist), described the intelligence process between the 

DDIS and its national customers in the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs.60 Furthermore, as Flyvbjerg also points out, a case study can be central to scientific 

development, as it can be used in the falsification of general theories – in this case, the model 

of the intelligence cycle or one of its newer incarnations, e.g. the core functions of 

intelligence. Both article II and III point out that while some dynamic version of the 

intelligence cycle is formally said to represent the way things are done within the DDIS, in 

terms of formulating intelligence requirements within an intelligence organisation, this is not 

necessarily an adequate representation. Thirdly, this was an unusual or extreme case, as it 

presented information in the form of empirical material from outside of the usual intelligence 
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studies literature, which is generally dominated by the North American and British 

experience.61 

4.1.1. Pattern Matching 

Pattern matching62 is a classic analytical technique for case studies that ‘[…] compares an 

empirically based pattern […] with a predicted one […]’,63 in a manner similar to the 

congruence method. In this case, the prediction is that the DDIS will apply the intelligence 

cycle as its preferred working process.64 As a part of the pattern-matching analysis, 

explanation building or process tracing will be used to identify and explain patterns in the 

empirical material. In this way, a picture emerges from the comparison between the predicted 

pattern of the classic intelligence cycle, as presented in the positivist literature, and the 

empirically based pattern of the manifest and assumed intelligence process.  

The classical intelligence cycle represents the predicted pattern and is a model of 

both function and process, consisting of four (direction, collection, processing and 

dissemination), five (direction, collection, processing, analysis and dissemination) or more 

phases.65 More specifically, the predicted pattern compared to the empirical findings in this 

article is the planning and direction phase, as well as the dissemination phase – in other 

words, the consumer-producer relationship.  

The literature on the intelligence cycle presents two major propositions. The positivist 

conceptualist argument on the intelligence cycle asserts that it is possible to prescribe a 

rational, logical model, yet at the same time leave room for local organisational variations, 

effectively paving the way for a very general, ‘universal’, one-size-fits-all model for the 

intelligence cycle. On the other hand, the positivist proceduralist argument is that the model 

of the intelligence cycle does not accurately describe the processes in any specific intelligence 

organisation, and therefore a new and organisation-centric model must be built. 
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The empirical material indicates that the model of the intelligence cycle is a major 

point of reference in illustrating the intelligence process in the manifest presentation of the 

organisation. However, it also indicates that the direction process consists of dialogue 

regarding the information requirements, which the DDIS later turns into intelligence 

requirements. In this way, the DDIS both agrees and disagrees with both the conceptualists 

and the proceduralists. The DDIS uses the intelligence cycle as a general reference point for 

illustrating the intelligence process but also implies that the intelligence cycle is no longer 

valid – and that, in fact, the intelligence processes are carried out in a different and more 

differentiated way. The interviews reinforce this understanding of a process that is much more 

differentiated and complex than the conceptualistic understanding of the intelligence cycle 

allows for or is interested in. In this case, the direction phase is the culmination of a drawn-

out process of dialogue and negotiation, lasting several months, within and between the 

DDIS, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defence. In fact, the gathered 

material opens up the direction phase and presents a picture of several parallel processes that 

occur simultaneously and on different hierarchic levels. Furthermore, it calls for a much more 

sophisticated organisational analysis than the intelligence cycle can provide.  

An initial hypothesis was that the Middle East Analysis Department was trying to 

grapple with both a volatile region and national customers with a dynamic and demanding set 

of intelligence requirements and that this would challenge the intelligence cycle. If the core 

functions of intelligence were not applicable inside the Middle East Analysis Department, i.e. 

within an intelligence organisation outside of the Anglo-American sphere, then one might 

reasonably claim that this challenges the overall applicability of the model inside the DDIS.66  

At the time of writing, the Middle East Analysis Department was one of four 

departments within the DDIS’s analytical sector,67 which in turn was one of several sectors 

within the DDIS. In 2020, the DDIS’s webpage stated the Middle East Analysis Department 
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‘processes, analyses and reports on political, economic and military issues related to the 

Middle East, the Gulf region and North Africa, and weapons of mass destruction’.68  

The national customers of DDIS’s Middle East Analysis Department69 are primarily 

the Ministry of Defence,70 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs71 and the Danish Defence, but also 

the Prime Minister’s Office and the Civil Servants Security Committee (Embedsmændenes 

Sikkerhedsudvalg), the Danish Defence Command (Forsvarskommandoen) and the Danish 

Security Intelligence Service (Politiets Efterretningstjeneste).  

At the time of writing, the department delivers different types of intelligence reports 

and briefings to at least two departments in the Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, respectively – namely the subjacent departments of Stabilization and Operations and 

Security and Cyber within the Ministry of Defence, and the offices of the Middle East and 

North Africa and Security Policy in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Some of the main 

customers of the Middle East Analysis Department within the DDIS are the Ministry of 

Defence, primarily the Office for Cyber and Security and the Office of Stabilization and 

Operations, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, especially the Office of Security and the 

Office of the Middle East and North Africa.  

4.1.2. Case Selection 

This case study’s central focus was on the role and practical application of the intelligence 

cycle concept in the DDIS’s Middle East Analysis Department in relation to its customers and 

the subsequent application of the cycle in the decomposition of intelligence issues into 

intelligence requirements. This case study was critical, unusual and revelatory. It adopted a 

revelatory approach to criticise the claim that the core functions of intelligence were a 

universal model. As such, the study deviated from the normative theoretical view of the 

intelligence cycle presented in positivist literature.  
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In order to explore the question of the role played by the intelligence cycle in its 

manifest and assumed forms and the role it plays in the formulation of intelligence 

requirements, it was necessary to consult the DDIS’s own official statements on the usage of 

the intelligence cycle, as well as the individual analysts’ assumed descriptions of the same 

process.  

4.1.3. Generalisability and Relevance 

When it comes to generalisability, case studies have been criticised for trying to generalise 

based on a few or even single cases. Within intelligence studies, this position is asserted by 

Davies and Gustafsson, who argue that case studies present ‘optical illusions’ that make the 

researcher generalise specific findings from one case to other, seemingly similar, cases.72 As 

an unusual, critical and revelatory case, this case study is not representative of national 

intelligence organisations in general. Rather, its purpose is to explore a significant concept in 

a specific intelligence organisation and argue for an empirical foundation for theory-building 

based on this case.  

For at least seven decades, there has been a current in intelligence studies that has 

sought to aid intelligence organisations by providing academic assistance that can help them 

to face practical challenges. This is known as the studies-for-intelligence tradition. As Boyer 

reminds us, scholarship of application might be a misleading term if it is understood as 

knowledge that is first ‘“discovered” and then “applied”’.73 On the contrary, understandings 

can arise from the very act of application, through dialogue between researchers and 

practitioners,74 in which the discovery of processes involved in the formulation and 

processing of intelligence requirements provides a basis for internal dialogue regarding, e.g. 

the training of newly employed intelligence officials within the DDIS. Newcomers to the 

DDIS are presumably instructed in the inner workings of the organisation, and therefore it 

makes good sense to base their training on context-dependent knowledge rather than context-
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independent doctrines and models such as the intelligence cycle.75 Concrete, context-

dependent knowledge is still valuable and is at the very heart of intelligence activity. As such, 

it must form the basis of any scholarship of application, in which knowledge and practice 

form part of an ongoing dialectic process. 

4.1.4. Data Collection 

This case study of the manifest and assumed application of the intelligence cycle in the DDIS 

uses multiple sources: collected interview material, organigrams, official DDIS reports and 

historical descriptions written by DDIS. By drawing on different sources, the study aims to 

strengthen its analytical results by using data triangulation to corroborate its findings and 

maintain validity in its constructs.76 Table 1 provides a complete overview of the data sources. 

Table 2: Overview of data sources 

Overview of data 

 Article II Article III 

Organisation DDIS Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs 

Ministry of 

Defence 

DDIS 

Formal 

organisation  

Biannual 

reports 

published by 

the DDIS, 

book chapters 

and DDIS 

organigrams  

Organigram Organigram Biannual 

reports 

published by 

the DDIS, 

book chapters 

and 

organigrams 

Assumed 

organisation 

Five interviews 

with senior 

personnel at 

DDIS 

headquarters 

Two interviews 

with senior civil 

servants in the 

ministry 

Three interviews 

with senior civil 

servants in the 

ministry 

Nine 

interviews 

with senior 

personnel at 

DDIS 

headquarters 

 

Unless invited to do so, it is difficult to gain access to and collect empirical material within an 

intelligence service. Intelligence services are part of the national defence establishment and 

are therefore careful not to reveal any information about the inner workings of the 
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organisation, except in the form of carefully sanitised reports, interviews and historic 

accounts.  

Bartunek, Rynes & Duane point out that for a study to be interesting, its methods need 

to be transparent so its validity can be scrutinised.77 Shenton lists a number of strategies for 

ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative studies, including credibility, transferability, 

dependability etc.78 Since empirical case studies are rarely pursued within intelligence studies, 

it is necessary to state the premises upon which this study was carried out. Data were 

collected over two separate periods: 11 interviews were collected for article II from three 

organisations, and nine were collected from the DDIS for article III. The interviews for article 

II were conducted between May and June 2020, and the interviews for article III were 

conducted between December 2020 and January 2021. All interviews were semi-structured, 

with a guide based on preformulated research questions. On average, the interviews lasted 

around 70 minutes, which is a reasonable amount of time considering that they were 

conducted during office hours and suggested a forthcoming attitude to the questions on the 

part of the interviewees. All interviews were conducted in Danish, transcribed and translated 

into English by the author. All interviews were recorded on-site, using an audio-recording 

device without wireless capabilities, specially selected for this purpose. All interviews were 

arranged in advance. Only the interviewee and the author were present during the interview. 

Permission to record the interviews was obtained in advance, and the interviewee was asked 

for their permission again at the actual meeting, giving them the option to change their mind. 

Permission to use quotations in articles II and III was obtained after the first draft had been 

written. Only three interviewees had reservations regarding the use of a quotation from their 

interview, which they subsequently reformulated. In addition, senior DDIS employees read 

articles II and III and were given a chance to comment. 
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Interviews are a highly efficient way to gather rich empirical information about how 

employees view their organisation’s processes. At the same time, as organisation theorists 

Eisenhardt and Graebner reminds us, there is a risk that the individual interviewees could 

present bureaucratic processes as making sense, retrospectively, in a way that casts the 

interviewee or the organisation in a positive light.79 It was, therefore, important to limit bias in 

the collection of material in order to get past the interviewees’ self-image, as well as the 

organisational self-image, as presented in the public eye via public reports, media interviews 

with senior leaders80 and the core narratives81 disseminated, in one way or another, by the 

organisation’s employees. One way to overcome this bias would be to use, relatively 

speaking, more numerous, highly knowledgeable informants who have different perspectives 

on the processes. As Eisenhardt and Graebner formulates it:  

The challenge of interview data is best mitigated by data-collection approaches  

that limit bias. A key approach is using numerous and highly knowledgeable  

informants who view the focal phenomenon from diverse perspectives. These  

informants can include organizational actors from different hierarchical levels,  

functional areas, groups, and geographies, as well as actors from other relevant  

organizations and outside observers such as market analysts.82 

 

In order to minimise bias in the interview data, articles II and III both use highly 

knowledgeable interviewees who viewed the intelligence processes from diverse 

organisational perspectives.83 The interviewees were from different hierarchical levels with 

different functions – both from different organisations (article II) and from within the same 

department (article III). The interviewees of article II are centrally positioned as the main 

representatives for the main national customers of the Middle Eastern analytical department. 

Aside from addressing the issue of bias, the interviewees were chosen because they together 

represent the mid-level leader and senior consultant level, and as such bear the responsibility 

of converting political-strategic directions into intelligence reports and briefings, as it is their 

employees – the analysts – who formulate the RFIs (requests for information), coordinate 
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responses and write the reports. They were all involved, albeit at different levels in different 

organisations, in the process of turning policy into formal intelligence requirements on the 

Middle East. In article II, the 11 interviewees were all senior civil servants employed within 

either the Danish Defence Intelligence Service, the Ministry of Defence or the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, as a head of office, a head of section or a senior consultant. Except for one, 

they were all at the mid-stage of their career. All were of Danish ethnic origin and, except for 

one, were male.  

Article III adopted the same approach, focusing on the internal workings of the 

department of Middle East analysis, but its nine interviewees were more diverse – at least 

hierarchically, with relatively newly employed analysts who have less experience, but perhaps 

a more unbiased view of the processes, as well as senior analysts with more than a decade of 

service. However, all interviewees were mid-career males, and most were of Danish ethnic 

origin. This is not a study of the ethnic and gender profiles of employees within the Danish 

central administration, but it is worth noting that the dominant profile within the sample was a 

middle-aged male of Danish ethnicity.  

4.1.5. Considerations of Security and Ethics 

Studies of intelligence organisations are a delicate matter. On the one hand, a national 

intelligence organisation operates within the central state administration and therefore has its 

own buildings, its own hard and soft boundaries, and its own bureaucracies, hierarchies, 

resources, techniques and relations to other organisations. On the other hand, there is a 

dimension to this organisation that is exclusive and classified. A national intelligence 

organisation such as the DDIS is tasked with providing intelligence for the Ministry of 

Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In pursuit of this, the DDIS collects, processes, 

analyses and disseminates information regarding security issues and threats related to 

Denmark or Danish interests abroad.84 A national intelligence organisation has at its disposal 
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resources for intelligence gathering that it is empowered to use in ways that other national 

organisations are not – and it does not always do so alone, but sometimes in collaboration 

with other state-owned intelligence organisations. Therefore, the employees of DDIS have an 

obligation under Danish law to protect its unique and secret resources, capacities and relations 

and must be very careful not to disclose any classified information to outsiders – or to insiders 

who lack adequate security clearance. On top of this, many employees of national intelligence 

organisations have individual concerns of which the researcher must be mindful: unintended 

disclosure of classified information, unintended disclosure of their own identity or the identity 

of their colleagues, and the need to protect their employment and career at the DDIS. 

Conducting research in this environment of juridical, organisational and personal restriction is 

a potential minefield not only for the researcher but for the organisation and the employee. It 

is therefore important to emphasise that this study was embarked upon at the initiative of the 

DDIS and with its consent and encouragement. It is also important to emphasise that the 

research for article II and III adhered to certain ground rules, as described below. 

In the questions for the interviewees for article II and III, there was to be no mention 

of intelligence gathering capacities, code names, names of employees, international partner 

services or partner reports, nor of the numbers of employees inside the department, nor any 

inside reports (classified or unclassified) by the DDIS. All details, however minor, that were 

assumed to be classified have been excised from the empirical material. This is not a study of 

the intelligence gathering capacities or international cooperation of the DDIS, and therefore 

these dimensions, regardless of crucial they may be to an intelligence service, have been 

entirely omitted. 

To protect the interviewees, this research project applied two standards, or layers, of 

confidentiality. Confidentiality is here defined as a term that covers all types of information 

that is kept hidden from everybody except the participants and the organisations that the 
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participants represent. The first standard, or layer, was the protection of classified information 

of national interest. Since the participants have access to classified information in their daily 

work, an overriding consideration throughout the project has been to protect both the 

information and the participants by avoiding questions that mean the interviewees are at risk 

of disclosing classified information. To overcome this challenge, several security measures 

were put in place. First, the recording device and the recorded interview sessions were kept in 

a secure and guarded environment. Secondly, the author personally handled the transcription. 

The transcripts were denaturalised to obscure individual speech patterns and then stored in a 

secured and guarded environment. Thirdly, names and functions were omitted from all 

transcripts and documents. Fourthly, all participants were invited to read any quotations for 

approval, both to ensure that no classified information had been unintentionally disclosed and 

to give them the opportunity to rephrase or retract. Fifthly, all written material will be 

subjected to juridical scrutiny by the DDIS before publication to ensure that no classified 

information has been compromised. 

The second standard, or layer, consisted of research ethics. After informal agreements 

with informants had been made, written descriptions were sent via email, describing the 

purpose, themes and usage of the interview and the storage, anonymisation and reusability of 

the data. It was made clear that the interview would not seek to transgress any legal 

commitments that the informants have with their employer. All primary material would, at the 

outset, be viewed and handled as confidential. Only the researcher and their supervisors 

would have access to the material prior to publication. Due to the sensitivity of the raw 

material’s themes, it was not stored via cloud computing. All collected data were stored in a 

separate folder in a classified hard drive. All interview data were stored in the same hard 

drive. The files were named and dated, and access to them was limited from the outset.  
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The study compared the descriptions of the administrative processes as they appeared 

in interviews, documents and other sources with the description of the phase in the classical 

model, as described in the Anglo-American-dominated literature. Through pattern matching, 

in which an empirically based pattern is compared with a predicted one,85 the collected 

empirical material is compared with the predicted pattern of the intelligence cycle. My initial 

proposition was that an intelligence organisation structures its processes and functions 

according to the intelligence cycle, as this is the dominant organisational model within the 

literature and in most empirical studies. As I have tried to show in article I, efforts have been 

made within the mainstream positivist realist camp to reform the intelligence cycle – either by 

strengthening the logical constructs upon which it is built or by describing the processes in 

ever greater detail and adjusting the model accordingly. My model is rooted in the 

conceptualistic model described and formulated by Davies, Gustaffson & Rigden in ‘The 

Intelligence Cycle is Dead. Long Live the Intelligence Cycle: Rethinking intelligence 

fundamentals for a new intelligence doctrine’.86 in which they set out an alternative model for 

intelligence processes that can serve as a foundation for a national British intelligence 

doctrine. Their argument is based on the following propositions. First, that the intelligence 

cycle embodies a group of fundamental principles, rather than specific institutional entities or 

groups, such as the intelligence gathering department, the department for processing collected 

intelligence, the analytical department and the dissemination department. Secondly, that these 

principles can be converted into a set of core functions – direction, collection, processing and 

dissemination – that are not connected in a procedural or circular manner but through ‘logical 

inter-relationships’. Thirdly, that these core functions should be represented in a model, in this 

instance, an all-channel network topology.  

In practical terms, direction, collection, processing and dissemination continuously 

communicated back and forth and across the ‘cycle’ more like subroutines calling one another 
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in computer software than the prevailing metaphor of an electromechanical feedback 

system.87 It is, of course, difficult to test whether intelligence organisations are living up to 

these normative logical propositions. The first proposition – that there is a set of fundamental 

core principles – entails an understanding that such principles are essentially unique, clearly 

demarcated and exclusive. However, Davies, Gustaffson & Rigden do not explain how these 

principles are recognisable or how they are distinct from one another. Crucially, these 

principles are embodied in a set of functions that cannot be described either, except in very 

general terms. As a consequence, we are left with a feeling that what actually exists is a very 

idealistic set of normative, free-floating principles that are difficult to tie down, let alone put 

to analytic use. Although the topological all-channel network model seems like a good 

alternative to the intelligence cycle in the 21st century, it is so all-compassing that it almost 

seems like an attempt to formulate a new model that everyone can agree on, just for the sake 

of having a model. Generally speaking, conceptualists such as Davies, Gustafson & Rigden 

seem less interested in analysing intelligence processes than in deducting universal principles 

of intelligence from historical examples. 

The other positivist camp, the proceduralists, agree with the conceptualists that the 

classical model is no longer valid but see the intelligence cycle as a series of steps between 

institutional entities or groups, each of which consists of a number of specialists with 

expertise in intelligence gathering, processing, analysis or dissemination. For the 

proceduralists, the intelligence cycle embodies a series of concrete processes between one 

office and the next, via which the customer’s intelligence requirement is turned into an 

intelligence report. 

The proceduralists’ main argument is that the intelligence cycle should be replaced 

with a model that more accurately describes the actual working processes of a specific 

intelligence organisation. By implication, this argument does not claim universal 
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applicability. The proceduralist position opts for a more empirically based approach, in which 

researchers examine and analyse how intelligence processes are structured and organised. The 

proceduralists’ main contention is that since the intelligence cycle is no longer valid, it is 

possible – indeed, necessary – to examine the process by which intelligence requirements are 

turned into intelligence within specific organisations. Since all organisations differ from one 

another in terms of staffing, resources, mandate and political responsibility, there is no need 

for a universal topology. Rob Johnston provides a thorough demonstration of this in Analytic 

Culture in the US Intelligence Community (2005). The proceduralists are more inclined 

towards inductive empirical analysis of intelligence processes in contemporary intelligence 

organisations.  

As such, I will take as my starting point the positivistic, proceduralist, inductive and 

empirical perspective. In order to examine the intelligence processes within the DDIS, I will, 

as stated above, conduct a single case study focusing first on the relationship between the 

customer and the intelligence organisation – in this instance, the Middle East and North 

Africa analytical department.  

5. Article Summaries 
In this part, I will summarise the results from my three articles, based on a case study of the 

DDIS, and show how they combine and complement each other to answer the dissertation’s 

main research question: How is the historically rooted model of the intelligence cycle applied 

for structuring the formulation of intelligence requirements on volatile regions inside the 

DDIS’ Middle East Analysis Department and what are its conceptual limitations in a national 

intelligence organisation focusing on regional security landscape of fluctuating political 

interests? 
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Article 1: The intelligence Cycle and its theoretical Developments since 1948  

This article makes the argument that the intelligence cycle or its latest theoretical 

manifestations are insufficient as a model for understanding intelligence processes inside a 

small Scandinavian national intelligence service. The article points out that in the 21st 

century, intelligence organisations are faced with more external and internal challenges than 

ever before, which calls for heightened reflexivity. Paradoxically, however, it is a Cold War-

era concept, the intelligence cycle, which is still held up as the model for conceptualising 

intelligence processes. The article’s research question is, therefore: How has the concept of 

the intelligence cycle been developed since its inception in 1948, and how has the literature 

sought to use the intelligence cycle to meet the 21st-century challenges facing the intelligence 

organisation? Through a chronological review, I first trace the conceptual model of the 

intelligence cycle and discuss its conceptual roots in the American experiences of WWII and 

its ‘overwintering’ through the Cold War. I then look at the emerging critiques within the 

field of intelligence studies in the 1990s and the concept’s wholehearted assimilation into the 

field of business intelligence. After the turn of the millennium, as intelligence organisations 

faced increasing challenges from new technology, globalisation and emerging and dynamic 

threats, the field of intelligence studies underwent a theoretical broadening that resulted in a 

more differentiated approach to the concept. Next, I present and discuss three theoretical 

approaches to the intelligence cycle: positivist conceptualist, positivist proceduralist and 

constructivist. I examine the epistemological baseline and methodological approach of all 

three and conclude that despite the range of attempts to reform the intelligence cycle, these 

models do little to explore, explain or address the intelligence organisations’ internal 

challenges. Finally, I conclude that even though the conceptualists, the proceduralists and the 

constructivists all recognise the need for a model that mirrors the dynamic reality faced by the 

intelligence organisations, they still focus on a model that was originally intended to solve 



45 

 

intelligence puzzles. Instead, I suggest a case study of intelligence processes inside an 

intelligence organisation – specifically, an analytical department focusing on the Middle East 

– and its collaboration with its national customers on different types of intelligence questions. 

Case studies can be used to create new theoretical groundwork for a new model tailored for an 

analytical department. I therefore suggest a deviation from the classic universalist model and 

instead propose a methodological approach that explores concrete intelligence processes in 

their complexity – in particular, the process of formulating intelligence requirements within 

the Danish Defence Intelligence Service. I conclude that the literature on the intelligence 

cycle is steeped in the experiences of previous wars and that despite new manifestations, the 

model remains too abstract to be analytically applicable. For that reason, I suggest a 

qualitative case study of a real-world intelligence organisation that cooperates with national 

customers to provide intelligence on complex intelligence problems in a volatile region.  

Article 2: The Intelligence Cycle, Intelligence Requirements and New Public 

Management 

The concept of a model for intelligence functions is an enduring one, and despite serious 

attempts to either reform or do away with it, the concept still lives on in intelligence 

organisations like the DDIS. The article’s problem statement is: How is the direction phase of 

the intelligence cycle applied or structured within the Middle East Analysis Department of the 

DDIS to meet the intelligence requirements of the political decision-maker? This article 

presents a case study of the process of formulating the intelligence requirements between the 

DDIS and its national customers – specifically, between the Middle East analytical 

department and some of its main customers in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 

Ministry of Defence.  

Through a comparison of the manifest organisational process of formulating the 

strategic intelligence issues, as described in the words of the DDIS, and the same 
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organisational process as it is assumed by the participants, I find that the formulation of the 

intelligence requirements is not carried out according to either the intelligence cycle nor to the 

core functions of intelligence. Instead, I show that the extant process of formulating the yearly 

intelligence requirements is nested within government-sanctioned New Public Management 

instruments that are in use across the Danish central administration. I show that the process of 

formulating the intelligence requirements on the Middle East within the framework of New 

Public Management is a process of negotiation between the national customers and the DDIS, 

in which the customers have the upper hand. Developments in the Middle East – a region that 

is considered highly volatile – have a significant influence on these negotiations. The 

negotiations are shaped by core dilemmas regarding strategic or ad hoc analytical efforts and 

choices of focus area. Finally, I present a discussion on the usefulness of seeking to apply 

conceptualist theoretical frameworks, like the core function of intelligence, in managing the 

process of formulating the alpha and the omega of intelligence organisations and offer some 

thoughts on how to proceed from here. 

