
 

Intelligence in Public Literature

Strategic Intelligence: A Handbook for 
Practitioners, Managers and Users
Don McDowell, (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press, Revised Edition, 2009), 286 pp

Reviewed by Peter C. Oleson
Studies in
Don McDowell’s Strategic Intelligence, A Handbook for Practitioners, Manag-
ers and Users is a useful book for those learning how to approach complex intelli-
gence analyses and estimates. Much of what McDowell addresses will be old hat 
to experienced analysts in Intelligence Community agencies, but for those with 
limited experience in strategic analyses or those who have worked mostly in cur-
rent intelligence, investigatory work, or operational support this book provides a 
pertinent guide. It should be most helpful to those involved in strategic analysis 
in the security, law enforcement, and compliance and regulatory communities at 
the federal, state, and local levels. Many of the considerations the author 
addresses would also be useful in private sector competitive intelligence analy-
ses and academic research.

McDowell provides an interesting, non-American perspective on the doctrine of 
doing strategic analysis. A former director of the Strategic Crimes Studies Unit 
of the Australian Attorney-General’s Department, McDowell has taught the prin-
ciples of intelligence analysis and management to intelligence, law enforcement, 
and tax authorities in Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, and Latin America. The 
original version of this book was self-published in 1998.

The author discusses general concepts of strategic analysis, issues for clients 
and managers, and processes and techniques, adding his own critical observa-
tions gained from four decades of international intelligence experience. His defi-
nitions are clear and memorable. For example, McDowell writes: “From a 
conceptual point of view, intelligence as a practice exists to illuminate the 
obscure, to forecast what is yet to come, to explain the ‘iceberg’ of truth beneath 
the tip of what can be seen.” He neatly differentiates between “clients” and “cus-
tomers”: A “client” is the person who commissions the analysis and is, therefore, 
a major stakeholder in the effort; a “customer” is someone who reads the result-
ing intelligence and may, or may not, be a stakeholder. McDowell defines “strate-
gic intelligence analysis” as a “specific form of research that addresses any issue 
at a level of breadth and detail necessary to describe threats, risks, and opportu-
nities in a way that helps determine programs and policies.” Its main purpose is 
to help management develop policies, strategies, and programs. As such, strate-
gic intelligence analysis is distinctly different from, but complementary to, tacti-
cal or operational intelligence analyses, which are focused on specific targets or 
individuals and support the day-to-day activities of operational line units.
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McDowell argues that every nation should invest in a strategic intelligence 
research unit to examine trends and futures, and he outlines the concepts, organi-
zation, resource requirements, and staffing considerations of such a unit. He 
believes any strategic analysis unit should be a separate and distinct entity, not an 
add-on to an operational agency. He states: “One thing is certain: Inevitably, there 
are no benefits derived from mandating [strategic intelligence analysis] to an exist-
ing agency. All already have their own functions and responsibilities…and [points 
of view]. This also serves to insulate the strategic analysis unit from the immedi-
ate pressures on agency management and the crisis of the moment. This is an 
interesting postulation when the reader reflects on the US Intelligence Commu-
nity’s internal arguments over the removal of the National Intelligence Council 
from CIA when the Director of National Intelligence was established.

Most of the book focuses on the process of strategic intelligence analysis—from 
initial tasking by the client through planning the schedule and resources needed 
(often an afterthought in the US Intelligence Community), planning the needed col-
lection of information, approaches to collating and evaluating data, planning the 
analysis phase, developing hypotheses, and presenting the final judgments of the 
analysts. In this, McDowell is quite thorough. Part IV of the book, “Processes and 
Techniques,” is the most useful part for those needing a “how to” book. Starting with 
chapter 8 McDowell lays out the methodology for undertaking strategic analyses.

