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This article explores
efforts to institutionalize
the role of devil’s
advocacy in the IC
during the mid-1970s. It
fills an important gap in
the literature surround-
ing the development
of alternative analysis
and structured analytic
techniques (SATs)
within the IC.

The apparent failure by Israeli
intelligence to anticipate the mas-
sive and deadly attack by Hamas
fighters in the Gaza Strip in October
2023 recalled the US Intelligence
Community’s largely unknown efforts
to create a devil’s advocacy program
in the wake of the Arab-Israeli War
50 years before. The position popu-
larly known as the devil’s advocate
(from the Latin advocatus diaboli)
was created by Pope Sixtus V in the
late sixteenth century in what today
we might think of as part of a nom-
inee-vetting process.* Although not
exactly the function IC proponents
envisioned for a devil’s advocate,
many—including past directors of
central intelligence (DCls)—saw
value in creating a formal challenge
mechanism to ensure divergent points
of view were properly expressed in
finished products.

Very little has been written on the
development of alternative analysis
within the IC, particularly during the
1970s. Larger studies focused on the
actions of DCIs Richard Helms and
William Colby either do not address
the issue or only do so in passing. For
example, Harold Ford’s declassified
study, William E. Colby as Director
of Central Intelligence, 1973—1976,
goes no further than to acknowledge

that he “encouraged more compet-
itive analysis and encouraged the
airing of unorthodox interpretations
and devil’s advocate evaluations.”
Other works that address alternative
analyses more broadly fail to address
challenge mechanisms or efforts to
institutionalize a devil’s advocate po-
sition in the IC during the mid-1970s.
Instead, they focus on the 1976 Team
A/B “experiment.”

This article explores efforts to
formalize the role of devil’s advocacy
in the IC during the mid-1970s. It fills
an important gap in the literature sur-
rounding the development of alterna-
tive analysis and structured analytic
techniques (SATs) within the IC.
Proposed by Colby in the wake of the
Arab-Israeli War in October 1973, the
initiative to create a challenge mech-
anism failed to produce a decision to
implement the idea concretely (i.e.,
by creation of an entity charged with
that function or of a directive estab-
lishing a procedure to be followed in
certain circumstances). Nonetheless,
the lessons learned from this failed
attempt helped engender IC efforts
to institutionalize challenge mech-
anisms, such as the DCI Red Cell,
created after 9/11, and encouraged
alternative analysis and the use of
SATs in the years that followed.

a. Formally the Promoter of the Faith, or Promotor Fidei, the devil’s advocate role was to
document all possible arguments against a candidate for beatification and canonization. In
the 20st century the role has faded in importance within the Roman Catholic Church.

The views, opinions, and findings of the author expressed in this article should not be construed as asserting or implying US
government endorsement of its factual statements and interpretations or representing the official positions of any component of

the United States government.

Studies in Intelligence Vol. 67, No. 4 (Extracts, December 2023)

29



Lessons Learned

Excerpts from Intelligence Documents Preceding the Outbreak of Hostilities on October 6, 1973.*

The CIA Draft on Israeli Thinking on a Peace Settlement with the Arabs, December 4, 1972. “The CIA draft...is a com-
petent but unexciting piece of work.... Having just read the paper, | cannot now think of anything | learned in it, and | am far
from being an expert on Israel.... Perhaps it is asking too much of an analyst, but | would like to see a bit more speculation
and construction of some alternative courses of action that the Israelis might take.”

Judgment (Redaction) that Syrian Military Preparations are Defensive in Nature. CIA Intelligence Report, October 3,
1973. “In his opinion, recently reported Syrian preparation on their front lines with Israel are defensive as opposed to offen-

sive in nature.... The Syrian officer expressed serious fears of an Israeli attack into Syria.... But because of Syrian fears of

an Israeli attack, this year the Syrians are sending their units to the front line, secretly if possible, and to tactically appropri-

ate defen- sive positions. In other words, the Syrian officer stated, we are “massing” because of our fears.”

Combined Watch Report of the United States Intelligence Board, October 4, 1973. “We continue to believe that an
outbreak of major Arab-Israeli hostilities remains unlikely for the immediate future, although the risk of localized fighting has
increased slightly as the result of the buildup of Syrian forces in the vicinity of the Golan Heights. Egyptian exercise activity
under way since late September may also contribute to the possibility of incidents.”

Israel-Egypt-Syria, Central Intelligence Bulletin, October 6, 1973. “Both the Israelis and the Arabs are becoming increas-
ingly concerned about the military activities of the other, although neither side appears to be bent on initiating hostilities....
Exercise and alert activities in Egypt are continuing, but elements of the air force and navy appear to be conducting normal
training activity... A build-up of tanks and artillery along the Suez Canal, this cannot be confirmed.... For Egypt, a military
initiative makes little sense at this critical juncture of President Sadat’s reorientation of domestic and foreign policies.... For
the normally cautious Syrian President, a military adventure now would be suicidal.”