The core function of intelligence is a better model for illustrating the complexities 

within the DDIS than the intelligence cycle. When it comes to representing the process of 

formulating the intelligence requirements in collaboration with national customers, the 

intelligence cycle is the DDIS’s preferred means of presenting (in its own words) a dynamic 

process consisting of several iterative processes. I suggest that the model of the core functions 

of intelligence, which allows for iterations and multiple processes, is a more appropriate and 

updated – albeit abstract – way of presenting the dynamic process.  

The ‘direction’ is carried out through both annual and ad hoc dialogue. Through 

interviews with civil servants in the Middle East Analysis Department and from two offices 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defence, respectively, I explore the 

assumed process of formulating intelligence requirements. I show how the process of 
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direction was actually several dialogues couched in the framework of a particular New Public 

Management tool: the Goal and Progression Plan. The extant process of formulating 

intelligence requirements consists of intra- and inter-organisational dialogue that criss-crosses 

the Danish central administration. In this context, the needs of the political decision-makers 

and their strategic intelligence issues are addressed and held up against the scarce resources of 

the DDIS within the New Public Management framework of the Goal and Progression Plan.  

The volatility of the Middle East raises the thorny issue of resources. Furthermore, I 

explore how the interviewees viewed the region and how it impacts the process of formulating 

the intelligence requirements. I show how the area of focus for a department of intelligence 

analysis influences the challenges facing the organisation. I conclude that all interviewees 

considered the Middle East to be a volatile region that had a significant impact on the 

dialogue itself – in particular, the volatility of the region influenced the dialogue between the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Middle East Analysis Department. The ascribed volatility 

of the region means that the dialogue between the DDIS’s analytical department and its 

customers must contend with the challenge of determining how to strike a balance in the use 

of resources between ad hoc short-term think-tank analysis and long-term target-centric 

analysis. This is crucial because if the department fails to deliver on its long-term strategic 

intelligence requirements, it is merely a state-sponsored think-tank on the Middle East. 

Conversely, if it fails to deliver to its national customers analytic reports on emerging crises in 

the Middle East, it may, at best, be accused of being out of touch with the political realities of 

its most important customers – and at worst, it may be accused of being a state within a state, 

serving its own ends. This six-month-long, complex intra- and inter-organisational dialogue is 

imbued with the ascribed dynamism of the Middle East and thereby tests the analytical 

department’s ability to balance its resources between long- and short-term intelligence 

requirements.  
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The classic conceptualist model is a nonsolution, in so far it analytically obscures the 

need for changes in the organisation, and the intelligence cycle is essentially flotsam from the 

early days of the Cold War. Instead, I propose an updated conceptual heir to the intelligence 

cycle, the core functions of intelligence, which provides a more comprehensive illustration of 

the intelligence processes inside the DDIS. However, I also point out that both concepts, 

paradoxically, cast a conceptual shroud over the whole process of formulating intelligence 

requirements. They block our view of the negotiations, schisms, dilemmas and difficult 

decisions that are all part of the bureaucratic processes, thereby making it harder to direct the 

analytic gaze at the very organisations for which the concepts were intended. In addition, I 

note that the existing theory on process models ought to look at the influence of the area of 

interest. As mentioned in the article, it may appear to be a trivial observation that the 

negotiating processes involving the Middle East Analysis Department are themselves 

influenced by the volatility of the region. However, it is important insofar that it expands the 

argument levelled by both the empiricist objectivists and the constructivists that intelligence 

organisations must be studied in a larger organisational context – not only as a part of a larger 

national security apparatus but also as a part of a larger framework in which the intelligence 

organisation is seen as part of a central administration, and within the context of two-way 

engagement with regions such as the Middle East.  

This study asks the bigger question of whether the intelligence cycle or other models 

with universalist claims are actually helpful in the context of the study-for-intelligence 

tradition. If an intelligence organisation like the DDIS is to stay relevant, it must keep a 

vigilant eye on how its collaboration with its national customers is structured and not fall back 

on time-worn tradition. This study also opens up for a more nuanced enquiry into the 

processes of formulating intelligence requirements, including their complexities and 

dilemmas, on both sides of the negotiating table, and how the area of focus – in this case, the 
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Middle East – influences the use of resources, thereby opening up discussion on the best use 

of the DDIS.  

Article 3: A mixed bag of tools: Formulating intelligence requirements inside a small 

intelligence service  

This article discusses the role of prescriptive deductive models like the intelligence cycle and 

the NATO CCIR taxonomy88 and their application as a framework for analytically breaking 

down intelligence requirements from strategic intelligence issues into manageable, 

operational targets within a national intelligence service – specifically the DDIS’s Middle 

East Analysis Department. The article’s research questions are: How is the process of 

formulating intelligence requirements (issue decomposition) conducted in a Danish 

department of intelligence analysis? What does the Danish case tell us about the intelligence 

cycle’s viability? And what are the implications for intelligence studies? The study shows that 

this is a complex process that is far removed from the more straightforward prescriptive 

models. Rather, the study shows that this internal process of the DDIS is constructed through 

a seemingly eclectic choice of prescriptive processes, such as NATO CCIR taxonomy and 

Clark’s issue decomposition approach. Finally, I conclude that these prescriptive models are 

of little help when it comes to strengthening the intelligence organisations’ organisational 

reflexivity so that they can remain relevant and stay on top of a fluid and unpredictable 

region.  

This exploratory study looks at the manifestly described organisational process – the 

issue decomposition process – of converting strategic intelligence issues into, first, 

intelligence requirements and then into concrete objects for intelligence gathering and 

compares this with the analysts’ own assumed understanding of this process. As the 

organisation describes it in its publicly available material, this is a two-pronged process – 

however, in the words of the analysts, this drilling down from strategic intelligence issues to 



50 

 

concrete objects for intelligence gathering is a rather complex and informal process, in which 

a range of analytical instruments are brought into play. In reality, therefore, the extant 

organisational process inside the analytical department is rather complex.  

The assumed organisational process, as described by the analysts, is one in which the 

dialectic process of formulating the strategic intelligence issues is mirrored inside the DDIS 

by a similar process of issue-decomposing these objectives through the instrumentalisation of 

the NATO taxonomy of PIRs, SIRs and EEIs. The extant organisational process, which 

emerges from a comparison of the manifest and assumed processes, consists of several 

consecutive processual routines involving several different managerial and analytic 

instruments. This brings together New Public Management, issue decomposition and CCIR at 

different stages of the process of breaking down the customers’ strategic intelligence issues. 

My examination of the process from the perspective of the interviewees also shows that the 

NATO taxonomy of CCIR is used in a less than dogmatic fashion in formulating the working 

programmes, as exemplified in the analysts’ interpretation of the EEI concept. This leads to 

the conclusion that the extant internal organisational process for the formulation of 

intelligence requirements consists of a series of consecutive processes, loosely based on the 

prescriptive models AJP-2 (for formulating the working programme) and the issue 

decomposition process (for formulating the concrete elements for intelligence gathering). In 

addition, the decomposition process is agonistic since the analysts differ in their opinion of 

the EEIs’ purpose, number and precise function. Furthermore, the case study shows that the 

EEIs are considered to be a focal point for the analysts because analytical responsibilities, 

resources, reporting and the formatting of working groups – and therefore careers – are tied to 

the EEIs. The department’s analysts still use the AJP-2 and issue decomposition processes in 

some form, but even if these approaches seem useful, they were still developed during the 

Cold War for intelligence puzzles and not the intelligence mysteries that characterise the 
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Middle East of the 21st century. This underlines that the DDIS is facing modern intelligence 

problems, global megatrends and an increasingly competitive market for intelligence products 

armed with a toolbox of procedural instruments dating back to the Cold War. Finally, I 

conclude that these prescriptive models are inadequate when it comes to strengthening the 

organisational reflexivity of intelligence organisations so that they can remain relevant and 

stay on top of a fluid and unpredictable region. 

6. Combined insights 
This dissertation employs a qualitative, exploratory, single case study to examine how the 

Danish Defence Intelligence Service applies the intelligence cycle in its handling of 

intelligence requirements. The study is theoretically rooted in the field of intelligence studies 

and focuses on the concept of the intelligence cycle and one of its more recent theoretical 

manifestations within the conceptualist tradition, which has been gaining prevalence in 

conceptualist literature – the core functions of intelligence. Through an exploratory case study 

of how the concept is applied within the DDIS, the study shows how the concept is 

inadequate for analytically grasping anything more than a formal understanding of the 

intelligence processes. What is needed is an analytical conceptualist approach. Instead of 

using the highly abstract models of the intelligence cycle, or the more contemporary core 

functions of intelligence, we can draw upon analytic frameworks from organisational theory. 

This facilitates in-depth analysis of a specific organisation like the DDIS and its complexities, 

including government-sanctioned administrative frameworks and departmental analytic 

frameworks, in the face of several external challenges – not least the focus area, which in this 

case study is the Middle East.  

The intelligence cycle’s historical and theoretical roots can be traced back to the 

Second World War. In this study, I shed light on how the concept of the intelligence cycle has 

developed since its inception in 1948 and how literature within the field of intelligence studies 
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has attempted to grapple with the challenges to 21st-century intelligence organisations. I show 

how the intelligence cycle was originally based on rather specific American experiences from 

the Second World War and how it re-emerged intact after the Cold War when it was met not 

only with criticism within intelligence studies but also, interestingly, some affirmation within 

business intelligence. After the turn of the century, the concept came under fresh scrutiny 

from different corners of the growing field of intelligence studies for not accurately depicting 

the principles or processes behind the cycle. Thus, having traced the history and theory of the 

concept, it is intriguing to see how the DDIS and other national and international intelligence 

organisations continue to refer to the cycle in doctrines and public documents. This calls for 

an exploratory study of the role the cycle plays in the real world – in this instance, in DDIS’s 

engagement with the dynamic and volatile Middle East region. The study finds that even 

though the intelligence cycle continues to be held up as a manifest central principle for 

intelligence work in the DDIS, it is not applied to the ‘direction phase’. Instead, a 

governmental administrative framework called the Goal and Progression Plan is applied 

throughout the Danish central administration, including the DDIS. The extant organisation 

that emerges from the analytical disentangling of the manifest and assumed dialogue 

surrounding the formulation of the intelligence requirements, shows a process that requires 

not a little professional versatile fervour on the part of the analysts.  

As I show in table I in article II, there is an annual and extemporary process of 

formulating intelligence requirements. The first is carried out on the senior level with input 

from subject matter specialists, and the second is carried out on the level of the analysts with 

senior levels in a consulting role. The employees of the Middle East Analysis Department are 

in a negotiating position, which is both marked by service-mindedness and agonism, with 

customers asking for ad hoc think-tank intelligence analysis and analysts being mindful of 

their already tied down resources for annual, long term target centric analysis.  
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The DDIS sees their special licence as an obligation to provide added value by 

narrowing the focus of its collection and analysis activities to fewer prioritised issues, while 

some customers see it as an obligation on the part of the DDIS to assist the central 

administration as much as possible. And all these processes are going on, annually and 

extemporarily and on multiple levels, all the while events in the Middle East are drawing the 

attention of the political decisionmakers and making their mark on bureaucratic and 

organisational processes inside the Ministries and the DDIS.  

As part of this inherently asymmetric bureaucratic process, the DDIS’s special licence 

provides the organisation with a unique multifocal vision, which affords it a privileged 

position in the otherwise asymmetric relationship between the DDIS and its customers. This 

multifocal vision means that the Middle East analytical department challenges the customers’ 

initial strategic intelligence questions, as the assumption is that the DDIS has superior access 

to information, greater knowledge and a privileged understanding of the Middle East.  

In table 1 in article III, I show how the manifest organisation sees itself as customer 

based and customer driven, in so far as the customers sets the course for the coming year 

through their annual intelligence requirements framed within the GPP. Inside the Middle East 

Analysis Department, the intelligence requirements are broken down through the 

instrumentalization of different analytical tools, developed either during or on the basis of 

Cold War taxonomies, which are somewhat contested amongst the analysts, e.g., the EEIs. At 

the same time as the analysts are under obligation to serve the customers on both long term 

and short term intelligence requirements, the analysts are also under influence from the 

external environment in the form of the Middle East and collaborating partners. This creates a 

double-sided ethos of apparent value neutral, service mindedness in the relation to the 

customers and an internally fervent and agonistic oriented analysts.  
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These elements create an organisation, that is not at all driven by either the 

intelligence cycle nor the core functions of intelligence, but at least when it comes to 

formulating intelligence requirements on the Middle East, is required to be both fervent and 

versatile to prevail through complex bureaucratic processes. When it comes to the formulation 

of intelligence requirements, one model is not enough, on the contrary, several taxonomic 

models are nested inside one another to deal with the intelligence requirements. The analysts 

find themselves in a situation, where they must risk to seem foot-dragging in their ad hoc 

intelligence analysis, in order to protect the resources required for the annual long term 

intelligence requirements. At the same time, the analysts cannot afford to be non-forthcoming, 

when it comes to the ad hoc intelligence requirements, as they are juridically, bureaucratically 

and morally bound to serve their political masters.  In other words, the fervent versatile 

organisation needs to be essentially customer-driven and service-minded on the one side and 

at the same time, agonistic and multifocal.  

Customer-driven. The DNA of the DDIS is provide advice for the political level and an 

organisation, that neglects this duty, has degenerated into something else and more sinister. 

The manifest organisation, visible in the public material of the DDIS, presented in article II 

and III, this obligation is mentioned again and again. The intelligence requirement is at the 

heart of this obligation to be customer driven. This obligation is embodied in the dialogue 

surrounding the annual process of GPP, which is a dialogue with the customer in the driver 

seat.  

Service-minded. As a consequence of the customer-driven organisation, analysts are obliged 

to respond more a less forthcoming to ad hoc intelligence requirements, even though these 

might either divert resources (time, money or intelligence gathering capacities). However, to 

protect the long term prioritized intelligence requirements laid down in the GPP, employees 

of the Middle East Analysis Department can engage in a dialogue with the customers 
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regarding whether the ad hoc intelligence requirements should take prevalence over long term 

strategic targets.  

Multifocal. The Middle East Analysis Department is multifocal, since it is required to be able 

to meet both the annual and ad hoc intelligence requirements. In order to quickly be able to 

re-organise its working groups and focus areas, the organisation needs to be multifocal, which 

means it needs to keep a focus on both short term intelligence requirements and long term 

strategic intelligence requirements. The Middle East Analysis Department needs to be able to 

follow a developing situation, whether it is puzzle, a mystery or a complex intelligence 

problem, at very close range, while at the same time, keeping an eye on long term intelligence 

requirements regarding emerging threats. This require analysts, who are fervently dedicated, 

to their focus area to such an extent, that they are able to change focus when required to do so.  

Agonistic. There seem to be an internal environment of agonistic fervour, where dedicated 

analysts in order to be customer-driven and service-minded, needs to be multi-focal as well. 

Such a demanding working environment, one would expect, would create an internal 

competition for knowledge and the resources, and thereby, career-building, that is attached to 

knowledge. Since the Middle East Analysis Department is customer-driven in its annual 

intelligence requirements and it is required, to a certain extent, to be service-minded when it 

comes to ad hoc intelligence requirements, its employees need to be fervently multifocal in 

their analytical gaze on their allocated area of focus, their EEI. Since the decomposition 

process also entails a prioritisation of unique resources and areas of reporting, not all analysts 

can work in the highest priority focus areas with the greatest resources. This process is 

agonistic because the analysts themselves have differing opinions regarding the purpose, 

number and exact function of the EEIs, which comprise the core of the intelligence 

requirements.  
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These two processes, the formulation and decomposition of the GPP, take place over a 

4–6-month period. At one level, the DDIS’s leadership advises the customers on the 

feasibility of their long-term priorities based on a multifocal vision of the Middle East. 

Behind the scenes, at another (lower) bureaucratic level inside the DDIS, an agonistic process 

is underway, in which analysts discuss and debate the number, purpose and focus of the EEIs 

in relation to the customers’ priorities. This exploratory case study proposes that the process 

of ‘direction’ should be set in a national context, thereby presenting an argument against the 

claim inherent in the intelligence cycle – or its later reformulations, which have dominated 

intelligence studies for seven decades – that it is possible to model universal, core functions of 

intelligence that apply anywhere, regardless what the differences in national bureaucratic 

structures and bureaucratic traditions might be. In order to serve its customers, the Middle 

East analytical department needs to be externally multifocal. At the same time, however, it is 

agonistic because the department’s issue decomposition is characterised by discussion, 

schisms and dilemmas. In combination, these factors result in a Middle East analytical 

department that needs to be dynamic in its outward focus, yet seems to have difficulty 

adapting its internal issue decomposition to this multifocal perspective, on both annual and ad 

hoc intelligence requirements, via the CCIR taxonomy. This in itself creates an agonistic 

environment among the analysts. In other words, for the model to make sense, it needs to be 

rooted in specific national and organisational contexts.  

7. Suggestions for further research 

7.1. Intelligence studies needs to draw from other fields 

As I have shown, this study is based on core intelligence studies literature but also draws on 

other perspectives. I have applied an analytical distinction from Brown, thereby drawing on 

studies in formal organisation. Nevertheless, studies of state bureaucracies have a long 

history. Within organisational studies, there are various theoretical trajectories – e.g. 
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organisation theory, Actor-Network Theory, institutional theory, organisational identity and 

critical management studies – that could be applied to case studies of intelligence 

organisations. Doing so would expand the theoretical understanding of the similarities and 

differences between national intelligence organisations and other governmental agencies, both 

within and between states.   

Intelligence studies is a growing field with excellent potential for intelligence 

organisations to learn from (and learn in89), stay ahead of the curve and avoid becoming 

bogged down in more or less unconscious theoretical moraine. However, as Coulthart et al. 

and Agrell and Treverton remind us, intelligence studies have suffered a degree of isolation 

from other academic fields:  

Intelligence studies scholarship has traditionally suffered from a lack of engagement 

with related disciplines. Much of the most advanced knowledge pertinent to 

intelligence – whether on cognition, group and organisational dynamics, or 

communication, among others – exists in other domains and disciplines.90 

 

The reasons for this are numerous, and Agrell and Treverton present a brilliant study of 

them.91 Suffice to say, however, that more and more researchers have given up on Kent’s 

original dream that intelligence studies should be a field in itself. Instead, they are looking 

towards a more interdisciplinary approach, in which intelligence studies research draws upon 

theories and research from other fields. However, that is not to say that intelligence studies 

does not already draw on theories from other fields or that theoretical connections with related 

fields have not already been made. Some of the theoretical issues that I would have liked to 

explore further exceed the scope of this dissertation. For example, Max Weber’s work on 

bureaucracy and rationalisation has had a significant – albeit somewhat implicitly 

acknowledged – impact on intelligence studies, especially on the study of intelligence 

organisations. Unfortunately, although some researchers have made explicit references,92 his 

work is often only acknowledged in passing. It would be tremendously valuable if, in the 
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future, attempts are made to trace the often implicitly stated theoretical roots, as pointed out 

by Agrell and Treverton,93 Bean,94 Davies,95 De Graaff and Nyce,96 Lillbacka97 and others.  

7.2. The limits of the core functions of intelligence 

There is a need for analytical conceptualism. The core functions of intelligence are a 

conceptualist reformulation of the classic intelligence cycle, which takes into account the 

dynamism of issue decomposition on an abstract, conceptual level. However, this does not get 

us very far. Davies and Gustafson propose that the core functions of intelligence are a set of 

essential steps connected through logical interrelationships, much like roadbuilding, and are 

as essential to an intelligence organisation as roads are to a well-functioning state. They argue 

that the core functions of intelligence may be performed efficiently or competently or not at 

all98 and can be identified and examined methodologically across different intelligence 

organisations.99 In their view, the intelligence cycle or the core functions paradigm is there to 

describe and conceptualise certain elements that are necessary for running an intelligence 

organisation. In the functionalist perspective, certain elements are needed to make a 

functional societal system. These are called the functional prerequisites of society. This 

presupposes an understanding of intelligence organisations as essentially sharing the same 

basic needs. In this perspective, functional prerequisites can be deduced from an abstract 

social system model. For example, if the machinery of government is seen as a system, its 

essential needs can be deduced from an abstract model of the system – the intelligence cycle – 

in which there is a minimum of integration between the parts. 

Functionalists like Davies and Gustafson tend to view the parts of the system 

positively in that they focus on how the system works rather than its dysfunctions. This has 

led to several criticisms of functionalism as being conservative, supporting the status quo, ill-

equipped to explain social change and too abstract to be tested empirically.100 However, 

perhaps the strongest critique is that functionalist explanations of why something exists, such 
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as the intelligence cycle or the core functions of intelligence, presuppose that it is beneficial. I 

believe that the same critique could be levelled against Davies and Gustafson’s theoretical 

concept of core functions of intelligence and the conceptualists at large. And yet, for all the 

criticism of the conceptualists, this major point has yet not been applied to the field of 

intelligence studies, which suggests a need for more research. I have shown that the 

conceptualist position only provides a framework for exploring and describing the manifest 

dimension of the DDIS and that the core functions of intelligence do not explain the external 

challenges posed by the Middle East. 

7.3. Expanding the core functions of intelligence  

I argue that the existing conceptualist model for intelligence processes, in the form of the core 

functions of intelligence, is insufficient to cast light on the complexities of intelligence 

processes inside an intelligence organisation or to adapt existing intelligence processes to a 

more dynamic reality. As related above, the conceptualist approach, which comprises the bulk 

of intelligence studies, is based on an objectivist empiricist view of science, rooted in the 

early days of modern national intelligence. As shown in this dissertation, the conceptualist 

intelligence cycle is a central concept within intelligence studies, which has been reviewed 

and reformulated repeatedly over the last two decades from at least three different theoretical 

positions. However, unlike Davies and Gustafson, I do not consider the core functions of 

intelligence a valid baseline for comparisons since they do little more than scratch the surface 

of the manifest organisation and do not offer a means with which to dive deeper into the 

organisational setup. As a result, I propose drawing on Brown’s analytic distinctions in order 

to expand the conceptualist theoretical perspective. This will make it possible to move beyond 

the core functions and explore specific organisational processes, like the formulation of 

intelligence requirements as seen by the practitioners themselves, through a qualitative 

approach.   
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7.4. Qualitative case studies in intelligence studies  

I disagree with the classic conceptualists, Davies and Gustafson, who argue that single case 

studies should be avoided. Their contention is that case studies induce optical illusions in two 

complementary respects: they identify traits that are seen as unique but are not; and/or 

identify traits that are seen as universal but are not.  

I do not agree with this position. Rather, I argue that context-dependent knowledge is 

valuable, especially within intelligence studies, where access to actual empirical material is 

often limited. Through this unusual, critical and revelatory case study, I show that an 

exploratory case study can present new empirical material that challenges the conventional 

wisdom within the conceptualist camp. This case study is critical in that it questions the 

explanatory power of the conceptualist model when it comes to identifying and explaining the 

internal organisational processes of the DDIS, and therefore also questions the usefulness of 

the universal conceptualist model.  

Single case studies must precede comparative analysis of national intelligence 

services. Recently, Phythian pointed out that even though intelligence studies’ geographical 

range is slowly expanding beyond the Anglosphere, there is still a lack of case studies that can 

form the basis for comparative studies. He states: “[T]he production of detailed national case 

studies must precede comparative analysis”. This study’s small contribution to the field of 

intelligence studies is that it adds to the pool of raw material from which future comparisons 

can be made. Indeed, these possible comparisons should be made between national 

intelligence organisations of approximately the same size, in terms of both organisation and 

state, and with similar administrative and perhaps juridical frameworks. One starting point 

might be to compare Scandinavian intelligence services, based on single case studies of the 

Swedish, Norwegian and Finnish services, with a view to identifying their similarities and 

differences. Unfortunately, to date, there have been few initiatives involving the Scandinavian 
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intelligence community. However, the will and the resources are there, and I hope that the 

first outlines of a Scandinavian subfield of intelligence studies will be drawn within the next 

decade.   

By applying Eisenhardt and Graebner’s positivist approach to theory-driven inductive 

case studies, I show how inductive studies can open up the conceptualist framework and 

contribute to theory-building within it. Articles II and III present unique empirical material 

that opens up a little-studied research area, the formulation of intelligence requirements, and 

show how this process is implemented within a small, national intelligence organisation. 

Holding up these findings against the conceptualist cycle, I find that the conceptualist 

framework allows for a description of the DDIS’s formal intelligence processes, but nothing 

more, which echoes some of the criticisms directed at functionalism. However, by comparing 

patterns and identifying themes within the qualitative empirical material, I point out how the 

conceptual understanding of intelligence processes does not account for external factors or 

their influence on intelligence processes.  

7.5. New Public Management research 

This study represents a step towards and an argument for more in-depth case studies on 

continental European intelligence organisations and communities and the public 

administrations of which they are a part.  