After initially studying the problem to gain a conceptual framework for the stra-
tegic analysis and breaking the problem into its components, the author, in chap-
ter 9, “Defining the Task: Prescribing the Boundaries of the Project,” emphasizes 
the criticality of the terms of reference and study project plan, and provides a sam-
ple outline. In subsequent chapters he addresses generating hypotheses, develop-
ing indicators, data collection plans, collating and evaluating collected data, 
deciding on analytical approaches, and writing reports. In discussing data collec-
tion plans, McDowell recommends an initial two-step process of first conducting a 
data audit to determine what is known and then listing gaps and deficiencies in 
knowledge that should drive collection requests. He emphasizes the importance of 
data quality, which he defines as accuracy, reliability, and completeness. 

Addressing the age-old conflict between the collector and the analyst over how 
much the analyst should know about the source, McDowell comes down on the 
side of the analyst: Analysts must know “how collectors” gain their access, how 
they record their observations, and whether there is a particular focus or skew in 
their observation and data collection routines that is consistent—or inconsis-
tent—with that required of the strategic analysis.” He also warns against both 
the “official data only” syndrome and a vacuum cleaner approach. Strategic intel-
ligence analysis is likely to draw from many sources, and especially open sources. 
Unless one is willing to be inundated with chaff, McDowell admonishes analysts 
to gather only the data that is relevant to the analysis. He further instructs ana-
lysts to insist on data in a form that is relevant to their needs, not as the source 
may prefer to provide it. 

McDowell puts more emphasis on the collation of data than many. He stresses 
the importance of the registry function and selecting an appropriate collation 
approach and system. In his chapter on analytical approaches, the author identi-
fies many, but not all, analytical methods that may be germane. Those interested 
in the details of analytical approaches will need to look elsewhere for more defini-
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tive explanations. He addresses the issue of quantitative versus qualitative anal-
ysis and concludes that no one approach alone is appropriate to a complex 
strategic analysis. Selecting the right approach for the subset of the problem 
being studied is one of the analyst’s most important decisions. McDowell 
acknowledges in several chapters the benefits of automated processing tools but 
largely does not address specific tools that might be applicable to analysts.

Clearly McDowell is an analyst at heart and believes that the analyst should 
reign supreme in the strategic intelligence process, stating, “The analyst must 
control the whole strategic intelligence process.” This view reflects his interna-
tional experience in countries where the intelligence functions are not as domi-
nated by the collection agencies as in the United States. He also argues for a 
“tight relationship” between the analyst, the manager, and the client of the stra-
tegic intelligence analysis. “Bonding” is the term used. “This is pivotal to ensur-
ing that those who need the service [the clients] can relate effectively to its 
practitioners and providers, so that a candid exchange and negotiation of infor-
mation, views, and suggestions can be facilitated.”

McDowell also argues that analysts should make recommendations to clients 
based on the results of strategic analysis. As it is a manager’s tool, to be relevant 
strategic intelligence analysis must address what one does, how one does it, and 
the legal framework. Otherwise the analysis is incomplete. While perhaps ideal, 
McDowell’s philosophy begs the problem of management/policy influence on the 
analysts’ conclusions, and in the US context, may cross the policy-analysis divide. 
McDowell, of course, is not constrained by the politics in the United States, and 
his identification of the legal framework reflects his law enforcement experience. 
Nevertheless, McDowell’s views are relevant in non-IC analytical environments 
and in private industry where such issues may not exist.

Throughout the book McDowell offers sage advice to analysts and managers of 
analysts alike. “Production of strategic intelligence is almost never a task that is 
simple or quick,” McDowell observes, and the impatience of clients can be a prob-
lem for analysts. Speedy analysis leads to sloppiness and errors. Above all a dis-
ciplined approach must be taken to ensure correct analysis. Clients sometimes 
direct that a specific approach be taken. McDowell writes: “All too often, manag-
ers and clients tend to put a spin on the way in which a potential strategic study 
topic is articulated, a spin that embodies their expectations, most urgent priori-
ties, resource problems, and frustrations.” This is a bad practice.

Strategic Intelligence is a doctrinal book on how to approach strategic analysis 
and do it well, avoiding the many pitfalls that can derail analysis. This book is 
not a detailed military field manual but it contains a lot of common sense gained 
through broad experience.

❖ ❖ ❖ 
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