Both Davies and Brown draw on Weber, but in different ways. In relation to Davies, it 

is important to understand the internal formal organisational structure and its links to the 

external formal organisation. How the activity is organised says a great deal about that 

activity and how its participants conceptualise and perform it. On the other hand, Brown 

points out that the formal organisation is ideally a function of the work, resources and 

techniques available to it. In order for the organisation to carry out its primary task, there must 

be an ongoing analysis of whether the organisational structure lives up to the organisation’s 
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formal purpose. For both Davies and Brown, the formal organisation is – or at least should be 

– the best possible organisation for solving the specific task for which the organisation was 

created. However, this positive view of the formal organisation is not evident in the ideas 

behind NPM, which itself was a continuation of the problematisation of the rationalistic 

bureaucracy as inflexible and lacking individual empowerment.101  

Du Gay points out that Weber’s concept of bureaucracy has been met with at least two 

distinct types of critique.102 One emphasises how bureaucracies tend to lead to irrationality, 

inflexibility and inefficiency. The other points out that a juridical-rationalistic bureaucracy 

seeks to strangle spontaneity, freedom and the possibility of self-realisation among its 

members. It is beyond my remit here to explore in depth a subject about which much has been 

written, but suffice to say that Weber highlights that bureaucracy is a way of organising that 

entails consequences for the individual and that these must be addressed. Viewed through the 

lens of Weber’s ideas on rationalistic bureaucracy and the theoretical debates it inspired, we 

can see the outlines of two different theoretical approaches to bureaucracy at play in the 

DDIS. In the intelligence cycle, we see a theoretical approach to bureaucracy driven by 

rationalisation and universal principles; in the GPP, we see the response to that same 

rationalisation in the form of an NPM instrument. This reveals not only multiple layers of 

Cold War organisational processes, in the form of the intelligence cycle and the CCIR, but 

also models borne out of both a belief in formal structures and a scepticism regarding that 

same formal organisation – a scepticism that demands greater human agency and 

empowerment.  

On both sides of the objectivist/constructivist and studies-for-intelligence/studies-of-

intelligence divide, there have been calls for a broader organisational perspective on 

intelligence organisations. Davies argues that intelligence organisations should be studied as 

part of governmental structures. An intelligence organisation is a part of a larger formal 
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organisation – and in order to understand the former, we must understand the formal structure 

of the latter. Further, Davies argues that structural developments cannot be examined or 

understood without seeing them as bound up in a relationship with the national customers.103 

De Graaff and Nyce point out that national differences in intelligence organisations stemming 

from different national structures and cultures are often overlooked.104 In 1996, in Intelligence 

in Peace and War, Herman briefly pointed out that New Public Management could be 

expected to have an impact on intelligence organisations:  

Intelligence is bound to be influenced by the public administration setting in which it 

operates and in which there have been extensive changes in English-speaking 

countries over the last fifteen years towards a style of a ‘New Public Management’ 

(NPM).105 

 

 

However, it appears that few heeded his words. In this dissertation, I have taken up this 

perspective to show just how much NPM has taken over the classic conceptualist stance in the 

DDIS and has introduced NPM terms (e.g. goal and progression plans, working programmes, 

strategic goals and working groups) to such an extent that the conceptualist framework of the 

intelligence cycle is now little more than an incantation. Davies and Gustafson (from the UK) 

and De Graaff and Nyce (from mainland Europe) have all called for comparative studies of 

intelligence organisations.106 Further, Davies has argued that intelligence studies has not been 

systematically incorporated into public administration studies.107 Even less has been written 

on the Scandinavian intelligence organisations and the welfare states of which are they are 

part. Intelligence organisations and the welfare state is a theme yet to be addressed. 

7.5. The future of Danish and Scandinavian intelligence studies 

This case study argues for an analytical perspective on national intelligence organisations. In 

Scandinavia, as elsewhere, intelligence organisations are under increasing pressure to adapt to 

external factors in order to stay relevant to their customers.108 Various calls have been issued 

for greater professional self-awareness and reflexivity.109 A small group of Scandinavian 
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intelligence scholars have offered recommendations to Scandinavian intelligence 

organisations based on a distinctly Scandinavian perspective. Taking a hands-on approach, 

Hattlebrekke, Stenslie, Vaage and Sundahl aim to ensure that the Norwegian organisations 

reflect on themselves by shifting responsibility to the analyst – who, in their view, is the 

organisation’s key resource. It is the analyst who controls the intelligence process, engages in 

dialogue with customers and directs the collection process.110 In Denmark, intelligence 

analysis techniques are very popular with both practitioners and researchers since they offer a 

readily available toolbox in the form of handbooks on structural analytic techniques and the 

elimination of biases, which can be taught and internalised individually.111 The Danish 

scholar Rønn, in her call for a broadening of the field of intelligence studies, points out that 

the post-positivist, analyst-centric approach is an overdeveloped aspect of intelligence studies. 

As a consequence, she and other European scholars112 have argued for a different perspective, 

focusing on developing the ontological and epistemological foundations of intelligence 

studies. Taking a more structural approach, the Norwegians Grongstad and Lasoen call for a 

broader organisational perspective and point out that bureaucratic silos made more sense 

during the Cold War than they do in the 21st century, where there is a need for more dynamic, 

adaptable organisations that can respond to dynamic requirements113. In their view, flexible 

organisational models require both project and matrix structures. They argue that one way of 

doing this is to increase the coordination and integration of collection and analysis in 

relation to specific geographic or functional issues in matrix structures. This study leaves it to 

others to sharpen the intelligence analyst’s analytical tools. Instead, its focus is on how 

intelligence requirements are formulated inside the organisation. Ultimately, no matter how 

abstract the conceptualist position, context matters. There is a Danish approach to formulating 

intelligence requirements, although not necessarily in a strictly cultural sense – rather, in the 

sense of a specific Danish intelligence bureaucracy shaped by larger historical forces. This 
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study argues that the conceptualist model is steeped in the Anglo-American Cold War 

experience, and therefore ill-equipped for specific Scandinavian settings. It concludes that the 

NPM-based Danish administrative framework must be taken into account, along with the 

issue decomposition process inside the department, which in turn is influenced by the Middle 

East, via the constantly shifting agendas of the political decision-makers and the changing 

realities on the ground, as monitored by the analysts themselves. 

8. Practical recommendations 
This dissertation examines how the prescriptive, normative, timeless, decontextualised and 

universalistic conceptualist model operates in a Danish context at the end of the second 

decade of the 21st century and finds that the intelligence cycle is highly contextualised. It 

points to the discrepancy between the normative concepts and the complex reality in which 

they are presumed to function. All of this should caution against applying prescriptive 

concepts wholesale inside intelligence organisations, without taking into account the context 

(the national administrative structure or system) of which the intelligence organisation is part, 

and in which the prescriptive concepts and models are applied – be it the intelligence cycle, 

the CCIR taxonomy or the target-centric analytic framework. At best, these prescriptive 

concepts can inspire new ways of thinking; at worst, they can obscure the organisation’s view 

of itself and lead the employees to believe that they are adhering to outdated principles.   

When I embarked on this study, I had the ambitious goal of ‘building’ a new model 

for the DDIS along conceptualist lines. However, as my exploratory case study progressed, I 

realised that even though the conceptualist model might work as a manifest, almost 

emblematic presentation of intelligence processes, the actual reality of the organisation was 

much more complicated and exciting. Any extant organisational model for the DDIS would 

have to factor in the impact of the focus area, which in itself renders inadequate the 

conceptualist model of the core functions of intelligence. Instead, as this study shows, there is 
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a dire need to take into consideration not only the larger context within which the DDIS 

operates but also – and this is a core argument – the individual departments of the DDIS. 

These are presumably influenced by the external environment, and as such, apply prescriptive 

models, such as CCIR taxonomy and issue decomposition processes, in different ways.  

This is a single case study of one analytical department inside the DDIS. It would be 

fascinating to conduct a similar study in other departments within the organisation – for 

example, the Counter Terror analytical department or the China analytical department – to see 

how each department’s external environment or area of focus creates internal schisms, 

dilemmas and possibilities. It would be particularly interesting to examine how a presumably 

even more dynamic and volatile focus area, like Contra Terror – the covert, transnational 

networks of which are characterised by a highly fluid membership due to deaths, arrests and 

disappearances – influences the dialogue and negotiations between the department and its 

national customers. At the other end of the spectrum, it would be interesting to explore how a 

presumably more stable focus area, like China – a superpower with growing influence and 

global ambitions – makes its influence felt on the processes surrounding intelligence 

requirements.114 A multi-site case study could throw more light on the focus of the annual 

formulation, decomposition and operationalisation of intelligence requirements, and how the 

area of focus, as an independent factor, influences and shapes the organisational processes 

inside an intelligence organisation, thus making a contribution to future theory-building for 

the DDIS on its own issue decomposition processes.    

8.1. Recommendation: A Centre of Excellence 

In the face of general external challenges, especially regarding the area-specific challenges, 

dilemmas and schisms that arise within both the issue decomposition process and customer-

analyst relations, the department has a set of dynamic independent factors it has to contain 

and deal with within the NPM framework of the GPP, which governs the dialogue between 
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the customers and the practitioners regarding where to focus resources on both an annual and 

ad hoc basis. In this context, the conceptualist model of core functions of intelligence almost 

seems too abstract to be a practical instrument. These findings highlight the difficulties in 

aligning theory with practice and point to the wider debate within intelligence studies 

regarding the role of research vis-à-vis practice. Nonetheless, within individual national 

organisations, the practice of intelligence needs to be based on studies-for-intelligence in 

order to become – and remain – reflexive with regard to organisational processes.  

As I have shown, the classic conceptualists – scholars of application – have argued for 

years that the original intelligence cycle needs to be updated to meet the challenges of the 21st 

century. In pursuit of this, a number of alternative approaches have been suggested, the point 

of which is to strengthen the conceptual understanding of intelligence processes within 

intelligence organisations. This analytical conceptualist study shows that even though models 

are useful, they must always be put into national organisational contexts. As such, this author 

recommends that a function be set up inside the DDIS – namely, a centre of excellence (COE) 

that supports the DDIS with best practice, research, support and training for issue 

decomposition processes at individual departmental level. In the Danish central 

administration, the GPP is the obligatory framework via which all government agencies 

formulate their annual strategic goals, and as such, the COE must also operate within this 

framework. However, adjustments can be made in terms of issue decomposition processes 

since neither the CCIR taxonomy nor the target-centric analytical process is mandatory. 

Rather, these are merely tools inherited from the Cold War or borrowed or copied from larger 

(and, it is presumed, better) organisations that, lacking more suitable or more processually 

tailored tools, have been incorporated into the routines of the Middle East analytical 

department.    
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The intelligence Cycle and its theoretical Developments since 1948 

Abstract 
The intelligence cycle is a controversial concept. It lives on in intelligence organisations, even 

though these organisations have to stay reflexive under the mounting pressures the challenges 

from a globalised, technologically interconnected and permeable, dynamic and volatile global 

security landscape. The article traces the theoretical developments of the intelligence cycle, 

from the early attempts in the 19th century and into the 21st century, where mounting 

challenges have resulted into a conceptualist, processualist and constructivist response to the 

challenges to the model. This examination is focused on the ontological and epistemological 

underpinnings of the model as the model went through three successive periods: 1947-1991, 

1992-2000 and 2001 until today. Conceptualists have abstracted the model to a topology, 

while the processualists have been looking for empirical accuracy to match the organisational 

reality inside the intelligence organisations. Outside the main stream Anglo-American, 

studies-for-intelligence tradition, not least from the European continent, a constructivist 

response from the studies-of-intelligence tradition have viewed the cycle as a representation 

of a socially constructed normative view on intelligence processes. Finally, this study argues 

for a theoretical expansion of the conceptual approach deemed inadequate.    

Keywords: intelligence cycle, national intelligence organisations, Intelligence Studies, history 

of intelligence 

1. Introduction 
In 1948, at the brink of the Cold War, the first known example of the intelligence cycle was 

formulated by two American officers based on their experiences from the Second World 

War1. It was a vision for the intelligence organisations of the 1950’es, hammered out on the 

anvil of the Second World War experience. In 2021, 73 years, and several wars and 

intelligence failures later, the intelligence cycle is still held in regard by several intelligence 

services. Thirty years after the implosion of the adversary, the Soviet Union, that the cycle 

was built to help the intelligence organisations counter, the intelligence cycle is still explicitly 

mentioned in the NATO intelligence doctrine, in the American and British intelligence 

doctrines2, but also in the doctrines of small intelligence services countries like Norway3 and 

Denmark4. The intelligence cycle, or process, is canonised in all the above-mentioned 

documents as a seemingly simple process, that in reality ‘is a complex set of activities5‘, a 

simplified description of the systematic process behind6‘, yet it is still presented as the 

universal model for describing the inner workings of intelligence services.  
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One could argue that if a concept has been around for 70 years, it must be because there is 

some truth to it. Actually, the cycle is a truism. It is interesting that intelligence organisations, 

who supposedly are constantly devising ways for peering into the dynamic and increasingly 

uncertain future, are still paying homage to a concept conceived at the brink of the Cold War. 

It is also curious to note that there is a disconnect between this simultaneous doctrinal pledge 

to a seemingly anachronistic concept to organise intelligence processes and a confession that 

that same concept does not cover or explain the complex procedures of the organisations 

working in an ever more dynamic security environment. National intelligence services, 

originally centralised and institutionalised within the modern nation-state during the Cold War, 

have moved into a world of A.I., of information technology, new, hybrid and cyberwars, 

adversary state-, and non-state actors, increasingly dynamic threats, and increased competition 

from private companies7. In Scandinavia, national consumers face a set of general challenges: 

an ever faster global flow of information8 and an ever more dynamic and complex threat 

picture, which in turn creates a less and less static set of intelligence requirements for 

intelligence services9. In this dynamic environment, one wonders why an organisation like the 

Danish Defence Intelligence Service (DDIS) devotes several pages to the intelligence cycle in 

their biannual report or a whole webpage on their official website. If the intelligence cycle is 

merely an illustration of a complex process, then surely there must be other and more 

contemporary ways to illustrate this process. If the intelligence cycle is held up as a way of 

providing transparency to a process, that in reality is a much more complex process, then the 

intelligence cycle can only muddle the public and perhaps its employees, understanding of the 

way the DDIS works. Furthermore, if it is not really the way the DDIS organise its inner 

workings as the DDIS itself implies, then how is it done? Furthermore, how can a security 

organisation be reflexive about its practice today if the only standard of reference is a model 

for the intelligence process that was developed in the early years of the Cold War? And most 
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crucially, how can it stay relevant to its national customers if it is not reflexive? The 

organisation of intelligence processes, the way data is turned into intelligence seems to be a 

much overlooked but crucial aspect in the literature. This paradox of intelligence 

organisations working in an ever more dynamic environment, while professing to do it 

according to a Cold War invention, calls for a closer examination of the concept itself in the 

form of the formation, history and development of the concept and an examination of the 

theoretical underpinnings of the concept to examine why it is still considered useful by 

intelligence organisations in the 21st century. This article argues that the intelligence cycle has 

become a truism over the years within the intelligence literature as it has conceptually 

changed little, and therefore contributes very little to the challenging reality of the 21st century 

and has become redundant. 

In an age where national intelligence organisations are under external pressure, not 

only do they no longer have a monopoly on producing intelligence but are increasingly 

competing for the favour of the political decision-makers with private organisations and 

think-tanks, there is a constant need for them to be vigilant to stay relevant, but they are also 

under pressure to adapt to the environment that they are operating in. It is paradoxical that 

intelligence organisations, which are supposed to be riding the wave and be at the forefront of 

developments in a global, digitalised, dynamic security and threat environment, seems to be 

behind the curve when it comes to the conceptual understanding of the process, whereby data 

are turned into intelligence. Against this paradox, intelligence theorists have offered different 

answers. Positivists would argue that the intelligence cycle represents the timeless, universal 

principles of intelligence without which intelligence services would cease to be organisations 

of intelligence regardless of the organisational challenges. Realists and constructivists would, 

albeit from very different ontological and epistemological standpoints, argue that by looking 

at intelligence organisations through the aged prism of the intelligence cycle, intelligence 
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organisations blind themselves from exploring, explaining – and ultimately - from addressing 

the complexities of the actual intelligence processes inside the specific organisation that is 

needed to confront the changing security landscape. The aim of this article is to show how the 

intelligence cycle as a concept has developed since its inception from the American 

experience of the Second World War and how it became part and parcel with not only a 

specific epistemological standpoint that dominated Intelligence Studies until the beginning of 

the 21st century but also a certain kind of intelligence problem and a particular type of 

intelligence organisation. Also, the article will show that as the challenges to the intelligence 

services became complex, the discussion developed from a friendly conversation among like-

minded theorists on how to conceptualise intelligence processes to a discussion between 

advocates, sceptics and opponents of the concept. This article ends with an argument for case 

studies as a method for revisiting the intelligence processes. The research question is: What 

are the theoretical developments of the intelligence cycle from its first known inception in 

1948 until today, and what role does the intelligence cycle play in intelligence organisations 

today?  

In order to answer the research question, I trace the origins of the concept in post-

Second World War America and its epistemological foundation and how the concept emerged 

after the end of the Cold War. Second, I show how the debate surrounding the cycle branched 

out into a positivist, a realist and constructivist perspective on the cycle after the turn of the 

century. I examine their epistemological and methodological standpoints and how it informs 

their view of the intelligence cycle. Summing up, I conclude that not only is the intelligence 

cycle a concept with a history, but it is also a contested concept, thereby showing that the 

concept is by no means a universal concept based on universal principles of intelligence. 

Finally, I look into the possibilities of structuring a pragmatic theoretical perspective based, 

not on a prescriptive idealistic model, but through a case study of an intelligence service. 
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2. Results 
This review is organised both chronologically and thematically in four sections. A 

chronological reading of four important works from 1948, 1949, 1989 and 1996 on the 

intelligence cycle in the first three sections will show how the concept of the intelligence 

cycle survived almost unscathed for half a century, solidifying its mythological status in the 

literature and perhaps, inside the intelligence organisations. In the 1990s, the first objections 

against the concept emerged. The fourth section will present the debate surrounding the 

intelligence cycle in the 21st century and point to some of the shortcomings in the concept. 

2.1.1800-1948: Forming 

The intelligence cycle is a historical product associated with the rise of the modern state 

intelligence organisations in first Europe and later in the United States. The European 

intelligence organisations are themselves a product of historical development stretching back 

at least to the Napoleonic Wars of the early 19th century and the beginnings of the modern 

state10. Of course, the cycle was shaped by different factors and brought forward by a gradual 

building of an increasingly expanding intelligence bureaucracy throughout the late 19th and 

first half of the 20th century. In the interwar years, in the United Kingdom, attempts of 

structuring the intelligence processes and intelligence functions11 in the growing state 

bureaucracies and led to the establishment of the Central Intelligence Machinery in 192912. 

Before the end of World War II, the Americans generally followed in the footsteps of the 

British, going through the same developments. However, on both sides of the Atlantic, 

uncoordinated and decentralised and often competing compartmentalisation of intelligence 

along organisational lines turned out to carry fatal consequences13. Therefore, after World 

War II, in 1946, the Joint Intelligence Bureau (JIB) was created in the United Kingdom to 

rationalize and coordinate the collection, the processing and the assessments of intelligence14 

and in the United States, the Director of Central Intelligence was created, responsible for 
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coordination and all-source analysis15. Thus, state intelligence was, over a period of roughly 

150 years through innovation, trial and error of the colonial wars of the British and World 

War I and II, increasingly organised, bureaucratised and centralized within the state. The 

development of the intelligence cycle was a natural embodiment of this process.  

2.2.Consolidation (1948-1989) 

After the intelligence failures of World War II, two defining works were published. They 

introduced prescriptive models based on experience from the just-finished World War II, 

introduced a rationalistic way of thinking to the burgeoning group of intelligence officers and 

civilian analysts inside growing intelligence bureaucracies, which they would bring with them 

into the Cold War16. The first but lesser-known version of the intelligence cycle was 

introduced by Davidson & Glass in 1948, teaching intelligence in Fort Davenport in the 

United States. The two officers published a handbook; Intelligence is For Officers17, in which 

they introduce a circular, sequential, unidirectional four-phased model that graphically 

resembles the one we know today. The handbook is based on their personal military experiences 

from World War II and is rich with examples of American clashes with especially the Japanese Imperial 

Army in the Pacific18. The authors lament the intelligence failures committed by the American military 

during World War II and argue that many of these intelligence failures could have been avoided if 

intelligence had been held in higher regard and better understood by the officer core19. Therefore, they 

set out to heighten the status and applicability of intelligence by attempting to ‘lay the foundation for the 

comprehension of military intelligence20‘. The authors argue that the production of military intelligence 

is a matter that is governed by logical principles in the same way that war is governed by universal 

principles21. In the view of the two officers, the cycle is an application of the universal principle of 

intelligence, that information must be processed to become military intelligence. Information, raw and 

unprocessed, needs to be collected, evaluated, and interpreted to become military intelligence22. This 
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principle of intelligence is the circular relationship between four significant features: collection, 

procession, the use of intelligence and the direction of efforts embodied in the intelligence cycle23.  

A year later, in 1949, an American Yale professor of history, Sherman Kent, published his 

seminal work24, Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy, in which he introduced an 

analytical phase into the intelligence cycle and laid the groundwork for intelligence analysis 

as an academic discipline. Kent, like Davidson and Glass, had served in the American army 

during World War II as an analyst, where he applied academic methods of evaluating 

information to military intelligence25. Bringing in the academic approach, Kent defined 

intelligence as not just the processed information itself, but as both the activity of acquiring 

the information and the result of the activity, the intelligence itself, whereupon successful 

action can be based26. Kent thus defines intelligence not only as a certain kind of knowledge 

produced by a certain kind of organisation but also as an activity or organisational process27. 

Kent’s initial idea was that intelligence as a profession should have its own set of 

methodologies, doctrines, vocabulary, techniques and its own accumulative practical literature 

like the natural sciences that would support it and solve practical problems as they would 

arise28. Importantly, Kent had a hand in laying the groundwork for the study of intelligence, 

formulating what was later to be known as the studies-for-intelligence perspective, which 

would dominate the Intelligence Studies field for half a century, in which typically former 

intelligence practitioners would seek to bridge the rigour-relevance divide in their own way.  

In 1989, 40 years later and just before the end of the Cold War, Berkowitz and Goodman took 

up the initiative from Kent. Based on an accumulation of experiences from the last four 

decades of American intelligence work, they wanted to prepare the American intelligence 

community for the significant challenges that they perceived would be facing the United 

States in the future29. The authors counted the challenges as being: a multiplication of 

potential targets with triple as many countries as there existed before World War II; 
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influential huge international organisations; a multiplication of potential customers with the 

growth of the American administration since 1949; technology and the challenge of 

transforming tech data to useable intelligence; the consequential challenge of analysis in this 

diverse landscape of new actors, customers and technology, the challenge of enhanced 

political oversight and on top of this, the continued rivalry with the Soviet Union30. In this 

world of new challenging factors, Berkowitz and Goodman wanted to revitalise the virtues of 

the past, insisting on bringing in the intelligence cycle as the model of basic principles of 

intelligence and a prescription for how intelligence should be produced. The intelligence 

cycle, the authors argued, dictated a logical, sequential and clear division of labour in a 

challenging landscape and organisations failing to follow the principles of the cycle were 

heading for intelligence failure31.  

Still, the concept of an intelligence cycle is a good place to start in describing how the 

intelligence community operates, if only because this is how most people probably 

believe intelligence should be produced: it is logical, one step follows from another, 

and there is an efficient division of labor. Moreover, most intelligence failures can be 

classified as problems that arise when one or more steps in this process breaks 

down32.  

 

In their argument, Berkowitz and Goodman thereby argued for a quite conservative view of 

the intelligence cycle, seeing it as embodying intuitive, logical principles that should work as 

a steady compass for intelligence organisations at increasingly dark and unpredictable seas. 

Thus, Berkowitz and Goodman argued for a revitalisation of what they saw as the basic 

principles of intelligence, which themselves were deducted from the American experience 

from World War II in the form of the intelligence cycle. Thereby they brought the prescribed 

model for intelligence for the Cold War, moulded on World War II-experience by Davidson 

and Glass and Kent into a post-Cold War world. 

2.3.1989-2001: Rumblings – first Suggestions for Reform 

Intelligence organisations had initially grown out of an industrialised and centralised 

bureaucratic state within a bipolar world33, but after the end of the Cold War, great 
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geopolitical upheavals at the beginning of the 1990’es broke up the bipolar world order34. With 

the implosion of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the prime adversary gone, the by now nascent 

Anglo-American35 Intelligence Studies literature36began for the first time since its birth to 

orient itself toward the new world order and the question of how the intelligence communities 

could or should adapt to it. At the same time as scholars of intelligence were trying to shed 

the concepts of the Cold War, an emerging field within business administration, business 

intelligence (BI), adopted the classic intelligence cycle of the late 1940’es and breathed new 

life into the concept. In 1996, after the end of the Cold War and the ideological victory of a 

capitalist market-driven economy, another former British intelligence officer turned historian 

of intelligence, Michael Herman, published Intelligence Power in Peace and War37 in which 

he argued for a more liberal, market-oriented, view of intelligence organisations and a change 

in the perception of the driving force of the intelligence cycle and the perception of the 

intelligence cycle itself. He departed from Berkowitz and Goodman’s understanding of the 

intelligence cycle from 1989 in rejecting the notion that the intelligence cycle was an 

expression of underlying fundamental principles of intelligence. Instead, he forwarded the 

idea that the intelligence cycle as a model was merely the dominating metaphor for a process, 

a process that itself had erroneously been perceived as driven by the intelligence requirements 

of the customer. This misconception of intelligence processes as customer-driven, as he saw 

it, had its foundation in military doctrine, where intelligence is to serve the commander in 

tactical decision-making. Instead, Herman suggested, the intelligence cycle should be seen as 

a cybernetic system, driven by entrepreneurial collection supplying the demand for 

intelligence from customers through the intelligence organisation with the customer asserting 

control of the flows of information coming their way through feedback. In this way, Herman 

argued for an understanding of the intelligence organisation as a privileged provider of 

information in a marketplace of many possible providers, fighting for the customers’ favour38.  
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Berkowitz, the co-author of Strategic Intelligence for American National Security from 1989, 

made the argument in 1996 that American national intelligence had to reform itself radically 

in order to adapt to the information revolution. In short, less centralisation and more 

competition39. Regarding the intelligence cycle, Berkowitz took a very different stand than six 

years before, pointing out that even though the requirements have changed, the intelligence 

community still operates like it was in the 1940es. He pointed out that the American 

intelligence services are no longer the leaders in information technology, and the model for 

intelligence is out of date40. Instead, Berkowitz makes the point that national intelligence 

organisations need to be as adaptable and flexible as possible by creating a competitive 

intelligence community, where multiple intelligence organisations are competing against one 

another for the favour of the customer.  

Though the ways in which people use information have changed dramatically, most 

discussions about intelligence still use a model of the intelligence process that dates 

from the 1940s. This traditional model of the “intelligence cycle” is linear and single-

tracked: Intelligence managers survey their consumers and define requirements. These 

requirements are used to assign collection responsibilities. Technicians and case 

officers then process the collected data. Analysts use the data to develop their 

products, which are then coordinated, edited, and delivered to the consumer. No one 

believes that intelligence really operates this way, but the concept still underlies most 

intelligence planning41.  

 

The appearance of the intelligence cycle in BI is worth a slight detour. One can only speculate 

whether the influx of 1940es intelligence concepts into famous works on BI in the 1990es 

prolonged the life of the intelligence cycle. Nonetheless, the classical model is at the centre of 

more than one much-cited work on competitive intelligence of the 1990es. For instance, the 

intelligence cycle is at the centre of Larry Kahaners book, Competitive Intelligence: How to 

Gather Analyse and Use Information to Move your Business to the Top from 1997 and 

Millennium Intelligence: Understanding and Conducting Competitive Intelligence in the 

Digital Age from 2000 by Jerry Miller. Both works place the intelligence cycle as the basic 
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principle for establishing intelligence inside the private business42. In 1997, Kahaner pointed 

out the beauty of the intelligence cycle as the basic unit of a competitive intelligence system:  

The basic unit of a competitive intelligence system is the intelligence cycle. It is the 

process by which raw information is turned into intelligence. The process that is used 

by companies is similar to that which is employed by the CIA and others in the 

intelligence community worldwide. The beauty lies in its simplicity. There are only 

four steps43. 

 

It is interesting to note these two developments. Ironically, while intelligence researchers like 

Hamann were trying to do away with the Cold War concept of the intelligence cycle in order 

to be more competitive, popular works on business intelligence integrated those same models 

into the competitive intelligence, and thereby, perhaps, secured the survival of the concept. 

The review will now shift its weight from a more chronological accentuation to a more 

thematic accentuation, focusing more on differing views on the intelligence cycle.  

2.4.2001-: Earthquake – Reform, Revolution or Revolt? 

With the crash of the WTC and the WMD-intelligence fiasco at the beginning of the 21st 

century, the world tilted again. And again, intelligence organisations needed to adapt to new 

types of threats. The 9/11 terror attack on the USA was seen as the result of a colossal 

intelligence failure and led to a debate inside the global intelligence community in the field of 

Intelligence Studies and over the concept of the intelligence cycle. As a part of this adaptation 

process, the concept of the intelligence cycle came under scrutiny on a hitherto unprecedented 

scale44, not least from within the (albeit primarily Anglo-American) academic community.  

The threats against the state have changed fundamentally. There is general agreement among 

scholars of intelligence that the end of the 20th century brought changes to the intelligence 

community in Europe and the Anglo-Saxon world45. There is some disagreement on whether 

these changes were brought about through globalisation46, the information revolution47 or a 

revolution in warfare48 exclusively or through a combination. Nevertheless, there is general 
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agreement on that these factors, in whatever combination, brought about several challenges to 

the national intelligence organisations. Western and northern European states no longer only 

faces a single monolithic adversary like the Soviet Union, but also several simultaneous 

phenomena like new wars49, a rise in natural disasters due to climate change50, pandemics51, 

migration, stately actors, non-stately actors et cetera which forms a new and dynamic threat 

picture52. The current volume, speed and variation of threats against national security is 

without precedent. We experience “increasingly asymmetric, unconventional, unpredictable, 

proliferating threats menacing and penetrating from multiple vectors, even from within53.” 

The question of how intelligence respond to external challenges seems to have become a 

permanent burning question. 

Also, in this new era, intelligence organisations are dealing with new types of 

conflicts54 in the form of new wars55 or hybrid wars56 - not least in the Middle East. 

The general external challenges mentioned above are challenges to any intelligence service, 

irrespective of their interests or focus. However, intelligence services are also shaped by the 

‘realities on the ground’, that is, the events, actors and trends in the geographical region that 

they are following closely. These events, actors and trends are factors that seldom is taken into 

account within the literature on intelligence organisations and their processes, particularly 

analysis. The Middle East, riddled with ‘new wars’57 or ‘hybrid wars’, where the lines 

between different kinds of actors (private, public, state and non-state) are increasingly blurred 

as well as the different types of conflict going on at the same time. As a region, it represents a 

significant challenge to any political decision-maker on a national and international level, and 

therefore it represents a challenge to any intelligence organisation. 

Apart from these changes in the international political landscape, factors like new 

technologies (the internet, GPS, social media, drones, automated surveillance), new 

collection systems and an explosion in information technology - increased the volume, speed 
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and variation in the sources of data to a hitherto never seen before level58. Changes in the 

nature of threats, of war and peace, but also in the nature of information and the pace of 

technological change as an independent factor that drives change59 have put pressures on 

intelligence organisations in terms of collection, processing and analysing data on a hitherto 

unprecedented colossal scale. 

As Treverton has pointed out, the relationship between analysts and customers is 

based around the question, the requirement or the problem. Different needs on the part of the 

customer lead to different problems and consequently different products and different time 

needs for producing analysis. Moreover, on top of this, there is the question of whether there 

is a focus on intelligence or forecasting. Treverton has laid out a typology of intelligence 

questions that analysts can focus on: puzzles, mysteries and complexities: Puzzles are an 

intelligence problem, where the answer exists, but might be or might not be found; mysteries 

is an intelligence problem, where the answer is contingent and cannot be known, but key 

variables can, along with a sense of how they can be combined can be forecasted and finally 

complexities, which is a problem, where many actors are responding to changing 

circumstances, not repeating any established pattern and even the problem itself might be in 

dispute. 

The current shift in speed and variation of threats towards national security was 

without precedent, a shift that required that state intelligence organisations reformed or 

revolutionised themselves. These ground-breaking events also created the first cracks in the 

Kent-inspired accumulative, problem-oriented, and indeed positivistic theoretical paradigm on 

intelligence that had dominated the field of intelligence and Intelligence Studies since its 

inception during the Cold War. New alternative ontological and epistemological standpoints60 

emerged over a period of 20 years that was radically different from the positivist perspective 
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that had dominated the field until then and thereby leading to a theoretical differentiation in 

intelligence theory that had until then been unknown.  

2.4.1. The dominant positivist Approach 

Sherman Kent have had an enormous impact on Intelligence Studies, and he laid down an 

approach that have dominated both the intelligence community and the field of Intelligence 

Studies, dictating a structuring of intelligence processes according to certain scientific ideals. 

In the dominant Intelligence Studies should be deduced from universal principles, should be 

accumulative and act as a scientific advisor and problem-solver for intelligence organisations, 

helping them along the way. The dominant approach on both sides on the Atlantic to studying 

intelligence processes within an intelligence organisation takes the view that a model of the 

intelligence cycle is a valuable way to think about intelligence, either as process, functions or 

organisation. In the dominant epistemology, truth itself is a puzzle, final and finite. Positivist 

epistemology is fact-based and wants theory to explain universal laws or principles of 

intelligence. These exist in themselves and can be perceived by humans. Moreover, because it 

is so, it is possible for intelligence analysts to “speak truth to power” - because truth, as an 

empirical fact, exists outside human relationships and can be grasped by humans. This 

ontological and epistemological standpoint leads to a worldview where objective and non-

biased information about causal relationships in political world events are available, can be 

objectively and neutrally collected, processed, analysed and disseminated in non-political 

reports in order to fulfil the intelligence requirement of the politician through a structured 

process, i.e. the intelligence cycle. Through the intelligence cycle, the intelligence 

organisation merely first collects, then process available objective quantitative and qualitative 

facts and finally accumulate and assemble the puzzle, write up the neutral, value-free report 

and disseminate it to the customer.  
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However, as the world is changing, so is the need for bringing the model up to speed 

with reality. The intelligence cycle within the positivist perspective is itself merely a neutral 

processor of information, and if there is a need of updating the intelligence cycle, this can be 

done by a rigorous “scientific method” inspired by the natural sciences. According to 

Davies61, Gustafson and Rigden, it is possible to discover, describe, and layout either the 

essential intelligence functions and apply these principles to any organisation62 or build models 

that layout the most effective ways of structuring the process63 within a particular organisation. 

Thus, two approaches for reforming the intelligence cycle has been put forward within the 

positivistic tradition by Davies, Gustafson and Rigden: a conceptual and a processual.  

The conceptualists are defined as scholars who view the intelligence cycle as a conceptual 

model for activities of intelligence, and the proceduralists see the model as a way of mapping 

the processes inside the intelligence organisation64. According to the originators of this 

analytic division, Davies, Gustafson and Rigden, the conceptualists have been more interested 

in getting the general principles right, seeing the cycle merely as a heuristic model for 

intelligence processes. The proceduralists, on the other hand, have tried to create new models 

or reform variants of the old cycle so that it more accurately represents the actual processes 

inside the organisation. On the one hand is the rational approach of the conceptualists, trying 

to lay down the general logical principles for the healthy intelligence work as it should be. On 

the other hand, the empiricist approach of the proceduralists, trying to map out the procedural 

spaghetti of specific intelligence institutions by observing and describing the processual 

landscape as it is. At the core of this division is the question of whether the model should 

represent principles for intelligence organisations to aim for or model the reality of the 

organisation. Other researchers have raised the same distinction along the lines of Davies, 

Gustafson and Rigden’s distinctions65 between the advocates of principle or process66 or 

accepting the dualism, but couching it in different terms, seeing it as a distinction between the 
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empirical and the normative67. In the following, we will apply this distinction to three applied 

studies of the intelligence cycle in order to show how the literature has fanned out from a 

primarily conceptual view from the second half of the 20th century to a threefold of a 

rationalist, an empiricist and the newcomer, a constructivist, perspective on the intelligence 

cycle. 

Conceptualists – building a model on universal principles. The conceptual approach argues 

that the directional, cyclical and step-by-step model of intelligence cycle does not represent 

how intelligence processes actually work, but that the model does represents a pack of “law-

like” essential, universally applicable core functions of intelligence that finds their expression 

in different intelligence organisations. The normative view is that if intelligence processes 

within a given organisation are not effective, then it is because of the inability of the 

organisation to comply with the core functions of intelligence.  

Davies, Gustafson & Rigden from Brunel University has been instrumental in 

formulating “the core functions of intelligence paradigm” at the heart of the British and 

NATO intelligence cycle. Based on a deductive approach, in “The Intelligence Cycle is dead, 

Long live the Intelligence Cycle: rethinking fundamentals for a new intelligence doctrine”, 

Davies, Gustafson & Rigden proposed the ‘the core functions of intelligence’: direction, 

collection, processing and dissemination, which is a set of abstract general principles68. In 

their view, the intelligence cycle can do this, as it “is (and always was) a heuristic concept that 

describes a set of logical inter-relationships between several types or classes of activity69“. If, 

however, one wants to use the intelligence cycle as a prescription of how to carry out an 

intelligence process, “a procedural clockwork that serves as a “quick win for busy analysts70“, 

then the cycle is useless. Davies & Gustafson consider the cycle a description of essential 

activities, not a manual for processing intelligence. Nevertheless, at the same time, they 
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recognise a need for a reformed model. Therefore, they recommend ‘the core functions 

paradigm’.  

The ‘core functions paradigm’ is a topology of what is to be considered necessary core 

intelligence functions within the British community: direction, collection, processing and 

dissemination71. The point in formulating a topology is to do away with the circular, 

sequential, unidirectional model and to put in its place an all-channel network, where all 

functions are potentially in communication at the same time. But more importantly, a 

topology is a mathematical concept and by describing the core functions of intelligence as 

topology, Davies, Gustafson and Rigden neutralise the significance of national contexts. In 

the attempt to form a doctrine that is both conceptual and procedural in scope, the authors 

reformulate the intelligence cycle as a Cold War invention to a Venn diagram that describes 

all the essential intelligence functions but does not describe the relations between the 

functions72. The functions change from organisation to organisation, shaped by national ideas 

about intelligence. Davies, Gustafson and Rigden’s core functions of intelligence have been 

immensely influential. It has formed the basis of the British intelligence doctrine, laid down in 

the Joint Defence Publication 2-00. Understanding and Support to Joint Intelligence 

Operations. 3rd Edition73, thereby planting it squarely at the centre of one of the worlds most 

renowned intelligence services and gaining support for the concept. Also, it is incorporated 

into NATOs doctrine of intelligence, Allied Joint Doctrine for Intelligence, 

Counterintelligence and Security74. Recently, researchers have proclaimed the core functions 

of intelligence as a universally applicable principle. For instance, Stout & Warner have argued 

that the core functions paradigm is perhaps universally applicable, although it is not static and 

will be subject to local additions75. 
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Proceduralists – assessing the processes. The proceduralists, being less occupied with 

conceptualising a universally applicable model of intelligence functions, are focused on 

diagnosing the intelligence processes by holding up the intelligence cycle as a lens through 

which the actual process inside the organisation could be viewed and compared. The best 

example has been produced by the American cultural anthropologist Rob Johnston, who at the 

beginning of this century was hired to provide an assessment of organisational needs and gaps 

within the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). As it is one of the early case studies of a 

contemporary intelligence organisation, Johnston’s study is one of the few studies of the 

application of the intelligence cycle based on empirical material, the study deserves mention.  

In an applied anthropological research program, he was to deliver an assessment of the 

conditions and variables that affect intelligence analysis. Johnston, seeing the intelligence cycle as 

a cultural representation of a phenomenon – the way intelligence is produced - concludes that the 

intelligence cycle as a model falls short of the objective of capturing the process. Instead, he concludes 

that the intelligence cycle is part of a more extensive understanding amongst analysts of their work as 

tradecraft, which is, in reality, just a bundle of unsystematic techniques, of which the intelligence cycle 

is part.  

Unfortunately, the model omits elements and fails to capture the process accurately, which 

makes understanding the challenges and responsibilities of intelligence analysis much more 

difficult76. 

 

Instead, Johnston recommends methodological formalism in both intelligence analysis and inaccurately 

describing the intelligence process. By applying a ‘systematic analysis’, Johnston examines the 

culturally founded assumption inside the intelligence community that the cycle ‘provides a means of 

helping managers and analysts to deliver a reliable product77‘. He provides a simple analysis of the 

inputs, the processes and outputs78, whereafter he points out that the intelligence cycle does not answer 

any questions regarding ‘who are responsible for providing inputs, carrying out the processes or 

producing outputs and what requirements are expected of the inputs and outputs79‘. Also, he points out 
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that the logic of the cycle assumes the process works the same way for all objectives, regardless of 

complexity and cognitive demands, that does not represent the iterative nature, does not identify 

responsibilities for completing steps, does not represent the impact of resource availability on especially 

analysts80. Johnston, seeking a model to describe the process whereby intelligence is produced 

correctly, lauds Treverton and Lowenthal for both seeking to provide more realistic models, but criticise 

both for failing to show the responsibilities, the impact of the work on the individuals responsible, nor 

the reliance of the analyst on a variety of factors beyond the analyst’s control81.   

Johnston and Johnston approach the cycle with scepticism, seeing it as an inaccurate 

representative model that sows more confusion and obfuscation than it helps managers in organising 

the process by which intelligence is produced. Johnston and Johnston recommend that the intelligence 

cycle as a model for producing intelligence should either be redesigned in accordance with 

organisational reality or should be used as a negative example to highlight its limitations and argue 

against the use of the cycle in teaching intelligence as it merely leads to misconceptions and confusion. 

They favour seeking a more accurate representative model and champions a systems analysis to 

identify the elements of the process, their relationships with each other, the flow of the process and the 

phenomena that influents both elements and flow. Instead, Johnston and Johnston suggest that the 

phenomenon of producing intelligence that the intelligence cycle is trying to capture should be viewed 

as a system and should be analysed as such. Instead of representing the production of intelligence as a 

series of steps, the systems analysis represents a more dynamic closed feedback loop, and it shows how 

the intelligence product is impacted by other elements, mainly how the analyst’s ability to produce is 

influenced by external factors to a great extent, causing stress in the analytic environment and thereby 

making them more likely to think less creatively, lack of attention to detail, decreased motivation et 

cetera82.  

Johnston’s task was to identify needs, specifications, and requirements for the development of 

tools, techniques, and procedures to reduce analytic error. He seeks to solve this task through 
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an ethnographic methodology. Through several hundred interviews, direct observation, 

participant observation, focus groups, personal letters, email-exchanges archival material and 

field notes, he produced a taxonomy of intelligence analysis variables. Johnston, influenced 

by Margaret Mead, seeks to describe the analytic culture of the CIA and the environment in 

which that culture operates and the work processes that culture has adopted, including the 

intelligence cycle. Johnston’s case study seeks to unveil an analytic intelligence culture that is 

more complex than the intelligence cycle let on. They seek to establish a more accurate model 

that shows what goes on inside the organisation in terms of processing the information and 

turning it into intelligence.  

The constructivists. Constructivism is in strong opposition to both positivism and realism83.  

The Kentian approach has been categorised by its constructivist critics as positivist, post-

positivist, structural rationalism or realist, with a ‘scientist’ ideal of observation, measurement 

and problem-solving of problems for the intelligence organisations84. The critics of the 

positivist stance have argued that Intelligence Studies, having grown up during Cold War, 

would see knowledge as a limited, measured essence that could be collected like a puzzle. 

Reality is interpreted through social interactions between humans and presented through 

language. Furthermore, the meaning of words is not fixed but are socially constructed. 

Material objects and social practices are formed through language. In general, the 

constructivist perspective within Intelligence Studies is more radical because it introduces a 

fundamental reformulation of the ontological, epistemological, axiological and 

methodological foundations of Intelligence Studies85. This preoccupation with fundamentals, 

as well as the relatively young age of this approach, has made the constructivist approach less 

developed in issues regarding the details of intelligence organisation and intelligence 

processes.  
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At the beginning of this century, Rathmell pointed to the fragmentation of targets, mysteries 

instead of puzzles, identity-politics, blurring of lines between privately owned and state-

owned intelligence organisations and the end of the intelligence factory as significant parts of 

a new reality in which intelligence organisations have to operate86. Rathmell introduced the 

possibility of applying a postmodern perspective into a realist perspective to handle these 

challenges. Cavelty and Mauer later argued that the intelligence community should embrace 

postmodern ideas and make the best out of reflexive practices since this would enable a 

recognition that change is dynamic, non-linear and accelerating87. Bean, interested in 

communication within organisations, notes that critical theory, rhetorical theory and cultural 

theory holds excellent potential for research into intelligence organisations, which produce 

information, knowledge and intelligence88. The constructivists within Intelligence Studies 

wants to take a closer look at how these discourses and practices have gained dominance 

within intelligence organisations from a reflexive, critical perspective89. The constructivists 

reject that an objective and universal presentation of neither the principles nor the processes of 

an intelligence cycle can be examined, described or constructed. Instead, what can and should 

be examined is the socially constructed, historically and culturally dependent representation 

of an intelligence cycle.  

Like the proceduralists, the constructivists look at the intelligence cycle as a model that 

is out of tune with a post-Cold War reality but from a different ontological perspective. 

Believing that reality is socially constructed, a model of intelligence processes can never be 

anything but a socially construed representation of a historically determined dominating idea 

of how intelligence work should be carried out. A relatively small group of researchers would 

see the intelligence cycle as a representation of the positivist or realist thinking about data, 

information and intelligence, practices and processes within the intelligence community: A 

representation of one or several dominant, socially constructed, discourses about what 
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constitutes accurate and relevant data, collection, processing and what intelligence analysis 

is90.  

A case study of the Swedish intelligence service, Militära Underrättelse och 

Säkerhetstjänsten (MUST) in Räsänen and Nyce’s “The Raw is Cooked: Data in Intelligence 

Practice” is interesting, as it gives an example of a constructivist perspective on the view of 

the concept of the intelligence cycle inside a Scandinavian intelligence service. Just like 

Johnston mentioned above, Räsänen & Nyce focuses on intelligence analysis and draws on 

several sources like interviews, field observations and documents in order to identify 

categories and themes that point to underlying worldviews that shape the everyday practice 

and perceptions within an organisation. Unlike Johnston, they see the socially constructed 

reality within the organisation as dynamic and ever-changing, whereby they argue that any 

changes to the organisation must address the underlying worldview from which everyday 

practices stem. Räsänen & Nyce identify everyday practices as a starting point for unpacking 

the practical and organisational processes that inform the social construction of ‘raw data’. Part 

of this process of unpacking involves a critique of the intelligence cycle as a vehicle for 

modelling specific thoughts, practices and dissemination within the intelligence community, 

for instance, the idea that intelligence work starts with the collection of raw data or that 

intelligence processes are sequential. By unveiling particular worldviews embedded in 

everyday practices and models, Räsänen & Nyce wants to turn the mirror of the intelligence 

organisation on itself in order for the practitioners to re-evaluate their practices and 

worldviews in order to meet the challenges of a new geopolitical reality.  

In Räsänen and Nyces’ analysis, the intelligence cycle both legitimise and models specific 

thoughts, practices and dissemination. Räsänen and Nyce see the intelligence cycle as a 

vehicle for categorising and indexing certain dominant practices and worldviews. 

Furthermore, Räsänen and Nyce raise questions for future research regarding the intelligence 
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cycle, e.g. whether the model emphasises certain forms of data and itself reflects the 

organisations own history and traditions. Their basic approach, following cultural 

anthropologist Clifford Gertz, is that a specific worldview nests at the centre of the work, 

interpretation and analysis within any organisation. This worldview is a set of underlying 

models and structures that needs to be unveiled in order for the organisation to understand 

better the information that flows into the organisation since these worldviews block out 

different interpretations of reality. However, this is not easy in itself since these worldviews 

shape the organisational reality throughout the organisation, that is, its work practices, the 

categories that inform institutional structures and the legitimation of the same. Nonetheless, 

an intelligence organisation that needs to continue to be relevant needs to question its 

worldview in order to change with the times. 

3. Discussion 
The classic intelligence cycle was based on American experiences from the Second World 

War, but as the dominant model of intelligence processes, it is carried through the Cold War 

and into the 21st century, in spite of mounting challenges to the intelligence organisations in 

the form of new technologies, globalisation, and dynamic and changing threat environment. 

Attempts to reform this model have emerged since 9/11 within a field of Intelligence Studies 

that itself branched out into different theoretical epistemologies that have taken different 

stances when it comes to the intelligence cycle. As related above, three approaches to the 

intelligence cycle share an interest in aiding practice, and all three have been commissioned 

by specific intelligence services to do exactly that. Their respective foci are to provide 

particular intelligence organisations with new insights into the way their organisations work 

and recommendations on the processing of intelligence based on these insights. All three 

approaches discard the classic model as being out of touch with reality and offer suggestions 

on what should be done. The positivist sociologists Davies, Gustafson and Rigden offer a 
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model for a new intelligence doctrine for the British intelligence community, based on a 

logical model of essential functional requisites, based on a deduction of historical examples. 

American anthropologist Johnston offers an alternative scientific model for intelligence 

processes for the American CIA, based on ethnographic examination of interviews, material 

and observation inside the organisation. European anthropologists Räsänen and Nyce offers a 

perspective on the usage of the cycle inside MUST as merely a representation of an internally 

socially constructed ‘worldview’ based on action research and a smaller number of 

interviews. 

The idea of a universally applicable model as a conceptualisation of basic principles of 

intelligence, regardless of context, has shown itself to be an enduring ideal for several 

decades. There is a long tradition stretching from Davies, Gustafson and Rigden through 

Herman, Berkowitz and Goodman, Kent and Davidson and Glass, infused with the idea of 

‘universal laws’ of intelligence, expressed through universalist models. Conceptualists 

Davies, Gustafson and Rigden has little interest in examining the application of the 

intelligence cycle in particular intelligence organisations, as their prime interest is to 

conceptualise the prerequisite functions of intelligence in the core functions of intelligence. 

However, both Johnston and Räsänen and Nyce are interested in this question, examining the 

role of the mythical cycle in the organisations of the CIA and MUST, respectively, a myth to 

which most intelligence organisations seem to pay homage. Nevertheless, even though all 

three approaches are born out of a recognition of the general challenges to the intelligence 

organisations in general and to particular intelligence organisations, neither the conceptualist, 

the proceduralist or the constructivist approach referred above seems to be interested in how 

the intelligence processes are impacted by the area of focus of the intelligence organisation. 

None of the attempts referred to above has tried to account for the influence of the impact of 

the area of focus on the intelligence processes of the particular intelligence organisation. 
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Intelligence services are also shaped by the ‘realities on the ground’, that is, the events, actors 

and trends in the geographical region that they are following closely. These events, actors and 

trends are factors that seldom is taken into account within the literature on intelligence 

organisations and their processes, particularly analysis. The Middle East, riddled with ‘new 

wars’ or ‘hybrid wars’, where the lines between different kinds of actors (private, public, state 

and non-state) are increasingly blurred as well as the different types of conflict going on at the 

same time.  

As we have seen above, the first instances of the intelligence cycle were formulated on 

the experiences of World War II but focused on the intelligence problems, or puzzles, of the 

Cold War. A little over half a century later, as was related above, the general challenges to the 

intelligence community had multiplied on several dimensions, and at the same time, 

intelligence organisations are forced to keep an eye on several theatres at the same time, 

which in Trevertonian terms means that intelligence organisations are forced to focus on both 

puzzles, mysteries and complexities at the same time. Intelligence analysis is plural - there are 

many forms of intelligence analysis products on a spectrum, from A.I. to pure human 

brainpower. Different needs on the part of the customer lead to different problems and 

consequently different products and different time needs for producing analysis.  

4. Further Research 
Case studies are detailed, empirical descriptions of specific instances of a phenomenon. These 

descriptions are typically based on different sources of data. Cases can be used to create new 

theories, i.e. models for processing intelligence. Through a case study of the DDIS’ analytical 

department of the Middle East and its cooperation with its customers on the different types of 

questions of the Middle East influences the organisation itself. The result of this case study 

will form the theoretical base for a new model tailored for the analytical department, thereby 

diverging from the classical intelligence cycle literature, which focuses on comprehensive 
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models for the intelligence environment, rather than the topic-specific models designed for a 

specific organisational structure. In other words, the point is to develop a new model based on 

the actual intelligence processes in the DDIS. First, to attempt to develop a new model, we 

will have to look into how intelligence processes are carried out, taking an analytical 

department as our unit of analysis. A single within-site (rather than a multiple-site study) case 

study, the focus will be on an analytical department, working with the Middle East, its 

employees and how the employees are turning intelligence requirements into analytical 

reporting, through cooperation with other departments, in-house processing, analysis and 

report writing. In this way, it is the hope to examine how intelligence processes are not just 

dependent on broader historical processes and academic debate, but also how processes are 

influenced by organisational structures, resources, the available data and targets for 

intelligence work, which seems to be an approach not often applied.   
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The Intelligence Cycle, Intelligence Requirements and New Public 

Management 

Abstract 
For decades, the classic intelligence cycle has been the standard model for intelligence 

processes and is the standard reference in national intelligence doctrines in the U.S. and 

Europe. However, at the same time, it is seen as theoretical flotsam from the Cold War.  

This study explores the application of the intelligence cycle in the Danish Defence 

Intelligence Services Middle East analytical department in the process of formulation of 

intelligence requirements. A single site explorative case study of the Middle Eastern analytic 

department using multiple sources in the form of formal descriptions, organograms, 

qualitative interviews with intelligence and government officials to explore and compare the 

manifest and assumed organisation. The intelligence cycle is merely an illustration of a New 

Public Management framework, which is in use across the Danish central administration. This 

framework is used for setting the annual intelligence requirements but is also upset by events 

in the Middle East. This study is an argument for a contextualization of studies of intelligence 

organisations.  

 

Keywords: case-study, Danish intelligence organisations, intelligence requirements, 

intelligence cycle, New Public Management. 

 

1. Introduction 
Intelligence organisations need to be self-reflexive to stay relevant. For almost two decades, 

intelligence studies literature has considered the classical intelligence cycle to be out of touch 

with organisational reality.1 The time-worn resilience of the classic circular, sequential and 

one-directional model has urged many scholars to attempt to update the classic model with 

new and current versions.2 The principal focus within the intelligence cycle literature has been 

on establishing a set of universally applicable principles for intelligence organisations.3 

Nevertheless, in the absence of a more suitable alternative, the classic intelligence cycle has 

for decades remained the standard reference and model for structuring intelligence processes4 

and functions inside national intelligence services,5 international organisations6 and private 

corporations.7 This disconnect between the attempt to formulate universal principles for 

intelligence processes from the outside – and the intelligence organisations’ need for 



107 

 

 

assistance in adapting to an ever-more dynamic reality – indicates that the literature on the 

intelligence cycle might be inadequate for analysing intelligence processes.  

Today, the model of the intelligence cycle is inscribed into intelligence doctrines and 

the foundations of national and international intelligence organisations such as the DDIS, 

which includes the model on its website. The literature on the intelligence cycle goes all the 

way back to the end of World War II, where academics and officers8 formulated models for 

organising intelligence based on their experiences during the war. After almost four decades 

of the Cold War, the academic field of Intelligence Studies emerged, complete with its own 

public journals.9 For this new body of academic literature, the intelligence cycle was its DNA, 

its mythological heritage, the accumulated knowledge passed down from four decades of 

secret, siloed, Soviet-centric and collection-focused intelligence work. Scholars on the 

intelligence cycle have, since the end of the Cold War, have reformulated the concept to 

update and upgrade the concept to fit the new 21st-century threat environment. Some 

researchers, including Davies, Gustafson and Rigden, have made a strong impact on the 

practical field through the concept of the core functions of intelligence. Yet, the concept of the 

cycle, or any of its later conceptual manifestations, does little more than illustrate an ideal. As 

much as it is useful for showing outsiders how the ideal is supposed to work, it is inadequate 

for understanding what actually transpires inside the organisations. 

To test the continued relevance of the intelligence cycle for the DDIS specifically, it is 

necessary to hold up the intelligence cycle as described in the literature to the empirical, 

dynamic reality of a DDIS department focusing on a highly volatile and dynamic region. This 

article focuses on the crux of the relationship between the political decision-maker and the 

intelligence organisation – in other words, how the intelligence organisation is directed. In a 

field dominated by the Anglo-American experience, there have been few studies of the role of 

intelligence in government policy and even fewer studies of intelligence agencies as part of 
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what is known in a British context as the machinery of government. Davies has argued that 

this is a gap within intelligence studies.10 If, as he claims, ‘Organization is, so to speak, the 

missing dimension of the study of intelligence’11 in Anglo-American-dominated intelligence 

studies, then in European studies of intelligence organisations, it is a chasm. Indeed, one 

would suspect that the same is true of the rare studies of Scandinavian intelligence 

organisations. Aside from a few exceptions, the intelligence studies literature has not12 

described empirically how the intelligence cycle is generally carried out within the 

government machinery in a Scandinavian country – let alone during a single phase of the 

intelligence cycle. The purpose of this case study is to describe the intelligence processes at 

the Middle East analytical department at the Danish Defence Intelligence Service (DDIS), 

with a specific focus on the direction phase, since this relationship is the justification for 

DDIS’s existence and function within the Danish state, as stipulated in Danish law.13 

This article addresses the problem: How is the direction phase of the intelligence cycle 

applied or structured within the Middle East analytical department of the DDIS to meet the 

intelligence requirements of the political decision-maker? The hypothesis is that if the Middle 

East is seen as a dynamic region, then the customer’s intelligence requirements will 

potentially require relatively frequent adjustment.  

Based on a single case study of the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department, I will 

compare the direction process as described both in the words of the DDIS and in the words of 

the analysts and customers and trace the process of customer direction and the strategic 

formulation of intelligence requirements within the DDIS. I will show that the intelligence 

cycle, or one of its later manifestations – the core concept of intelligence – is inadequate for 

analysing and describing the actual intelligence processes within the Danish intelligence 

community. First, I will describe the department and its customers and how the material was 

collected. I will then introduce Brown’s distinction between manifest and assumed 
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organisation and show how this makes it possible to distinguish between formal and informal 

intelligence processes, and go beyond the veil of the intelligence cycle and identify the 

processual framework of New Public Management – but also how it makes it possible to 

unveil some of the debates and schisms within the direction process between customers and 

analysts. 

1. Method and Materials 
This article presents the results of a single case study of the DDIS in which a comparison is 

made between the manifest description of the direction phase in the words of the DDIS and 

the assumed description of that same process by the analysts and customers involved.  

1.1.The Setting 

The case study focused on the application of the intelligence cycle to the dialogue 

surrounding the formulation of intelligence requirements between the DDIS’s Middle East 

analytical department and its national customers in the Office for Stabilizing and Operations 

in the Ministry of Defence and the Office for Security and the Office for the Middle East and 

North Africa in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. When the data was collected, the Middle East 

analytical department was one of four departments within the DDIS’s analytical sector,14 

which in turn was one of several sectors in the DDIS. In the words of the DDIS at that time, 

the department ‘…processes, analyses and reports on political, economic and military issues 

related to the Middle East, the Gulf region and North Africa, and weapons of mass 

destruction’.15 Some of the Middle East analytical department’s main customers within the 

DDIS were the Ministry of Defence, primarily the Office for Cyber and Security and the 

Office of Stabilisation and Operations, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, especially the 

Office of Security and the Office of the Middle East and North Africa.  
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1.2.The Participants 

The participants were 11 civil servants from the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department, 

the Ministry of Defence’s Office for Stabilizing and Operations, and the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs’ Office for Security and Office for the Middle East and North Africa. The 

interviewees were selected based on their seniority and proximity to the process.  

1.3.Collection of Data 

This study uses multiple sources, in the form of collected interview material, official reports 

from the DDIS, and historical descriptions written by DDIS, based on primary sources and 

two offices of the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs respectively. The 

study draws on several different sources and uses data triangulation to corroborate its 

findings, maintain validity in its constructs and strengthen its analytical results.16 

In order to explore how the DDIS formally describes the process of direction in its 

own words, the study looked at its biannual reports, book chapters17 and organigrams. To 

arrive at a clearer understanding of the formal direction process, the study also consulted 

organigrams from the Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The DDIS has 

published reports every second year since 2012. The organigrams were downloaded from the 

DDIS, the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 2020.18  

Interview data were collected between April 2020 and July 2020. The primary data 

consist of interviews with two groups of interviewees, who represent the dialogue between the 

DDIS and its political masters: producers of intelligence reports in DDIS on the Middle East 

analytical department; and the consumers of these intelligence reports within the two 

ministries. To limit bias in the interview data, this study uses highly knowledgeable 

interviewees who view the intelligence processes from diverse organisational perspectives.19 

In addition, the interviews were semi-structured around a group of themes, which gave the 
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interviewees the opportunity to express their point of view and, at the same time, allowed for 

some comparability across interviews.  

1.4.Processing of Data 

Single case studies are typically chosen to explore a significant phenomenon under unusual 

circumstances.20 Yin defines a single-case study as being appropriate if one of five rationales 

is met: the case study should either be critical, unusual, common, revelatory or longitudinal.21 

This single case study is critical because it examines the application of classic intelligence in 

the intelligence process between the DDIS and its customers in the Ministry of Defence and 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.22 It is unusual, as it deviates from the dominant intelligence 

studies literature that focuses on the North American and British experience.23 Thirdly, it 

might also be seen as revelatory because it observes and analyses ‘a phenomenon previously 

inaccessible to social science inquiry’.24 This single case study was chosen to examine how 

intelligence processes – the intelligence cycle – are applied within the DDIS’s Middle East 

analytical department. Through pattern matching, where an empirically based pattern is 

compared with a predicted one,25 the collected empirical material was compared with the 

predicted pattern of the intelligence cycle, as described by Davies, Gustafson & Rigden. 

Pattern matching26 is a classic analytical technique in case studies, which ‘[…] compares an 

empirically based pattern […] with a predicted one […]’27 in a manner similar to the 

congruence method. In this case, the prediction was that the DDIS applies the intelligence 

cycle as its preferred working process.28 As we shall see, there are some similarities between 

the all-channel network model of the functions of intelligence, as presented by Davies, 

Gustafson & Rigden, and how the DDIS formally presents their concept of intelligence work. 

Secondly, we examined the practitioners’ perceptions of the direction phase via qualitative 
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interviews focusing on the formulation of the intelligence requirements for the Middle East. 

As we shall see, the practitioner’s perception is something entirely different.    

The basic argument behind the original intelligence cycle29 or stage-based method30 

and its later incarnations is that intelligence organisations’ processes can be deducted 

according to basic principles of intelligence.31 Furthermore, within the positivist perspective 

on the intelligence cycle, there has been a keen debate among researchers and scholars on 

how to conceptualise the process of turning raw data into intelligence as an abstract statement 

of deductive principles – e.g. as a cycle,32 a heuristic topology in the form of Venn diagram,33 

a cybernetic feedback loop,34 a synthesised actor-oriented model,35 an intelligence web36 or a 

target-centric model.37 There have been numerous critiques of the model, some of which 

originate in a general scepticism regarding the notion that ahistorical, universal principles can 

be formulated at all, let alone represented in a model such as the intelligence cycle. The 

intelligence cycle has also been criticised for representing an outdated vision of intelligence.38 

As a concept developed in the bygone era of the Cold War, it is no longer a suitable 

organisational tool for an age with an increasingly dynamic threat picture. The intelligence 

cycle is ill-equipped for a multipolar, interconnected and globalised society in which national 

and international intelligence organisations must stay relevant.39 From a positivist perspective, 

this realisation has led to several attempted theoretical reforms over the last 20 years aimed at 

saving the intelligence cycle.40 

The classical intelligence cycle represents the predicted pattern. It is a model based on 

both function and process, consisting of four (direction, collection, processing and 

dissemination), five (direction, collection, processing, analysis and dissemination) or more 

phases. The description is based on the works of Johnson, Hulnick and several authors from 

the anthology Understanding the Intelligence Cycle (2013), edited by Mark Phythian.41 More 
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specifically, the predicted pattern that will be compared to the empirical findings in this article 

will be the planning and direction phase – in other words, the consumer-producer relationship.  

To distinguish between how the DDIS presents the direction phase in its literature and 

on its website and how it is described by its employees and customers, I applied Brown’s 

distinction between the manifest, assumed, extant and requisite organisation. For Brown, the 

manifest organisation consists of the charts and texts that describe the organisation, its 

policies and its major routines. As organisations set up the boundaries for their activities42 and 

the coordination of those activities, it is necessary to map out, as far as possible, the formal or 

manifest organisational structure within which the intelligence cycle will be applied. The 

manifest organisation is formally described and displayed in the organisation’s own literature, 

organigrams, and so on, and consists of policies, orders, directives, etc.43 The assumed 

organisation, by contrast, is the organisation as the individuals assume it – i.e. when in doubt, 

an experienced individual can take charge, interpret the situation and propose a course of 

action, as what is to be done has been made explicit.44 In this case, the assumed organisation 

is how the practitioners themselves describe the direction process. There may or may not be 

consistency between the manifest and the assumed situation. The extant situation emerges 

through analysis45 – this consists of a comparison between the formal application of the cycle, 

as described in the literature of the DDIS, and the assumed application as understood by the 

employees. The two comparisons are merged, resulting in an account of the extant situation, 

i.e. how the intelligence cycle is applied in the Middle East analytical department. 

2. Results: Manifest, assumed and the extant organisation 
This study concurs with Davies46 and De Graff & Nyce47 that intelligence organisations 

should be studied in the context of the larger government machinery of which they are a part. 

This seems appropriate when it comes to examining the crux of the relationship between the 
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customer and the intelligence organisation: the intelligence requirement. However, the 

descriptions of the involved organisations do not account for the process of formulating 

intelligence requirements or how they are passed on to the intelligence organisations. 

2.1. Manifest organisation: The Intelligence Cycle in the Words of 

the DDIS 
The DDIS’s manifest description of the direction process in its official writings bears witness 

to the importance of the intelligence cycle in the organisation. The webpage that describes the 

organisation’s methods states that the cycle is at the core of DDIS’s intelligence work.48 The 

cycle is also mentioned in the publicly available biannual reports covering the last ten years 

(Forsvarets Efterretningstjeneste. Report 2011–2012,49 Forsvarets Efterretningstjeneste. 

Report 2013–2014,50 Forsvarets Efterretningstjeneste. Report 2015–201651 and Indblik. Vores 

viden og indsats – Danmarks sikkerhed. Forsvarets Efterretningstjenestes beretning 2017–

201852). This general presentation, aimed at the public, also describes the organisation’s tasks 

(threats, intelligence priorities), methods (intelligence cycle, products, collection) and 

framework (resources, organisation, legal framework, etc.). Each of the four reports has an 

entire section devoted to the intelligence cycle, further signifying the importance of presenting 

this concept to the public. However, all four reports also emphasise that the intelligence cycle 

is a stylistic presentation of how the DDIS operates. This implies that the DDIS considered 

the intelligence cycle to be a form of standard pedagogical device that could be relatively 

easily understood by outsiders. As stated in the earlier reports, it might be more accurately 

described as ‘a dynamic process of related and overlapping processes’.53 Since 2015, an 

addition has been made to this description, describing how the continuous flow of new 

information leads to adjustments in the intelligence requirements.54 The latest description (at 

the time of writing) of the process reads:  
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The intelligence cycle is a stylistic presentation of the way we work. The essence is 

that new information, and therefore, new intelligence pictures, continuously lead to 

adjusted and changed requirements for the collection of information. However, it is a 

dynamic process in the daily work that consists of several related and overlapping 

processes.55 

 

In 2017, the DDIS marked its 50th anniversary by, amongst other things, publishing a 

historical anthology. In their account of the challenges the DDIS had faced over the previous 

half-century,56 anonymous internal authors described how the intelligence cycle was 

understood inside the organisation. These accounts, which were made publicly available, 

noted that the process was often referred to as ‘a cycle, an intelligence cycle […] in reality it 

is a dynamic process, consisting of several processes’,57 but did not go into more detail 

regarding the nature of these processes. The authors described how the customers were in a 

continuous dialogue with the DDIS regarding the intelligence requirements. This dialogue 

formed the basis for the formulation of intelligence requirements, which was the 

responsibility of the DDIS. The intelligence cycle is, therefore, an integral part of how the 

DDIS presents its ‘way of working’ to the Danish public. At the same time, it is also 

acknowledged that, in reality, ‘it is a dynamic process, consisting of several processes’.  

In its publicly available material, the DDIS states that the core of intelligence work 

consists of the intelligence requirements of its customers – the Danish political decision-

makers. Within the DDIS literature, intelligence requirements are defined as ‘the customers’ 

need for knowledge’.58 The DDIS then transforms the customers’ knowledge needs or 

requests for information59 into concrete and prioritised intelligence requirements.60 The 

DDIS’s customers are the Danish government, the Prime Ministry, the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, the Danish embassies, the Ministry of Defence, the Ministry of Justice, the Danish 

Parliament, the Danish Defence and units overseas, the PET (Danish Security Intelligence 

Service – DSIS), NATO, the Danish public, Greenland and the Faroe Islands.61 The 
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customers’ intelligence requirements are described as the ‘alpha and the omega’ of the 

DDIS’s intelligence work. They were the essential part of the intelligence cycle and its main 

concern.62 In 2017, the internal authors described the process as consisting of dialogue that 

gradually transforms into intelligence requirements.   

The core of the intelligence services consists of delivering intelligence to their 

political customers, and DDIS is in a continuous dialogue with its customers. This 

dialogue leads to DDIS proposing intelligence requirements for information.63   

 

In the manifest description of the organisational process, the intelligence requirements are 

formulated through close dialogue between the DDIS and their national customers. This 

dialogue is based on the customers’ knowledge requirements. Through the intelligence cycle, 

the customers’ wishes are turned into concrete, prioritised intelligence requirements, which 

are broken down into concrete issues for collection. Against this setting, the DDIS decides 

which capacities should be brought into play to collect the actual information. As there are 

only finite resources, it is impossible to place equal emphasis on all areas of interest, and 

therefore the intelligence requirements are prioritised.64 As shown here, the annual reports 

mention at least four processes: dialogue, formulation of prioritised intelligence requirements, 

formulation of issues for collection and, finally, prioritisation of intelligence capacities. The 

short description aimed at the general public suggests that these processes are carried out 

successively.  

Compared to DDIS’s description of intelligence processes as dynamic processes 

consisting of several processes, the core functions’ network topology represents a more 

updated and conceptually appropriate – although no less abstract – framework for 

understanding the processes within the DDIS. It is, therefore, necessary to move beyond the 

manifest description of the process to explore and describe the process by which intelligence 
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requirements are formulated inside the DDIS, as understood and described by some of its 

practitioners.  

2.2. Assumed Organisation: The Dialogue on annual Intelligence 

Requirements 
As described by the practitioners interviewed in this case study, the annual intelligence 

requirements are structured within the framework of a New Public Management tool – the 

Mål- og Resultatplan (Goal and Progression Plan – hereafter GPP). The GPP is a general 

management tool developed for administering the relationship between the different 

ministries and their agencies within the Danish central administration. The ministries set the 

general direction for the agencies’ core tasks65 based on political objectives.66 The GPP is a 

management tool both for the ministerial department and for the agency leadership and is 

used to set each agency’s strategic direction for the coming year.67 The GPP consists of a few 

clear goals for the agencies, based on dialogue with the ministerial departments.68 In the 

current case study, the GPP is the result of scheduled and, therefore, formal dialogue between 

the DDIS and its customers regarding the intelligence requirements.69 The GPP is the 

document that describes the intelligence requirements at the strategic level, based on the 

political decision-makers’ strategic intelligence requirements.  

2.2.1. The GPP – framing the Dialogue 

The process of formulating the intelligence requirements consists of a number of subprocesses 

that unfold over several months. All partners in this ongoing dialogue have clear 

responsibilities and tasks, which will be described below.  

2.2.2. First Meeting: setting the Goals 

The customers (the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) are responsible 

for formulating their own initial proposals for strategic intelligence requirements, in line with 
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their political agendas.70 The process of formulating the GPP begins with an initial dialogue 

between the leaderships of the DDIS, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 

Defence, all of whom bring their proposals to the table. The ministries communicate their 

strategic intelligence requirements and set out and agree upon the general roadmap for the 

GPP over the coming months.  

2.2.3. Drafting the GPP in the Middle East analytical Department 

The DDIS is responsible for formulating the first draft of the GPP, which describes the 

strategic intelligence requirements for the coming year and will later be presented to the 

national customers. The DDIS analysts play a hidden but not minor role in this dialogue. The 

analysts within the Middle East analytical department would rarely, if ever, be directly 

involved in the so-called dialogues with the customer on the yearly priorities, as this seems to 

be the prerogative of the heads of the department and the heads of the sectors.71 However, in 

this instance, they played an important role in coordinating the analytical input to the first 

draft of a possible set of intelligence requirements for the coming year.72 This process was 

handled internally within the department in an informal way, as there were no specific 

directives or regulations governing this process.73 Nevertheless, this analytical input was 

scrutinised and debated internally at a higher level before it was delivered to the Ministry of 

Defence as a first draft.74 This draft reflected two main drivers: the assessed future needs of 

the political decision-makers and an intelligence-informed assessment of the relevant trends 

for the coming year.75 A few months after this, the DDIS presents the Ministry of Defence 

with a draft that is to be distributed to the relevant ministries and their offices.  

2.2.4. Meanwhile, in the Ministries… 

While the DDIS formulates its first draft of the proposal for the Danish strategic intelligence 

requirements, a parallel process takes place within the ministries. In the Ministry of Foreign 
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Affairs and the Ministry of Defence, the heads of offices meet to discuss their individual 

intelligence requirements.76 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is not directly involved in 

formulating and formalising the GPP. Instead, the different offices within the ministry 

formulate their intelligence requirements in the form of loosely worded wishes for certain 

types of intelligence, after which the DDIS and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs meet to 

discuss77 the intelligence requirements. The interviewees described this process as very 

informal. However, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was deeply involved in the preceding 

dialogue with the DDIS and the Ministry of Defence, leading to the formulation of the first 

draft of the GPP.  

2.2.5. Second Meeting: Final Remarks on the GPP 

Once the DDIS has formulated an initial draft, this is sent to the Ministry of Defence, 

specifically the Office for Security and Cyber, which then distributes the draft to the rest of 

the customers. A large-scale meeting is then held between the DDIS and all of its customers 

to informally discuss the draft’s contents. On the customers’ side, the preparations for this 

meeting are generally very informal, as can be seen below. As one senior official from the 

Ministry of Defence explained:  

It is pretty much a situation where one is called to a meeting in the DDIS. The DDIS 

will explain where they are in their work with the priorities [of intelligence 

requirements], and then they will get feedback and suggestions from us based on our 

experiences from our daily relations with the service. We do not prepare a 

comprehensive study of our priorities before the meeting with DDIS, although, as far 

as I recall, we did have a prior in-house discussion.78 

 

2.2.6. Signing the GPP and designing the DNA of DDIS 

Unless there were any negative remarks regarding the strategic direction of the proposed 

intelligence requirements, the DDIS presents the GPP to the customers, with a view towards 

arriving at a final recommendation that will be signed by the permanent political secretary and 

the head of the DDIS.  
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2.2.7. GPP: Structuring the Work of the Middle East analytical Department  

Once the GPP has been signed, the departments in question will start arranging their staffing 

and resources to meet the national customer’s intelligence requirements as well as possible. 

The GPP is, therefore, a ‘contract’, a handshake, between the permanent secretary and the 

head of the DDIS. In this way, the DDIS commits itself to the strategic intelligence objectives 

formulated in the GPP.79 

The plan resulted from the dialogues between the relevant Heads of Office in the 

DDIS, the Ministry of Defence, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Prime 

Minister’s Office.80  

 

In summation, we might conclude that the direction process of the intelligence cycle was an 

instance of the political decision-makers using the GPP management tool to point the 

intelligence service in the direction of the intelligence requirements. This annual process is 

also shown in figure 1. below. 

Figure 1: The process of formulating the annual GPP. 
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However, there was also much more going on. The loosely formulated strategic intelligence 

requirements of the political decision-makers were formulated into the GPP, which in itself 

was the result, or combination, of several processes. This transpired via a prolonged dialogue 

that went on throughout the year, between one GPP and the next, and between consumers and 

producers of intelligence. However, it was also a dialogue between the DDIS and its 

customers about priorities, the best way of employing the DDIS’s scarce resources, and where 

to direct the full power of the analytical gaze. This complex intra- and inter-organisational 

dialogue is far removed from the direction phase depicted in the core functions of intelligence 

– and as we shall see, it is also challenged by independent factors upon which the dialogue 

relies.  

2.3. Assumed organization: The Middle East upsetting the GPP 

2.3.1. The Middle East – an independent Factor 

The step-by-step bureaucratic process by which the Ministry of Defence communicates the 

annual strategic political objectives to the DDIS has been explored above. However, the 

consumer-producer relationship evolves around the axis of a political security issue – in this 

instance, the Middle East, in relation to which ad-hoc intelligence requirements constantly 

arise, depending on the political attention on the region. It is, therefore, necessary to explore 

how the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs view this region, and the 

region’s expected impact on the dialogue, in the form of ad-hoc intelligence requirements.  

The case study shows that the Middle East presents various challenges to the organisations 

that work with the region. It will be shown below that interviewees from the Ministry of 

Defence, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the DDIS view the Middle East as a volatile 

region that requires a dynamic analytical focus, but also that the Middle East influences the 

processual dialogue in different ways.  
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The Ministry of Defence. According to the interviewees from the Ministry of Defence, the 

Ministry’s own intelligence requirements change little during the year. At the Ministry of 

Defence, the Office for Stabilizing and Operations is responsible for establishing and 

following up on political decisions regarding the deployment of forces in the national and 

international sphere. Part of the Office is also responsible for the Danish defence participation 

in international operations aimed at stabilising the Middle East. The quote below exemplifies 

how the Office’s leadership saw the Middle East as volatile on the tactical rather than 

strategic level81 – on the strategic level, the security political dynamics were considered to 

have remained more or less the same since the Arab Spring. This strategic stability was 

exemplified by Syria, where the same regime has held power since 2010,82 and to some 

extent by Iraq, even though ISIL temporarily challenged the strategic picture. From the 

perspective of the Office for Stabilizing and Operations, the gallery of the main strategic 

actors was also unchanged, as the strategic framework had remained the same since the Arab 

Spring.83 As one civil servant formulated it:   

However, it could be said that the instability [in the region] is mainly on a tactical 

level rather than on a strategic level if we look back on the Arab Spring and ever since 

then. At least in Syria, it is the same man who has been in power. It has been the same 

dynamics. One could say that these dynamics can change. Iraq is, perhaps, something 

else with the rise of ISIL [the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant]. The strategic 

actors are the same, yet a lot is happening inside the strategic framework. And that is 

where we need to keep up with developments on an ongoing basis.84 

 

However, this view of the Middle East as a region in which the strategic level is relatively 

unchanged, and the impact on the dialogue is therefore limited, is by no means by all offices 

in the two ministries.  
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The Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Throughout the 21st century, the Danish foreign policy 

agenda at the strategic level has changed direction a few times, from the Arab Initiative and a 

roadmap for peace between Israel and the Palestinians, to the Arab Spring, the civil war in 

Syria, migration, JPOA and the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant.85  

The Office for Security and the Office for the Middle East and North Africa viewed the 

Middle East differently, according to the nature of their responsibilities. The two offices saw 

the Middle East as a region that occupied a lot of political space, both in Parliament and in the 

Danish political debate.86 However, from the perspective of the Office for Security, the 

Middle East required some handling on the part of the Ministry, in the form of analysis from 

the DDIS.  

It [the Middle East] is not as controversial [as it was in the ’00s], but many things are 

happening. There are many agendas now. For example, the agenda of migration is 

taking up space. Furthermore, it is only natural that the Middle East, as a neighbouring 

region [to Europe], plays a role in this. However, it means that the focus or the 

handling of many of the challenges that have arisen from there [the Middle East] have 

changed a little.87 

 

The Office for the Middle East and North Africa saw the Middle East as a region that, 

compared to other regions in which the Foreign Ministry was involved, was riddled with 

political conflict and tension,88 where quick decisions sometimes had to be made. Leading 

senior officials even stated that developments on the ground sometimes happened so fast that 

the office had little time to formulate policy, let alone implement it: 

It is considered an internal joke in here [the Ministry of Foreign Affairs] that we [the 

Office for the Middle East and North Africa] are a more reactive office. It is difficult 

for us to make room for formulating a more strategic policy in this field because crises 

arise that need handling […] when everything is exploding in Syria, or Trump acts 

against Iran before the Iranian elections, we have to relate to that. These emerging 

cases just suck out all the oxygen in the room.89 

 

This underscores the point that even within the same customer organisation, there are 

differing views on the volatility of the Middle East. The offices within the two customer 
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ministries react differently – at the one end of the continuum, the Office for Stabilizing and 

Operations at the Ministry of Defence considers the Middle East relatively stable on the 

strategic level; while at the other end, the Office for the Middle East and North Africa is 

constantly reacting to emerging crises. As a result, as the DDIS engages in dialogue with its 

customers on a daily basis, and the organisational responses to the Middle East and the ad hoc 

intelligence requirements placed on them will differ according to the customer office in 

question.  

The DDIS. Like their customers inside the Ministry of Defence and Foreign Affairs, 

the DDIS views the Middle East as more volatile than other regions. Even though the Middle 

East90 is not a top priority for the DDIS, it is still considered a hotbed of indirect threats to 

Denmark and Danish interests and is characterised by political and security developments that 

concern Danish political decision-makers. As such, the DDIS’s analysts have kept an eye on 

the Middle East for at least two decades.  

The DDIS analysts saw Middle East conflicts, pointedly, as ‘a mishmash of state 

actors, state-supported non-state actors and non-state actors, that act autonomously and 

against state actors’.91 The Middle East was seen as relatively fluid compared to other regions, 

although as one interviewee put it, there 'unfortunately are constants within the region, such as 

failed states, civil unrest, hotbeds of Islamist extremism’.92 Looking at the shifting views of 

the Middle East over almost two decades, one senior official within the DDIS noted how the 

Danish political debate reflected how Danish interests in the region had changed over the 

years – from a primary focus on the war in Iraq93 and a relatively broad foreign policy agenda 

with the Arab Initiative94 throughout the ’00s to a more exclusive focus on Syria, Iraq and 

Iran in the 2010s.95 For a decade, the customers have been trying to follow different threads, 

like the fall of the Syrian regime, counter-terrorism against ISIS and the Danish deployment 
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of troops in Iraq and Syria. Different political decision-makers had different focus areas in the 

region,96 but the Middle East was never far from the policy-makers attention. The senior 

analysts were acutely aware of this: 

Even though the Middle East is not amongst the top priorities of the DDIS, the Middle 

East does have the national customers’ attention.97 

 

The customers’ information needs regarding the Middle East were seen as a challenge in the 

department because the Middle East spans several countries. The complexities within these 

countries and their internal dynamics were considered indicative of an unpredictable region 

on which it was hard to maintain an analytical focus.98 The ground was seen as constantly 

shifting, and those responsible for delivering analysis regarding a specific regional player 

would also have to look into all the other countries in which this regional player was 

involved.99 From the senior analysts’ perspective, the Middle East was a complex region with 

several conflicting actors, agendas and arenas (or ‘playing fields’).100  

According to the analysts, the nature of the threats emerging from the region has 

changed over the last decade. With the onset of the Syrian civil war, the Islamist terror threat 

to Europe came from Syria and Iraq. In 2015, a great migration crisis shook Europe and put 

migration from the Middle East on the political agenda of the European governments.101 

During Donald Trump’s presidency, the American political and security footprint in the 

region was lessened, opening up the floor for other regional powers like Turkey, Iran, Russia 

and, to a certain extent, the United Arab Emirates.102 Whereas less than ten years ago, the 

prime focus was on terrorist organisations like al-Qaida, Jabhat al-Nusra and Islamic State, at 

the time of the interview, the focus was ‘on military and political dynamics between many 

regional actors’.103  

In summary, the DDIS and its national customers all view the region as volatile but on 

different levels. This hypothetically plays a role in the collaboration between the DDIS and its 
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customers, in terms of the formulation of core tasks and priorities, both in the GPP and 

throughout the year. The region’s volatility makes itself felt inside the Danish administration 

by means of a ripple effect, as instability in the Middle East can lead to requests for 

information in Copenhagen from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Ministry of Defence 

(or both) to the Middle East analytical department. It also makes itself felt in the form of 

instability at the tactical level, as Danish personnel on the ground in the Middle East must 

respond to an ever-changing security political situation. In this way, ripples from the changing 

security landscape in the Middle East make their way into the Danish parliament, where 

political decision-makers need bureaucratic assistance to respond to political pressure from 

both the opposition and the public. These effects prompt the ministerial bureaucracies to reach 

out to the DDIS for information and intelligence about the situation on the ground. In this 

way, events in the Middle East force the customers to ask for more intelligence on an 

increasingly diverse range of subjects, thereby stretching the DDIS’s analytical and 

collection-related capacities. Although the DDIS is bound by its annual priorities, the Middle 

East analytical department needs to be able to respond to changing political realities on the 

ground and changing political circumstances in the Danish national parliament, especially 

when it comes to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ Office for the Middle East and North 

Africa. 

2.3.2. Upsetting the GPP: The Middle East  

When significant political or security events happen or evolve in the Middle East, there can be 

a ripple effect within the offices of the Ministry of Defence or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

which then turn to the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department for information or analysis. 

If the national customers want the Middle East analytical department to focus on other areas 

or issues within the Middle East that are not stipulated in the GPP, informal negotiations 
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begin regarding the urgency and purpose of these ad hoc intelligence requirements.104 From 

the Ministry of Defence’s perspective, turning to the DDIS’s Middle East analytical 

department for answers can be relatively informal – perhaps involving just a phone call from 

one office chief to the other,105 which would then be followed up with a more formally written 

RFI. Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, there are at least two different perspectives on 

the theme of adjustments to the intelligence requirements. The office for Security and 

Stability is focused on security issues, which in practical terms means the deployment of 

Danish military and security personnel. This deployment is not subject to change, except via 

the Danish Parliament. However, situations may emerge in which the office needs 

information that falls outside of the scope of the GPP. In such situations, an informal 

discussion or briefing may occur between the analysts in the Middle East analytical 

department.106  

Ad hoc intelligence requirements can create friction between the DDIS and its 

customers regarding the degree of urgency and the need to shift away from the strategic 

intelligence requirements. Intelligence is a discipline that requires resources. Collecting, 

processing and analysing information incurs costs in terms of both money and time. 

Therefore, ad hoc changes in intelligence requirements contain the seed for dialogue, 

discussion and dissent between consumers and producers of intelligence. This dialogue 

revolves around the ad hoc intelligence requirements but is connected to how the DDIS’s 

Middle East analytical department allocates its resources. If the national customers want the 

department to temporarily focus on other areas or issues that are within the Middle East but 

outside of the GPP, the DDIS will try to tease out the context, purpose and angle of the ad hoc 

intelligence requirement.107 In these dialogues, the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department 

will typically point out that if intelligence reports on other issues are required, then fewer will 

be produced on the agreed priorities, as some activities will have to be halted and resources 
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removed from one planned priority to another. The DDIS insists that its added value, its 

relevance, derives from its ability to deliver intelligence based on its covert collection 

capacities. Should it fail to deliver on this, the DDIS is not much different from a privately 

owned think-tank – and for some inside the organisation, this is the first step on the path to 

irrelevance.  

On the customer side, the Ministry of Defence would argue that since the Middle East 

analytical department is the only government department that can provide information on the 

Middle East in a fast and thorough manner and on a strategic level within the central 

administration, it is their responsibility to do so even when the intelligence requirement falls 

outside of the GPP.108 In the ministries, where most civil servants rotate between functions 

relatively often, there is a lack of area-specific expertise. As a result, when politicians require 

specific information, the civil servants turn to the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department. 

A civil servant from the Ministry of Defence explains the need like this:  

No employee can make an analysis just like that, just because something interesting is 

happening. Nor is there anyone who follows [so closely] what is going on politically 

in [omitted]. That is just not happening. When it comes to our everyday practice, 

things are simply moving much too fast. Frankly, that is also what an intelligence 

service is for. A lot of these will be tiresome. I believe that many might think that it is 

tiresome […] when we ask about [place omitted], and then we ask about the political 

landscape in [country omitted] and then the Minister needs to go to [country omitted] 

and would the DDIS give a rough estimate […] and then they [DDIS] sit and cry 

because they do not have a solid intelligence-based foundation [to base the analysis 

on]. But you don’t, you know? Instead, [the DDIS] should write something up because 

there isn’t anybody else in the central administration who knows about the Middle 

East’s general political tendencies. And it is helpful for the Minister.109 

 

The above quote shows that within the Ministry of Defence, there is an expectation amongst 

some of the employees that the DDIS should be in a privileged position to deliver fast and 

well-informed analysis about ad hoc issues in the Middle East. It also suggests that there is 

little tolerance for the DDIS’s argument about creating added value through intelligence. 

Timely analysis seems to be more valuable than intelligence-based reporting – which is either 
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too late or never arrives. This points to an understanding that the intelligence service needs to 

be able to follow ongoing, unfolding events while also keeping an eye on slowly evolving 

trends across the region. One senior official identifies a ‘schism’ between the DDIS and its 

customers regarding the basis of intelligence reporting.  

The schism is between what might be called a target-centric analysis and a more think-

tank inspired approach. This is an ongoing discussion between the DDIS and the national 

customers, at the heart of which is the question: How does an intelligence organisation absorb 

changes in its focus area without losing stability? The schism is a division between 

proponents of a target-centric position, who claim that intelligence reports should be based on 

the DDIS’s collection of information; and proponents of a think-tank position, who argue that 

intelligence reports should be based on the analyst’s ability to write an assessment on any 

evolving issue in real time within their field of expertise.  

Advocates of the first option would argue that only the requirements of the GPP can 

be pursued at any given time. However, this requires a long-term commitment from both the 

DDIS and the customer and an understanding that focused and unique collection is time-

consuming. Supporters of the second option would argue that even though the first option is 

the ideal position for an intelligence organisation, it cannot be realised in practice. Instead, 

they would say, one should strive to prioritise different types of threats. Some threats, like 

terrorism, require robust national intelligence collection. Strategic analytical reporting could 

function on the basis of open-source intelligence and partner co-operation – and what this 

kind of reporting would lack in terms of depth of collection on a few carefully picked 

intelligence requirements, it would gain in dynamism.  

According to some senior civil servants within the Middle East analytical department, 

customers relatively often request information on events or players that are not part of the 

GPP.110 Adding a new element to the list of intelligence requirements would require a 
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momentary diversion from efforts aimed at existing intelligence requirements. This is not 

done lightly.111 Sometimes, the Middle East analytical department will advise on an emerging 

situation verbally to avoid expending resources by writing reports or changing their collection 

and analysis priorities.   

The main point here is that the analytical department faces a challenge in terms of 

striking a balance between, on the one hand, focusing on the long-term, relatively stable 

strategic intelligence requirements formulated in the GPP; and on the other hand, trying to 

reflect the changing demands from national customers who are also attempting to adapt to 

shifting realities in a volatile region. In the face of this volatility, the GPP brings stability and 

accountability to the tasks of the DDIS’s Middle East analytical department. It is important to 

note that even though the GPP does not provide any solutions to how and where to spend 

resources, it does cast some light on the dilemma between the long-term target-centric 

analysis and the short term, ad hoc, think-tank-oriented analytical rapports. At the same time, 

however, if it is to stay relevant to its customers, the department must accommodate 

intelligence requirements that fall outside of the GPP. 

2.4. Extant organization: Juggling long-term and short-term 

intelligence requirements  
In this comparison in of the manifest organisational process of the intelligence cycle, and the 

assumed organisation, the GPP points to the extant organisation (see table 1. below). The 

manifest organisation points out that the intelligence cycle is illustrative – it is a means of 

illuminating a dynamic process, but it does not specify how the process should be followed. 

The case study identifies at least two processes of direction. There is an annual directional 

process, which occurs once a year within the framework of the GPP, but also an extemporary 

process that is negotiated throughout the year and in which ad hoc requirements are handled 

between subject matter analysts and the customer organisations. Direction, dialogue and 
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negotiation are ongoing at all levels. Within the manifest process, the annual intelligence 

requirements are formed through dialogue at a senior level, which correlates with the assumed 

process. However, the assumed process also shows that there is dialogue – or rather, debate 

– surrounding the ad hoc intelligence requirements. In this way, the DDIS’s processing of 

intelligence requirements is illustrated through the intelligence cycle, handled at the senior 

level via the GPP, and discussed (and sometimes even defended against the overriding ad hoc 

intelligence requirements of the ministries) by subject matter analysts. The ad hoc intelligence 

requirements are at the root of the schism between the DDIS and its customers regarding 

whether to stay on course of the GPP and spend the resources on long-term target-centric or 

go off-piste on short-term think-tank analysis. In addition, the manifest intelligence process 

does not account for the influence on the intelligence process from the focus area (in this case, 

the Middle East). However, according to the interviewees, there are indications that the focus 

area has an impact on the organisation via both the annual and ad hoc intelligence 

requirements. The typology below reveals the differences between the manifest, assumed and 

extant organisational dimensions of the DDIS.  
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Table 3: Comparison between direction in the manifest and assumed organisation 

Direction in the manifest, the assumed and extant organisation 

Type of 

organisation 

(Brown) 

The manifest 

organisation.  

The assumed 

organisation: 

service-minded 

organisation 

The assumed 

organisation: 

agonistic 

organisation 

The extant 

organisation: 

the fervent 

organisation 

Processing 

model (Davies, 

Gustafson and 

Rigden) 

Intelligence 

cycle/core 

functions of 

intelligence.  

Annual, iterative 

process framed by 

the GPP 

Extemporary, 

iterative process 

Both annually 

and 

extemporary 

process 

Bureaucratic 

level 

Unspecified Senior level 

dialogue with 

input from subject 

matter specialists.  

Subject matter 

specialist, with 

input from senior 

levels in case of 

doubt. 

All levels 

Process A dynamic 

process, 

which 

comprises of 

connected 

and 

overlapping 

subprocesses.  

Planned, 

monthslong, 

dialogue between 

DDIS and 

customer 

organisations, 

with input from 

DDIS analysts.  

Unplanned, 

standalone, 

negotiation 

between officials 

in the DDIS and 

in customer 

organisations.  

Annual 

dialogue and 

unplanned 

negotiations.  

Impact of 

external 

environment 

(the Middle 

East) 

Unspecified.  Impact on the 

organisation of 

analysts on a 

yearly basis 

Ad-hoc impact on 

resources.  

No impact on 

the manifest 

organisation 

and great 

impact on the 

assumed.  

Prioritizing 

resources 

Annual 

setting of 

political 

priorities 

Dialogue 

regarding the 

allocation of 

resources.  

Negotiation on 

allocation of 

resources within 

the GPP.  

Negotiations 

within the 

annual 

dialogue-

driven GPP-

framing of the 

political 

priorities.   

Type of 

analytic focus 

 Target-centric 

analysis 

Think-tank 

analysis 

Schism 

between 

target-centric 
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and think- 

tank analysis.  

 

3. Discussion 
This is an exploratory case study of the Middle East analytical department in the DDIS and 

the presumed application of the direction phase of the classic intelligence cycle in 

collaboration with two of its main national customers: the Ministry of Defence and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. First, the case study shows that the DDIS’s manifest description 

of the intelligence cycle as a ‘stylistic presentation’ of a ‘dynamic process, consisting of 

several related and overlapping processes’ could be a very general description of the 

processes within the organisation. Secondly, the processes in the GPP format are used to 

transform the annual politically formulated strategic intelligence objectives into concrete 

intelligence requirements over at least a six-month process of dialogue and negotiation. In this 

instance, it is a four-stage bureaucratic process that begins with an initial meeting at senior 

level between all the relevant offices, at which the general strategic intelligence requirements 

for the coming year are sketched out. The DDIS then proceeds to flesh out the details of the 

GPP in a draft document that is sent to the customers. The draft is then debated at senior level 

amongst the relevant offices from the DDIS and their customers. Unless any substantial 

changes are to be made, this draft is then turned into the final agreement between the DDIS 

and the Ministry of Defence and signed by the head of the DDIS and the permanent secretary 

of the Ministry of Defence. Thirdly, the case study shows that interviewees see the Middle 

East as volatile, but that the different offices in the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs respond differently to the changes in the region – and consequently place 

different expectations on the DDIS. The Middle East is seen as a region that exerts influence 
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over the Danish political landscape and has a domino effect in the form of ad hoc intelligence 

requirements and adjustments in intelligence requirements or temporal analytical detours from 

the yearly priorities – which are themselves debated and negotiated between analysts or their 

bosses and customers. This exploratory case study shows that there is a similarity between the 

DDIS’s manifest description of the direction process and the core functions of intelligence. 

More interestingly, it also shows that the core functions of intelligence, or the intelligence 

cycle for that matter, are highly abstract in their conceptualisation. This complexity almost 

obscures a much more complex and interesting question – how fluctuations and changes in 

the Middle East have an effect on the Danish security services’ bureaucracy and how these 

changes result in dialogue and debate on the role and resources of the DDIS.  

The direction phase of the intelligence cycle is only applied within the DDIS’s Middle 

East analytical department to illustrate a much more complex process, which in practice is 

framed by a New Public Management tool: the GPP. Once this becomes clear, all sorts of 

interesting aspects present themselves. The volatility of the Middle East, coupled with the 

somewhat static GPP, opens up an essential discussion regarding how the department can best 

deal with fluctuations in the Middle East security landscape. The interviewees in the Ministry 

of Defence would prefer that the DDIS covered the Middle East based on both the yearly 

priorities and the ad hoc intelligence requirements. While the interviewees in the Middle East 

analytical department acknowledged this need, they also expressed a wish to focus on the 

yearly priorities. This schism – between the expectations of a more broadly oriented analytical 

department and a more narrowly focused one – presents a constant dilemma. Another point of 

interest that runs through the material is the schism between think-tank analysis and target-

centric analysis. Within the ministries, there is a tendency to view the intelligence 

organisation as a highly qualified, fast and reliable source of information and high-quality 

analysis on ongoing political and security events on the ground in the Middle East. This 
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expectation, coupled with the fast-moving security environment in the region, dramatically 

impacts the direction of the intelligence organisation.  

This exploratory case study shows that external factors, in the form of changes in the 

Middle East influence the relationship between the customer and producer. The intelligence 

cycle and the core functions of intelligence are not built for change and thereby provide a 

viable model for an intelligence department grappling with a volatile region dominated by 

complex intelligence problems. Davies, Gustafson & Rigden propose that an updated 

alternative to the intelligence cycle could be found in the core functions of intelligence, i.e. 

‘basic functional tasks that can be chopped, changed, and redistributed, but without which 

intelligence, however, organised and institutionalised, cannot happen’.112 This argument, that 

the core functions of intelligence (requirement, collection, processing and dissemination) are 

essential prerequisites for the existence of intelligence, is equivalent to a biological argument, 

i.e. that certain parts of an organism have crucial functions. If these functions ceased to work, 

the organism would stop living. However, an intelligence service is not an organism with 

internal organs that are essential for its survival. Davies & Gustafson argue that the concept of 

the core functions consists of principal logical components or steps,113 in the form of 

requirements, collection, analysis and dissemination114 – and to some extent, the results of this 

case study would agree, at least in a manifest sense. The GPP can be seen as a local instance 

of the universal core function of requirement, via which the Danish machine of government 

acquires information. However, neither the core concept of intelligence nor the intelligence 

cycle itself can explain how an organisation structured on the basis of these concepts would 

deal with the external challenges imposed by a focus area such as the Middle East and the 

ensuing conflicts over resources. Neither the intelligence cycle nor the concept of the core 

functions of intelligence captures the dilemma of how and where to spend resources in 

relation to the Middle East. Paradoxically, these two concepts instead cast a conceptual 
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shroud over the whole process of formulating intelligence requirements, which obscures the 

negotiations, the schisms, the dilemmas and difficult decisions regarding the use of taxpayers’ 

money. This helps neither the individual national intelligence organisation nor the citizens 

whom the intelligence organisation exists to serve. In short, Davies and Gustafson’s core 

concept of intelligence encapsulates the status quo across time but does not offer a model that 

allows for changes and conflicts that challenge the organisation. In the 21st century, when 

national intelligence organisations must change – and change often – if they are to 

successfully meet ever more dynamic threats, it seems that the concept of core functions of 

intelligence falls short. Since both models – the intelligence cycle and the core concept of 

intelligence – are based on positivist assumptions in which explanations are governed by 

underlying logical, law-like universal principles,115 it is difficult to make room for the 

challenges imposed on organisations by regions such as the Middle East.  

Granted, the core concept of intelligence is more agile and dynamic – a conceptual heir to the 

mechanistic intelligence cycle. It very clearly describes the intelligence functions, and as 

such, it makes sense to apply it as an illustrative model in the DDIS’s Middle East analytical 

department. However, it does not conceptualise the complex procedures nor the negotiations 

and dialogues that arise from these procedures. As such, it does not bring us closer to a 

conceptualisation for the direction phase that incorporates both internal and external factors. 

In general, conceptualists like Davies, Gustafson & Rigden seem less interested in analysing 

intelligence processes and more concerned with extracting universal intelligence principles 

from historical examples. Moreover, Davies, Gustafson & Rigden do not concern themselves 

with the world beyond the government machinery of which the intelligence organisation is a 

part.  

This study deviates by being a recent case study of a single intelligence organisation 

outside of the Anglo-American experience. Case studies are typically criticised as suitable 
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only for preliminary studies aimed at formulating or testing hypotheses rather than providing 

any solid insights into the general situation. While a case study can be an intrinsic part of a 

more extensive study, it can also be more than that.116 This critical case study has proven to be 

an effective means of confronting Davies, Gustafson & Rigden’s proposition that the 

intelligence cycle is still a valid model.117 It opens up for a closer study of intelligence 

services as part of the larger national bureaucracy – an approach also recommended by De 

Graaff & Nyce118 and, indeed, Davies.119  

More generally, within intelligence studies, one might say that research into the 

factors that influence intelligence organisations also needs to look at the influence of the area 

of focus. The reality of the DDIS shows that, when it comes to the Middle East, the ideals of 

the direction phase of the intelligence cycle seem a far cry from the negotiating processes 

between the DDIS and its customers. All of the interviewees described the Middle East as a 

volatile region, but this volatility influences the DDIS, the Ministry of Defence and the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs in different ways. Furthermore, we might expand this point to 

include all organisations of interest here. The DDIS, the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs are all, to varying degrees and in different ways, influenced by the area of 

focus. As such, political and security events on the ground dictate (in the case of the Office 

for the Middle East and North Africa of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs) the everyday work of 

the bureaucrats within these three organisations. This point might seem trivial, yet it expands 

the argument from post-positivists and social structural theorists alike – that intelligence 

organisations must be studied in a broader organisational context – and brings it into the realm 

of the area of focus. Not only must intelligence organisations be studied as a part of a greater 

state apparatus, but the impact of the area of interest on the organisation itself must also be 

studied.  
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This case study of the collaboration (the direction phase of the intelligence cycle) 

between intelligence consumers in the Danish Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, and intelligence producers inside one analytical department of the DDIS, 

regarding the formulation of intelligence requirements, provides concrete, practical 

knowledge on a critical, unusual and revelatory case. It is critical because it questions 

whether the direction phase of the intelligence cycle is applied in the DDIS and finds that 

direction is a process nested inside the DPP, as shown above. It is unusual because it deviates 

from the dominant Anglo-American perspective on the intelligence cycle, which is seen as 

universally applicable, and shows that in the case of the DDIS, the management instrument 

applied is one developed for the Danish central administration. This case study, therefore, 

opens up an approach to intelligence services that is less abstract and more specific.  

This study also asks the bigger question of whether the model of the intelligence cycle 

or other models with universalist claims are helpful in a study of intelligence approaches. This 

article claims that to stay relevant, an intelligence organisation like the DDIS must also look 

at the structure of its collaboration with national customers. Models for intelligence processes 

are of little help in this context, so an inductive case study might be one possible step in the 

direction of a less universal, more national tailor-made model. This case study also opens up a 

more nuanced inquiry into the processes of formulating intelligence requirements, as well as 

the dilemmas that arise from that process. Furthermore, it indicates that the organisation 

should leave the cycle behind and that its departments should seek to be more reflexive vis-à-

vis the area of focus, thereby opting for a departmental organisation that operates at different 

speeds and with different foci in order to pursue both target-centric and think-tank reporting. 
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A Mixed Bag of Tools: Formulating Intelligence Requirements in a small 

Intelligence Service 

Abstract 
The intelligence studies literature on the formulation of intelligence requirements has 

provided practitioners with prescriptive normative deductive models like the intelligence 

cycle and the NATO CCIR taxonomy. This article is an explorative case study of an 

analytical department of the DDIS and the internal process of breaking down intelligence 

requirements into manageable, operational units. The results from the explorative case study 

show that far from being a straightforward process as the prescriptive models seem to suggest, 

it is a complex process with several nested frameworks and inherent dilemmas. The article 

concludes that the prescriptive literature on intelligence processes is of little help in 

strengthening the reflexivity of intelligence organisations to stay relevant and stay on top of 

the development of fluid and unpredictable threat environments. The article concludes with a 

call for more case studies of smaller intelligence organisations outside the Anglosphere. 

Keywords: case-study, CCIR taxonomy Danish intelligence organisations, intelligence cycle, 

intelligence requirements, New Public Management, target centric analysis,  

 

1. Introduction  
Since World War II, intelligence studies have been preoccupied with models of intelligence 

functions such as the intelligence cycle1 (including its newer versions2) and taxonomies of 

intelligence requirements3 within Anglo-American-dominated studies of intelligence tradition 

and practice. However, although these perspectives and models4 are normative, instructive 

and, indeed, hegemonic, they offer little in the way of the thorny dilemmas that intelligence 

practitioners encounter every day. By that same token, these theoretical perspectives fall short 

of their intention to provide solutions for use in practice.  

This article focuses on intelligence requirements and their formulation. In theory, the 

requirements are the crucial point of contact between national policy-makers and the national 

intelligence services5 – they are the reason or justification for the existence of national 

intelligence services. Without them, the intelligence service would be a state-within-a-state 

rather than a state agency.6 Precisely because the intelligence requirements are the raison 

d’être of the intelligence services, it is vital to examine how they are formulated in practice. 
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Within the literature, the process of formulating intelligence requirements is often either based 

on historic examples within an Anglo-American context7 or well described in the prescriptive, 

normative intelligence studies literature as a linear, clearly demarcated, phased process within 

American intelligence organisations.8 However, very little attention has been paid to this 

organisational process in national intelligence outside of the Anglo-American experience, let 

alone in the smaller Scandinavian national services.   

The intelligence services will profess to follow this allegedly straightforward process, 

yet if we examine a particular case, we find that this process arises from a much more 

complex situation, comprising many iterations, dilemmas and negotiations. As such, there is a 

stark contrast between the principles of intelligence requirements laid down in the literature 

and the empirical findings of an exploratory, on-site case study. This contrast highlights the 

shortcomings of the literature in the face of the complex and dynamic reality of intelligence 

organisations; opens up critical discussion on the instrumentality of the normative, positivist 

literature; and invites exploration of alternative approaches to analysing local instances of 

intelligence requirement processes, with a view to supporting intelligence practice. This leads 

to the following research questions: How is the process of formulating intelligence 

requirements (issue decomposition) conducted in a Danish department of intelligence 

analysis? What does the Danish case tell us about the intelligence cycle’s viability? And what 

are the implications for intelligence studies?  

2. Method and materials 
The aim of this study was to explore and unfold the formal and informal processes of 

formulating intelligence requirements within the Danish Defence Intelligence Service’s 

Middle East Analysis Department, as described by both the organisation itself and the 

practitioners. 
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This case study has been designed as a qualitative empirical study of an analytical 

process – specifically, the issue decomposition process by which the national political goals 

are incorporated into the department and broken down into concrete target packs. A 

comparison between the manifest issue decomposition process (as described in the DDIS’s 

public statements) and the assumed process (in the words of the participating intelligence 

analysts, collected through interviews) enabled the extant process to be extracted.  

Naturally, information regarding the internal workings of any intelligence service’s 

department is sensitive by nature and should be treated as such. Therefore, no information 

was recorded with regard to intelligence gathering capacities, technological instruments, 

international collaborators or focus areas, except in the broadest possible terms (i.e. the 

Middle East). All interviewees were anonymised as much as possible. Their name, title and 

gender were omitted, and, as far as possible, the transcriptions have been denaturalised – in 

other words, socio-cultural characteristics, accents and involuntary sounds have been edited 

out.9 Prior to engaging with potential interviewees, permission was sought and granted from 

the leadership of the analytic sector of the DDIS. Once a group of potential interviewees had 

been identified, each one received a written summary of the themes and conditions of the 

interview. For example, they were told that they were free to terminate the interview at any 

time, they could refuse to answer any question, and they would be able to read their own 

words before publication in order to retract them or add nuance.  

This case study was carried out in the DDIS’s Middle East Analysis Department 

between November 2020 and May 2021. This department ‘...processes, analyses and reports 

on political, economic and military issues related to the Middle East, the Gulf Region and 

North Africa, and weapons of mass destruction’.10 The Middle East Analysis Department is, 

in other words, the primary eyes and ears of the Danish central administration regarding 

political developments in the Middle East. Its main national customers are the Ministry of 
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Defence and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but also the Danish Armed Forces, the Civil 

Servants Security Committee (Embedsmændenes Sikkerhedsudvalg), Danish Defence 

Command (Forsvarskommandoen) and the Danish Security Intelligence Service (Politiets 

Efterretningstjeneste). In principle, the Middle East Analysis Department is an instrument of 

the central administration, the purpose of which is to provide both overt and covert 

information about events that might harm, hinder or benefit Danish interests in the region. 

Therefore, once a year, strategic intelligence goals are formulated at a senior level within the 

central administration. These goals identify the most important priorities for the DDIS over 

the following year.  

One such priority concerns political and security developments in the Middle East. 

Usually, however, strategic intelligence goals are formulated in broad and general terms at the 

senior level, and therefore have to be processed into more concrete and tangible forms, such 

as prioritised intelligence requirements [PIR], specific intelligence requirements [SIR] and 

essential elements of intelligence [EEI] and targets for intelligence gathering. This is known 

as the issue decomposition11 process and is the focus of this study.  

Interviewees were chosen based on seniority, whether their analytical focus was on the 

operational or strategic level, and whether it was civil or military, to avoid bias.12 The 

interviewees comprised nine civil servants from the Middle East Analysis Department, all of 

whom were intelligence analysts. The interviewees represented a somewhat broad sample, 

comprising both veteran and novice analysts, and both military and civilian analysts, 

representing the full hierarchy of analytic functions and areas of responsibility within the 

department. The issue decomposition process involves a broad range of analysts and focus 

areas, and therefore interviews were conducted with analysts from the entire spectrum of 

focus areas within the Middle East. 
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The interviews were recorded on an audio voice recorder with no wireless technology 

(for security reasons). All interviews were arranged, conducted, transcribed and translated 

into English by the author. In order to remove the risk of unwanted exposure, no data-analysis 

software was used to process the interview material.  

This was a single critical, unusual and revelatory case study. It was critical because it 

examined whether the NATO taxonomy was applied in the issue decomposition of 

intelligence requirements. It was unusual because it deviated from the dominant intelligence 

studies literature on the intelligence requirements. Finally, it was revelatory because it 

explored and analysed a phenomenon that it had not previously been possible to study within 

intelligence studies.  

This study focuses on the issue decomposition process. Robert M. Clark defines this as 

a part of the larger process of issue definition, whereby a policy-maker’s interest in a certain 

issue is analysed and broken down into smaller and more manageable parts.13 This process 

results in a taxonomy that reflects the views of policy-makers at the top strategic level, while 

at the task level, the taxonomy represents the view of the intelligence gathering and analysis 

team in the form of essential elements of intelligence [EEI].14 Clark points out that 

intelligence problems are often nonlinear, ‘wicked’, dynamic and evolving. This challenges 

the traditional intelligence cycle, and therefore also presents a challenge to the hierarchical 

issue decomposition process, which might be a less than ideal solution to complex problems. 

However, Clark maintains that these challenges can be met through constant iterations.15 I 

have applied Clark’s concept of issue decomposition to describe the overall process by which 

the Middle East Analysis Department breaks down strategic goals into concrete targets.  

I have also applied Wilfred Brown’s distinction between the manifest, assumed and 

extant organisation. Brown defines the manifest organisation as consisting of the 

organisational charts and descriptions that the organisation itself produces to describe its 
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policies and major routines16. As the intelligence requirements are the embodiment of the 

relationship between the consumer and the producer of intelligence – without which the 

intelligence organisation is simply a state within a state – the formulation of the intelligence 

requirements is, therefore, a major routine within the DDIS. In this instance, the manifest 

organisational process was the issue decomposition process. By contrast, the assumed 

organisational process was the process as realised by the employees. This process was traced 

through semi-structured qualitative interviews, structured around two research questions: 

How is the intelligence cycle applied within the Middle East Analysis Department, and how 

are the intelligence requirements broken down into intelligence gathering requirements? 

These broad questions were then broken down into specific interview questions, which were 

recorded and transcribed. Through this comparative analysis, the extant organisational process 

emerges, i.e. the issue decomposition process in the Middle East Analysis Department. A 

pattern-matching process is used to compare a predicted pattern – in this case, the prescribed 

methods of issue decomposition in NATO’s AJP-2(A) doctrine and Clark’s issue 

decomposition process – to empirical material, in the form of DDIS’s manifest description of 

the issue decomposition process, as described in the practitioners’ own words.  

The empirical material falls into two unequal parts. The primary and smaller part 

consists of the publicly available material about the DDIS and its analytic methods, as 

published by the DDIS itself. This part constitutes the manifest organisational process. The 

second part, the assumed organisational process, consists of qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews with senior intelligence analysts in the Middle East Analysis Department on the 

issue decomposition process. Data were collected from mid-December 2020 to the end of 

January 2021 and primarily consisted of interviews with experienced analysts working on 

Middle East issues and with highly knowledgeable and experienced intelligence officials who 

are familiar with the ins and outs of the organisation and its processes. The difficulty of 
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attaining documents regarding the formulation of the intelligence requirements means that the 

interviews about intelligence processes supplement formal administrative processing – which 

can have a self-justificatory element – and often focus on decisions rather than processes. As 

a consequence, two independent interview sources are required for any item to be treated with 

absolute confidence. If two independent sources say the same thing, then the information is 

considered reliable.17 Through central concepts like PIRs, SIRs and EEIs in the empirical 

material, a comparison can be made between DDIS’s stated method of breaking down the 

intelligence requirements and selecting theoretical material, in the form of Clark and the 

NATO doctrine AJP-2(A) on the one side, and the empirical material on the other, in order to 

identify discrepancies between the normative standard and the messy reality within an 

intelligence organisation.  

This study is not generalisable to all intelligence services, nor does it claim to be. 

Firstly, it is a single exploratory case in which the force of example challenges the general 

assumption, as presented in the positivist, instructive studies for intelligence literature, that 

formulating the intelligence requirements is a straightforward process. Secondly, a critical 

case study seeks to challenge the instrumentalist literature in Clark and AJP-2(A) by pointing 

out that studies-for-intelligence cannot solve the problem merely by stating general 

prescriptive principles. On the contrary, this paper agrees with Flyvbjerg that it is a 

misunderstanding that general, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge is more valuable 

than concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge.18  

3. Results 

3.1.The Manifest Organisation: Issue decomposition of the intelligence requirements 

In the manifest organisation, the formal description of the issue decomposition process is 

relatively concise. The customers’ intelligence requirements are the centre of focus in the 
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DDIS. In its publicly available biannual reports, the DDIS describes the customers’ 

intelligence requirements as the ‘alpha and the omega’ of its work.19 It describes the 

formulation of the intelligence requirements as a two-part process, the first part of which is a 

dialogue between the DDIS and its customers, while in the second part the DDIS, based on 

this dialogue, draws up a list of requirements for information – the intelligence 

requirements:20  

It all begins in a close dialogue with our customers in order to identify their 

information requirements. Through the intelligence cycle, the customers’ wishes are 

transformed into concrete, prioritised intelligence requirements, which are then 

broken down into concrete issues for intelligence gathering. This work makes it 

possible for us to choose among the best intelligence gathering capacities at our 

disposal. We value close dialogue with our customers on all levels.21  

 

This highly compressed description of a much more complex process (as will become 

apparent) nonetheless indicates that a hierarchical taxonomic decomposition process is 

underway. The customers’ wishes or interests express the initial tasking, after which the issue 

decomposition process breaks down the interest or the intelligence problem. Clark notes that 

the taxonomic process can be easily applied to simple issues like intelligence puzzles, but it is 

more challenging to do so for complex intelligence issues.22 However, as we shall see below, 

it is precisely this taxonomic process that is applied to the complex intelligence issues of the 

Middle East. As I have shown elsewhere, the reference to the intelligence cycle is, in reality, a 

reference to a New Public Management administrative framework called GGP, which 

transforms the customers’ wishes into prioritised intelligence requirements.23 The following 

section describes how several analytic frameworks are brought into play so that the Middle 

East Analysis Department can break down the prioritised intelligence requirements into 

concrete issues for intelligence gathering.  
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3.2.Assumed: DDIS, New Public Management and the NATO taxonomy 

3.2.1. The national framework – the GPP 

The intelligence requirements of the DDIS are formulated within a managerial framework that 

is applied across the Danish central administration. As is the case in many other European 

countries, the Danish central administration has been heavily influenced by the concept of 

New Public Management (NPM), a catch-all phrase for initiatives intended to make the 

Danish public sector more efficient, dynamic and user-friendly. This approach uses goal- and 

performance management to convert political and strategic goals into concrete efforts and 

solutions through dialogue between the ministry and its agencies.24 This management tool is 

embodied in a goal- and performance plan (mål- og resultatplan, hereafter GPP). The 

department at the Ministry of Defence and the DDIS both use the GPP standard strategic 

management tool to transform political and strategic goals into concrete efforts and 

solutions.25 The DDIS’s GPP describes the most strategically important tasks for the coming 

year26 – i.e. a select few politically motivated strategic intelligence issues. The GPP embodies 

the annual negotiations on strategic political objectives between the DDIS and its national 

customers. The GPP is formulated at the top strategic level, with the average analyst playing 

only a minor role.  

3.2.2. The internal Issue Decomposition Process 

Concurrent with the GPP being negotiated at the top level, the DDIS sets in motion an internal 

process via which the DDIS transforms the expected prioritised intelligence requirements, as 

mentioned above, into a series of working programmes under the GPP model. Based on the 

GPP concept, the strategic targets are then broken down into a nuanced hierarchy of questions 

or targets, called prioritised intelligence requirements [PIR]. This hierarchical system of 

targets is framed in a NATO system of intelligence requirements: the AJP-2(A).  
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3.2.3. The NATO AJP-2(A) 

In the NATO doctrine AJP-2(A), the intelligence requirement emerges from a hierarchically 

structured process in which intelligence requirements are passed down through several 

layered functions (AJP-2(A)). For example, a piece of information may be defined as either 

critical to the success of the mission or as representing a critical threat to the mission.27 The 

NATO doctrine is sequentially explicit when it comes to the evaluation of intelligence 

requirements. It is formulated as a taxonomy of the commanders’ critical intelligence 

requirements [CCIR], friendly force intelligence requirements [FFIR], prioritised intelligence 

requirements [PIR], specific intelligence requirements [SIR] and essential elements of 

intelligence [EEI]. CCIRs consist of information concerning areas that are either critical to the 

mission’s success or represent a critical threat to it.28 FFIRs and PIRs are both parts of the 

CCIR. The FFIRs concern information about friendly forces. The PIRs are vital to the CCIR 

and encompass identification and monitoring areas that represent either opportunities or 

threats to the mission. PIRs are also a set of standing requirements that not only drive 

intelligence gathering but also provide the focus of the overall intelligence mission.29 SIRs 

support and complement the PIRs by providing more detail – intelligence staff use them to 

determine which intelligence assets, sources or disciplines can meet the requirements.30 The 

EEIs consist of even more detailed questions that add detail to the SIRs and enable an 

intelligence gathering task list to be drawn up based on the intelligence gathering plan. EEIs 

should answer the SIRs and are the basis for creating intelligence requirements and 

establishing relevant tasking. The process of breaking down the strategic intelligence 

requirements into a hierarchy of requirements, as in AJP-2(A), is based on highly influential 

normative standards rooted in Anglo-American historical experience with intelligence. The 

CCIR-system mentioned above in connection with NATO’s AJP-2(A) has its historical roots 

in World War I.31  
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Applying the NATO AJP-2 (A) inside a GPP working programme. The GPP is 

divided into several strategic focus areas, each of which provides the basis for formulating a 

working programme, which is then loosely modelled on the NATO system of intelligence 

requirements from the PIR level32 inside the DDIS. The working programme describes and 

defines each analytical department’s strategic objectives for the coming year. Each working 

programme consists of a hierarchy of requirements and therefore represents a unique and 

somewhat demarcated strategic intelligence requirement. Furthermore, this hierarchy of 

requirements (PIRs, SIRs and EEIs) mirrors the organisation itself. The PIRs are the result of 

discussions by the head of the sector and the head of the department; the SIRs are the result of 

discussions by the head of the department and the head of the section, and the EEIs are 

formulated by the analysts.33 As one analyst puts it: 

The boss [the head of the DDIS] buys in on the direction [the GPP]. He owns that. All the 

others below him own the subjacent levels [of the PIRs, SIRs and EEIs]. Those are the 

ones who must transform them. Moreover, that last question needs to be one that the 

intelligence gathering [sector] actually can answer.34 

 

1.1.4. Issue decomposition of the GPP through the AJP-2(A) 

In this way, the GPP provides the administrative framework for the working programmes. 

Within this framework, a local interpretation of the AJP-2(A) taxonomy is applied to break 

down the strategic targets into concrete intelligence requirements. The PIRs, SIRs and EEIs 

are comparable to a funnel, via which the strategic intelligence requirements are decomposed 

into smaller and more concrete intelligence requirements.35 This process lasts approximately 

three to four months and takes place annually, setting the strategic priorities for the coming 

year. When asked to define an intelligence requirement, a senior analyst described how the 

issue composition of GPP is broken down into PIRs, SIRs and EEIs that are aimed at filling 

information gaps.  

An intelligence requirement can be a general and particular question. It plays a role in 

the customer’s needs and our need to formulate an intelligence picture. The 
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intelligence requirement is formulated in a general way in the GPP. We then trickle it 

down. In our department, and on a PIR level, I and the department chief decide on the 

highway upon which we will have to drive. We construct the PIR on this basis and 

then subdivide it to achieve a finer degree of detail […]. This represents something 

very general, which we then crystallise into a string of underlying intelligence 

requirements. What do they represent? In part, they represent the questions that we ask 

ourselves: “Here are some gaps in our knowledge, for which we need answers on a 

very detailed level about certain persons or certain processes.” […] Nevertheless, they 

can also represent something we know we just need to keep an eye on, on an ongoing 

basis.36 

 

The GPP’s issue composition is not just carried out through a taxonomical process but is also 

mirrored throughout the hierarchy of the organisation. Here, the issue decomposition is 

broken down so it falls into areas of functional responsibility, where different issues in the 

decomposition processes are carried out at different organisational levels and passed on from 

the top strategic level to the departmental level to the section level. Finally, the EEIs are 

anchored with the analysts.37  
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Figure 1 illustrates, generically, this correspondence between the taxonomy of intelligence 

requirements and the organisational hierarchy at the time of the study.    

To summarise, the Middle East Analysis Department is responsible for formulating one of 

several working programmes of the DDIS’s GPP. As shown in Figure 1, the GPP consists of a 

hierarchy of targets that reflect the strategic goals of the DDIS and which are related to the 

Ministry of Defence’s overall vision and mission. The GPP allows for some autonomy in 

terms of how the working programmes are determined. The working programme consists of 

intelligence requirements that are, as we shall see, worked out as a hierarchy of targets, as 

well as questions that are worked out based on NATO’s system of PIRs, SIRs and EEIs.  

3.3.Assumed organisation: Departures from the NATO standard  

The Middle East is a politically motivated objective in the GPP. It is prioritised in one  

of the DDIS’s working programmes, where it is further broken down into PIRs, SIRs and 

EEIs, as per the recommendations in the AJP-2(A). The GPP functions as a guideline, rather 
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than a norm,38 which affords the Middle East Analysis Department some flexibility and 

freedom in its application of the AJP-2(A) taxonomy when it comes to breaking down the 

strategic intelligence objectives. Naturally, the NATO intelligence requirements are 

transformed into something else within the department, as will be shown. This is 

acknowledged by the analysts, who are familiar with the doctrine itself.39 The taxonomy of 

AJP-2(A) is an applied, but moderated, instrument for breaking down the intelligence 

requirements in a manner that is applicable to the dynamic, volatile Middle East region, where 

analysts must contend with different types of intelligence problems in the form of puzzles, 

mysteries and riddles.40  

To the outsider, EEI is a seemingly innocuous acronym. However, this should not be 

mistaken for unimportance – within the Middle East Analysis Department, the EEIs are at the 

centre of organisational considerations, dilemmas and battles. The EEI is also an internally 

formulated intelligence requirement on which several dilemmas hinge, one that is 

fundamentally connected to the GPP concept for the DDIS. A senior civil servant describes 

the importance of the intelligence requirements for the analytical work, organisational setup 

and collaborative relations both inside and outside the organisation:  

They [the intelligence requirements] certainly control and direct our efforts on an 

overriding level. They are a guideline for what we do, for our focus and the questions 

we ask. The questions that we pose are really what we call intelligence requirements. 

So, they control the frameworks […]. This is apparent on many different levels. 

However, they are also a guideline for how we are organised, the working groups we 

create and the collaborations we enter into. So, in that way, one could say that they are 

pretty decisive for what we do.41 

 

The quote above indicates that the intelligence requirements are more than a stated 

requirement for information as defined in the AJP-2(A) through an issue decomposition 

process – they also anchor the organisation and the structure of the analytical department. 

Therefore, the intelligence requirements are central to structure, the organisation and the 

intelligence processes inside the Middle East Analysis Department.  
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There is a division between PIRs that have intelligence gathering resources and PIRs 

that do not. The first are aimed at forewarning; the second merely monitor relevant events. 

This dualism, between monitoring events and actively seeking information, structures the 

intelligence requirements, the organisation and the analysts’ tasks. A senior analyst describes 

the difference between forewarning and monitoring a target:   

In this department, we formulate the PIRs, and we do so based on our commitments 

and agreements with the customers, what we in the GPP can issue warnings on, and 

what we must be able to monitor without necessarily warning about. So, when this 

[PIRs of forewarning or PIRs of monitoring] has been spelt out, we ask ourselves how 

we can analytically approach it in a way that allows us to structure it and work with it 

[…]. Clearly, forewarning is dependent on us getting relevant intelligence.42 

 

This distinction is also at the root of several dilemmas that unfold in the daily work,43 to 

which we will return.  

Some analysts describe the EEI as an atomised form of the GPP,44 as the individual 

EEIs are analytically prioritised focus areas in the Middle East.45 Due to the volatility of the 

Middle East as a region, the department needs to decide on where to focus its analytical and 

intelligence gathering resources. Nevertheless, the interviews reveal a broad understanding 

and acceptance that, from time to time, the list of EEIs must be revisited to ensure that the 

intelligence requirements reflect both the shifting realities in the Middle East and the options 

for collecting new material. These considerations are made with relation to the intelligence 

gathering effort, which should continually be evaluated in terms of whether the intelligence 

gathering efforts bring added value to the customer. As one analyst put it:  

Those overarching PIRs are probably still correct, and so are the SIRs, but the EEIs 

that we have posed – we did not get on with them, and they make no sense anymore. 

In the old days, we would have kept them, but today I would argue that we should 

change them more often. That would allow us to make some quick decisions with the 

people from the intelligence gathering department. We would say: ‘Great. It was a 

great proposal. But nothing has come of it. Ergo. Let us change course.’ […] Our rule 

of thumb is that what we do must produce added value. It must be something that the 

ministries or the DSIS cannot get anywhere else. Because if they could, it would be 

much less expensive. We are an expensive machine.46  
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This quote highlights a central question, perhaps the central question: What should be the 

focus of this expensive gaze (i.e. the resources of the DDIS47)? The GPP, the CCIR taxonomy 

and the EEIs are instruments used to prioritise the time available to the analysts for 

intelligence gathering and reporting. The quote underlines a deeply held belief within the 

DDIS – that what makes it unique is its ability to collect information that cannot be collected 

by anyone else within the Danish administration. However, the quote also shows that the 

Middle East Analysis Department tries to keep up with the dynamic and evolving situation in 

the Middle East by regularly revisiting the intelligence requirements.  

3.3.1. The EEI is the Pivot 

For the analysts, EEIs constitute a central intelligence question for the analyst.48 They 

represent questions to which the analysts seek answers or information, although they might 

not be formulated as questions. Intelligence problems come in different sizes and shapes, 

either as closed intelligence questions, a puzzle that can and should be solved,49 or a mystery 

that can be approached through sense-making analysis,50 as Treverton reminds us.51 As we 

shall see, the analysts have a range of different focus areas and thereby emphasise intelligence 

questions within their own specific field as being more important than others. This invariably 

leads to discussion of which EEIs should be included in the list of relevant intelligence 

questions.52 This qualitative study also found that the interviewees did not all share one fixed 

definition of EEIs. Some analysts see the EEIs as analytical questions regarding indicators of 

more significant tendencies, whereas others see them like a ‘row of drawers’ or ‘a row of 

pegs’ that can be used to organise and systematise both existing and incoming information. 

This shows that EEI is a catch-all term for a somewhat multifaceted concept, which refers 

both to the concept itself and to the application of the concept in the organisational procedures 

when dealing with the intelligence requirements.  
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Some analysts see EEIs as puzzles in search of answers, while others see them as 

mysteries that do not yet make sense. One military analyst described how a system of EEIs is 

established within a new field of analytical responsibility. First, a scenario with four different 

developments is worked out. This is done based on what the interviewee identified as ‘drivers 

that control this country. These drivers, with attached indicators, then form the foundation for 

the intelligence requirements [IR]’. 53 These indicators can be measured and answered.54 

According to the military analyst, the EEIs would be the embodiment of these indicators, and 

therefore there must be no limit on the number of EEIs. The analyst points out the EEIs 

should not be open-ended questions but should be formulated in such a way that they can be 

answered through accumulated ‘evidence’ and subsequently closed.55 At the other end of the 

spectrum, a civilian analyst described how they saw EEIs as an analytical tool for sorting out 

incoming information and as a tool for prioritising which intelligence requirements should be 

pursued through the active intelligence gathering of information from DDIS’s own sources. 

The interviewee pointed out that not all analysts are enthusiastic about having to handle many 

EEIs every day, as they feel that this is simply a distraction from the big geopolitical picture.56 

The analysts note that, as a consequence of operating within a system where incentives are 

tied to analytic production within themes and areas, there is internal competition between the 

analysts to formulate EEIs within their particular area of expertise. 

3.3.2. Formulation of the EEIs by the analysts 

As related above, at the same time as the process of formulating and negotiating the GPP is 

being carried out at the strategic leadership level of the DDIS and the national customers, the 

EEIs are being formulated at the analytical level.  

The analysts are responsible for formulating the EEIs that constitute the core of the 

intelligence requirement. The issue decomposition of the PIRs and the formulation of the 

EEIs starts with the all-source analysts engaging in a general, often heated discussion 
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regarding the previous year’s intelligence requirements. This process starts with the analysts 

writing down what they deem to be the most critical intelligence requirements within their 

designated area of expertise. These suggestions are then hotly debated between the various 

analysts. One senior analyst described it as a battleground in which analysts meet and fight for 

the prominence of their area of expertise. At the same time, it is also a forum for discussing 

and debating trends, events and predictions.57 However, once the EEIs have been agreed 

upon, they form the basis for the intelligence gathering efforts.  

Questions regarding the number of EEIs and how they are formulated are not trivial. 

They reveal a central dilemma in intelligence analysis and reporting. A service that has the 

relevant intelligence gathering capacities for relevant targets can achieve a high level of 

quality reporting on that particular target, which opens the possibility of collaboration with 

international partners on this target, thereby strengthening the service’s reporting and its status 

in the international intelligence community. On the other hand, an intelligence service that 

focuses on several events or targets at the same time will have a short turn-around rate on 

questions raised by its national customers.  

The internal analytical discussions regarding the EEIs are based on a system in which 

each analyst has a demarcated area of responsibility. The analysts are often experts in a 

particular subject, with deep knowledge and long, sometimes personal experience within a 

particular field, e.g. tribal structures in southern Yemen. As a result, they will be responsible 

for formulating EEIs related to that specific area. Most analysts take great pride in and feel 

great responsibility for ‘their’ area. One interviewee describes the issue decomposition 

process as seen from the analyst’s perspective:   

That whole process went on in 2020. It took approximately 3–4 months in the autumn 

of 2019. And it happened with much gnashing of teeth, yelling and screaming. It was 

very much not a pretty process because we all are a bunch of prima donnas who all 

want our own way.58 
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The analysts engage in fierce debate during the initial formulation of the EEIs, as part of the 

process of breaking down the politically strategic objectives of the GPP. Since the analysts are 

responsible for following developments and reporting on certain EEIs, they will strive to 

define and defend the EEIs. The EEIs are distributed among the analysts as areas of 

responsibility according to their expertise, and as such, function as management tools. Just as 

analysts have focus areas in which they are responsible for monitoring current events, 

collecting new material and reporting,59 they are also responsible for formulating the EEIs or 

intelligence questions that are deemed essential for the customer or for the continued 

monitoring of that specific focus area.60 In this way, each analyst can formulate, or carve out, 

an area of responsibility. Questions from the national customers or partners regarding certain 

areas of interest will be directed to the appropriate analyst, who will seek to answer the 

question.61  

3.3.3. Dilemmas of the EEIs 

Both the DDIS and its national customers see the Middle East as a volatile region. As a 

consequence, this region entails challenges in terms of the DDIS’s use of resources,62 which 

opens up a schism between think-tank and target-centric analytic efforts. This schism is felt in 

the internal process of formulating the EEIs in the Middle East Analysis Department, 

resulting in different attitudes within the team of intelligence analysts. Some analysts 

advocate a horizon-scanning approach, in which many EEIs are monitored at the same time, 

while others prefer a target-centric approach, monitoring only a few. Some analysts prefer 

many EEIs since this gives them many pegs or boxes with which to categorise or arrange the 

information. According to the sceptics, the downside to this is that it means a lot of time is 

spent on arranging and categorising information. Others prefer a system based on a few 

prioritised EEIs, so as to focus the analytical gaze on a few hotspots. However, this can mean 

that many potentially relevant pieces of information regarding concurrent events are 
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overlooked. These attitudes are by no means mutually exclusive. It is possible to find analysts 

who prefer a horizon-scanning approach when it comes to PIRs of monitoring, yet who are 

still extremely committed to spending as much time as possible on a few targets.  

On the other hand, more EEIs allow for a more dynamic and reporting effort, with less 

deep intelligence gathering and analysis and less long-term collaboration with international 

partners. As such, a greater number of EEIs strengthens the breadth of the department’s 

analytical scope and allows for more dynamic and flexible reporting to customers. However, 

this horizon-scanning approach also means allocating more analytical resources to the daily 

monitoring of several focus areas. This means there are fewer resources for intelligence 

gathering, which weakens the collaboration with international partners. 

On another sublevel, there are questions regarding the formulation of EEIs – should 

they be formulated in a generic or specific way? The advantage of EEIs that are formulated 

generically – e.g. ‘What is the impact of Sunni Islamism on the Kurdish minority in the 

Middle East?’ – is that they give the analyst free rein to follow fluctuating tendencies. On the 

other hand, EEIs that are formulated more specifically – e.g. ‘Who leads the political branch 

of the leadership of Islamist organisation Hurras al-Deen in the southern part of Aleppo?’ 

– strengthen the analytic focus on a particular topic, but also limit (at least in principle) the 

analytic effort. As the analyst’s prerogative is to formulate the EEIs that constitute the issues 

on which they will focus in their daily work, it is interesting to look at some of the discussions 

surrounding the formulation of EEIs. For example, one debate amongst analysts is whether it 

is preferable to have a few intensely focused EEIs or many general ones. Several issues flow 

from this since the EEI is tied to the question of the specialists’ resources and the intelligence 

gathering – a dilemma rooted in the expectations of the department’s customers. First, fewer 

EEIs allows for a long-term, deep analytical intelligence gathering effort but is less dynamic 

and results in less reporting. Second, fewer EEIs concentrates the available resources on a 
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smaller number of focus areas, allowing for a deeper understanding and possible intelligence 

gathering on a few critical areas. A smaller number of EEIs is also more conducive to long-

term strategic commitment and long-term collaboration with partners. However, the weakness 

of this long-term myopic vision is a less flexible and less dynamic capacity to cover several 

events simultaneously. Finally, a small number of EEIs means that information is gathered on 

only a few subjects, which leads to fewer reports. 

3.3.4. Function of the EEIs 

Once the EEIs have been formulated into concrete focus areas or concrete intelligence 

problems, they are instrumentalised inside the department as a tool for prioritising reporting, 

intelligence gathering, working groups, distribution and the categorisation of information, 

thereby effectively functioning as a management tool.63 I will touch upon these aspects below.  

The EEIs are prioritised intelligence questions, but even so, they are often too general 

to provide direction for the intelligence gathering effort, and therefore must be further 

decomposed into something even more concrete.64  Even though all of the formulated EEIs 

may be of interest to the analysts and their national customers, not all EEIs are prioritised in a 

way that merits an attempt by the DDIS to collect information for that particular EEI.65 Only a 

few EEIs are singled out for intelligence gathering.66 Collecting information requires extra 

resources in the form of analytical guidance, intelligence gathering and processing of the 

collected material. In principle, all formulated EEIs should be reported on since they have 

been formulated based on the interest of national customers. The working group’s focus is on 

specially selected EEIs.67 Only a few intelligence questions, in the form of EEIs, are allocated 

to intelligence gathering.  

However, these intelligence questions can receive extra attention in the form of a 

specially selected working group of analysts. These analysts will devote time to collecting 

information for a prioritised EEI. The working groups are established in accordance with the 



168 

 

GPP and tasked with focusing on and transforming concrete questions that may arise 

concerning the intelligence gathering of specific information on that EEI.68  

The EEI becomes a tool for the distribution and categorisation of information. It is 

also used to structure information relating to the Middle East in the internal IT system. Once 

all of the analysts have formulated their intelligence questions, and the EEIs have been listed, 

a database is established in which each EEI constitutes a distinct intelligence gap to be filled. 

Each EEI constitutes a small building block within a larger pyramidical structure of 

intelligence questions or gaps in the form of SIRs and PIRs. Each EEI is, in effect, a 

‘pigeonhole’ or a ‘peg’, where relevant information can be stored and retrieved later.69 In this 

way, the concept of the EEI is used to define focus areas, intelligence questions, areas of 

responsibility, intelligence gathering priorities and reporting, and acts as a blueprint for 

systematically structuring information and as a focus for the working group. In short, the EEI 

is a multi-tool for managing intelligence analysis.  

In summary, it has been shown how the strategic intelligence issues laid down in the 

GPP are decomposed via the NATO AJP-2(A) taxonomy during an annual six-month process. 

It has also been shown how this is carried out through a taxonomically structured process in 

which the intelligence issue is decomposed into EEIs as it passes through the hierarchical 

organisation, with each hierarchical level bearing responsibility for decomposing the issue.  

The GPP uses an overriding New Public Management framework to formulate the 

strategic intelligence issues. The GPP is divided into several working programmes, one of 

which is the responsibility of the Middle East Analysis Department. The analysts handle the 

process of formulating the EEIs. This can be a sensitive process, as the EEIs encapsulate 

aspects of reporting, analytic focus, intelligence gathering, etc. It is becoming evident that a 

key part of the intelligence requirement, which is a deduction from the GPP, is that the 

department’s analysts use EEI in a multifaceted or multidimensional way. The EEIs form the 



169 

 

pivot on which the organisation, processes, responsibilities and tasks turn. The working 

programme will flesh out two types of PIRs: monitoring and forewarning. The latter will be 

allocated resources and form the focus of a designated working group. The establishment of 

the working group opens up the possibility of applying a third instrumental framework – a 

target-centric analysis framework, which the working group can use to focus on the real-

world objects of the prioritised EEIs of forewarning.  

3.4. Extant Organisation 

After unfolding the DDIS’s manifest but implicit description of the issue decomposition 

process into the assumed process as seen by the analysts, it becomes clear that there is a very 

large discrepancy between the process as described by the DDIS and by the analysts. The 

process is politically directed and framed in within the administrative framework of the GPP, 

and then, iteratively, analytically formulated through taxonomies inspired by AJP-2(A), albeit 

implemented in a less dogmatic but highly hierarchical way. The less dogmatic approach can 

be seen in the multifaceted concept of the EEIs, while the hierarchical elements can be seen in 

the way that intelligence issues are carried down through the DDIS, from the top-tier 

leadership to the analyst. The Middle Eastern Analysis Department is multifocal as it has one 

eye on the politically driven interests on the customers that needs monitoring and the other 

eye on events in the Middle East that needs to be monitored or the focus for intelligence 

gathering in a working group. The issue decomposition process is framed on customer wishes, 

but is also driven by internal agonistic, passionate, debates surrounding the areas of 

responsibilities, the EEIs. The customers interests change over time, which is factor that the 

analysts must always be prepared for. But the analysts have their area of responsibility at 

heart and spend much time to keep up with events on the ground in the Middle East within 

their respective areas. The manifest ethical ideal of the intelligence analyst is value neutral 

service mindedness, which is an ideal, that is upheld amongst the analysts. At the same time, 
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the analysts interviewed appeared passionate about their areas of responsibility and their 

analytical tradecraft.  Finally, it is interesting to note that there is a schism among the analysts 

between long-term and short-term reporting and between target-centric and think-tank 

analysis, which reveals a deep-rooted dilemma in the organisation regarding its primary role 

in terms of providing intelligence to customers.  

Table 4: Comparison of manifest and assumed issue decomposition process 

Issue decomposition in the manifest, the assumed and extant organisation 

Type of 

organisation 

(Brown) 

The manifest 

organisation: 

customer-driven 

The assumed 

organisation: 

multifocal  

The extant organisation: 

versatile organisation 

Processing model 

(Davies, 

Gustafson and 

Rigden) 

The intelligence 

cycle/the core 

functions of 

intelligence 

The GPP, AJP-

2(A) and target-

centric analysis 

A group of nested 

taxonomical 

instruments, framed 

within the obligatory 

NPM instrument of 

GPP.   

Basis for 

intelligence 

requirements 

Customer based GPP-based and 

based on in-house 

monitoring 

Politically directed and 

then, analytically 

formulated.  

The role of EEI Not mentioned Multifaceted The significance of the 

NATO taxonomy does 

not merit mention on a 

manifest level. The 

taxonomy plays an 

organising role inside 

the Middle East 

Analysis Department.  

Impact of 

customer 

influence on the 

issue 

decomposition 

process 

Dictated through 

customer interests 

through an annual and 

ad hoc basis.  

Dictated by 

customer interests 

and internally 

influenced by 

competition for 

customer 

attention, 

resources and 

prominence.   

A bureaucracy of 

customer oriented, and 

internally agonistic 

oriented analysts.  

Impact of the 

external 

environment (the 

Middle East) on 

the issue 

decomposition 

process 

Influence through 
customer interests on 

an annual and ad hoc 

basis.  

Influence through 
customer and 

partner interests 

and events in the 

Middle East 

outside customer 

interest.  

Several external 
influences on the 

individual analyst.  
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Analytical ethos Value neutral service 

mindedness is held up 

as an ideal 

Professional 

integrity, specific 

analytic tradecraft 

and vocabulary 

and speaking truth 

to power.  

Value neutral service 

mindedness and a 

passion for the area of 

responsibility (EEIs) 

 

4. Discussion 
During the months-long process of breaking down the national customers’ strategic 

information requirements into more analytically and practically manageable questions, the 

simple intelligence cycle is nowhere to be seen. This exploratory case study shows that the 

process of formulating intelligence requirements inside the department of Middle East 

analysis involves several managerial instruments ‘stacked’ inside one another. A combination 

of management instruments from New Public Management and NATO, respectively, are 

brought into play in a way that means the GPP sets the overall framework, while a local 

interpretation of the AJP-2(A) is applied to break down the PIRs, SIRs and EEIs. The 

conceptual understanding of the EEI inside the Middle East Analysis Department differs from 

the AJP-2(A) in that it has many facets, and each analyst seems to stress different aspects as 

being the most important. This study has also revealed that nested inside these processes are 

thorny dilemmas – e.g. whether to focus on a few or more EEIs or on strategic or much more 

contemporary targets. These dilemmas bear witness to the ever-looming question of making 

the most effective use of resources while simultaneously daring to look ahead, beyond the 

horizon. It is interesting to note that the Cold War concept of the intelligence cycle is still held 

up as an essential reference point within both the literature70 and the manifest organisation of 

the DDIS.71 At the same time, however, it is acknowledged that the process is, in fact, framed 

within the New Public Management tool. 

At the same time as the GPP is negotiated out in the upper bureaucratic echelons of 

the DDIS and its customers, the working programmes that decompose the GPP into PIRs, 
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SIRs and EEIs are being fleshed out inside the analytical department. The working 

programme is, therefore, a crossroads between the New Public Management tool of the GPP 

and the AJP-2(A)-inspired process, which is an early 20th-century invention. It is also 

interesting to note that, although the internal processes for formulating intelligence 

requirements are multidimensional, prolonged and very much alive, the anachronistic 

automaton known as the intelligence cycle is still droning on in the Danish intelligence 

community and remains the primary reference point when intelligence processes are 

discussed, conceptualised and understood in the manifest organisation. 

This author agrees with Agrell that the Scandinavian intelligence services are moving 

towards a future in which new intelligence and an increasingly competitive environment, new 

technology, and a shrinking monopoly on exclusive methods and sources pose significant 

challenges to the intelligence services’ adaptability72. However, the fact that the intelligence 

requirements are still conceptualised in the intelligence cycle, the issue decomposition process 

and the NATO taxonomy indicates that the DDIS is holding on to an immense amount of 

conceptual flotsam from the Cold War.  

The consequences of the DDIS’s privileged position, with its special licence to collect, 

analyse and communicate, also play out in the issue decomposition of the intelligence 

requirements within the analyst department. The reason for this is that issue decomposition 

also entails a prioritisation of special resources and areas of reporting, and not all analysts can 

occupy the focus areas that are the highest priority and to which the most resources are 

allocated. As each analyst is assigned to certain EEIs, this could mean that the EEIs also play 

a formative role in contributing to informal social hierarchies – structured along the lines of 

the EEIs – inside the department. This decomposition process amongst the analysts is 

agonistic because the analysts themselves have different opinions regarding the purpose, 

number and exact function of the EEIs. It is also fascinating to see how the seemingly 
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insignificant EEI plays a significant role in formulating intelligence requirements. The EEIs 

both constitute the intelligence questions themselves and yet also shape how the department 

works in terms of individual responsibilities, priorities and working groups. Both the Clark 

and the AJP-2(A) processes of deducting the strategic intelligence need are normative, 

prescriptive models developed within the studies-for-intelligence tradition – or, as Boyer 

describes them, scholarship of application.73 As shown above, the analysts in the Middle East 

department apply these two approaches in one form or another when it comes to the issue 

decomposition of the intelligence requirements. However, as useful as these approaches are, 

when it comes to formulating some sort of taxonomy of PIRs, SIRs and EEIs, the AJP-2(A), 

in particular, was developed during the Cold War to solve intelligence puzzles, in which the 

answers could be found through intelligence gathering; rather than intelligence mysteries, 

where many actors respond to changing circumstances on the ground without any 

recognisable pattern.74 That is not to say that the DDIS is not keeping up with the times, but 

when it comes to the intelligence requirements, its toolbox of organisational procedures 

comprises a mixed bag inherited from the wars of the 20th century, national New Public 

Management directives and loosely applied recommendations from the intelligence handbook 

library. The Danish case highlights the challenges that concepts like the intelligence cycle or 

the NATO taxonomy – in essence, military doctrinal concepts – are facing within intelligence 

organisations. At the same time, organisations are trying to adapt to global megatrends, an 

increasingly competitive market for intelligence products, and their customers’ changing and 

dynamic intelligence requirements. 

This points to an argument that Rathmell condensed and put forward 20 years ago: 

That the intelligence community is ‘consistently behind the curve and running to catch up 

with a fluid and unpredictable environment’.75 Agrell and Treverton and others76 have pointed 

out that the 21st century has seen an expansion in the breadth of intelligence problems. As has 



174 

 

been shown, the Middle East Analysis Department deals with puzzles and mysteries, for 

which the intelligence cycle and the taxonomy of PIRs, SIRs and EEIs may be helpful but not 

adequate. Both the AJP-2(A) and Clark have tried to embrace these conditions, but both 

approaches fail to provide an effective solution, as Clark also admits.77 Neither AJP-2(A) nor 

Clark offers any clues when it comes to identifying, discussing, handling or even solving the 

hard dilemmas that rumble on in the issue decomposition process. This is naturally impossible 

within the deductive, conceptualist approach, based on historical, declassified material that is 

seldom more than one or two decades old. Grongstad and Lasoen argue for a more structural 

approach and suggest that a more dynamic and flexible organisation would be better equipped 

to deal with 21st-century challenges. This author agrees with Grongstad and Lasoen’s analysis 

of the situation facing the intelligence services and with the general point that the intelligence 

services need to be more fluid and flexible to face up to the challenges not only in the 

organisation but also in the conceptualisation of the intelligence requirements.  

This explorative single case study of formulating intelligence requirements within the 

Middle East Analysis Department has shown that the AJP-2(A) taxonomy is nested inside the 

New Public Management instrument of GPP, an instrument applied across the board of the 

Danish central administration. The case study has also shown that the analysts are responsible 

for formulating and monitoring the EEIs, how difficult and dilemma-ridden this can be, and 

how the GPP allows for this responsibility. Finally, this case study has shown that, in terms of 

further research, there is a need for a reflexive, exploratory case-study approach to 

intelligence processes in order to arrive at a deeper understanding of the resilient conceptual 

frameworks at play within the intelligence bureaucracies. 
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