Initiation of Middle East Hostilities, Memorandum from CIA Middle East Task Force, October 6, 1973, 1000 EDT. “The
earliest confirmed military activity (redacted) so far was a high-speed Israeli serial reconnaissance mission at 06547 (0254
EDT, 0854 Cairo time) along the Suez Canal. The flight terminated at 0732Z.... The Egyptian naval command center at
Alexandria ordered a ‘first state of readiness’ at 1351 (11512).”

Arab-Israeli Hostilities and their Implications, Special National Intelligence Estimate, SNIE 35/36-73, October 6,
1973. “Heavy fighting is almost certain to be short in duration—no more than a week. Neither side is logistically prepared for
lengthy hostilities. The Israelis have the strength to blunt the Syrian offensive capability within a few days and, as quickly, to
push the Egyptians back across the canal. Fighting on lesser scale, say an artillery duel across the canal, however, could be
more prolonged.”

Soviet Policies in the Event of Imminent Egyptian Collapse, Intelligence Memorandum, October 6, 1973. “For purpos-
es of this paper, it is assumed that Egyptian forces face imminent and perhaps catastrophic defeat and that the ability of the
Egyptian state to survive the defeat (and further Israeli military actions) is questionable. Soviet military options in the circum-
stances described are severely limited. Neither time nor resources will allow Moscow to influence decisively the course of
the battle now being waged on both sides of the Suez....”

Washington Special Actions Group Meeting, Subject: Middle East. Summary of Conclusions. 7:22 p.m.—8:27 p.m.
October 6, 1973. “Mr. Kissinger: ‘Yes, but Israel won't accept it until the Egyptians and Syrians are thrown out. We’'ll have
the situation where a Security Council resolution will be used against the victim. This will teach aggressors that they can
launch an attack, then call for a Security Council resolution for a cease-fire and, if it is not accepted, call for its use against
the victim. This makes the UN a completely cynical exercise. The Israelis will go to an all-out attack, get a cease-fire resolu-
tion drafted, grab as much territory as they can, then accept the cease-fire. If the Arabs were not demented, they will realize
that in the long term, and | mean by Wednesday—If we can go in with a cease-fire resolution which Israel can accept, then
we could use it against Israel if necessary. And the Soviets won’t get the credit for stopping the fighting.”

*These documents can be found in President Nixon and the Role of Intelligence in the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, A Conference
Report and Document Release, January 30, 2013, at the Nixon Presidential Library in Yorba Linda, CA.
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Alternative Analysis Roots in the 1970s

One of the earliest mentions of the use of alternative analysis in the IC as part of the analytic process occurred during

the Vietnam War era. At the request of Defense Secretary McNamara, CIA analysts produced a report, The Vietnamese
Communists’ Will to Persist, that employed a red-team approach. Analysts during this period used “solid alternative analysis
techniques (red team, devil's advocate, and competing hypotheses).” (The Directorate of Intelligence: Fifty Years of Inform-
ing Policy, 1952—-2002, [CIA, 2002], 40-45.)

The Nixon administration’s dissatisfaction with the quality of IC analysis spurred other early efforts at producing alterna-

tive analyses. DCI Helms, for example, sent Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security advisor, “a new kind of paper” on
Soviet strategic weapons programs in February 1970 intended for the president. However, Kissinger never forwarded the
assessment, telling Helms that while he thought the memorandum was “an interesting change of pace,” the format was
“probably too much of a general essay to be a regular publication.” Kissinger advised Helms that “the trick ... is striking the
right balance between facts and judgments” and that “occasionally, | think it would be productive to play the devil's advocate
and offer alternative hypotheses before choosing, or maybe not choosing.” (Memo for Henry A. Kissinger, “CIA Memo to the

80M01048A000800050023-6.)

President on Soviet Strategic Programs,” March 6, 1970, LOC-HAK-4-5-2-9.)

Similarly, meeting with DCI-designate William Colby in June 1973, Kissinger urged Colby to ensure “analysts clearly
bring out alternative interpretations and possible developments,” requesting that “he not be subjected to any consen-
sus language.” (Memo for the Record, “Breakfast with Dr. Henry A. Kissinger on 15 June 73,” June 18, 1973, CIA-RDP-

These and most of the documents cited in this article can be found via the CIA Records Search Tool (CREST). CREST is
available at http://www.foia.cia.gov/search_archive.asp. Documents located in the CREST database are referenced in the
endnotes by their subject, date, and Agency Action Identifier, followed by the box, folder, and document number.

I use the term alternative analysis
in this article to encompass a range of
analytic methods and approaches to
include competitive analysis, devil’s
advocacy, red cell/red team, other
SATs, and simply the systematic
evaluation of differing hypotheses to
explain events or phenomena.

Origin of the Initiative

Although there are a few in-
stances of the IC providing consum-
ers with alternative analysis in its
early decades, the trigger spurring
the development of an IC challenge
mechanism was the failure to fore-
see the outbreak of war in October
1973, which began just one month
into Colby’s time as DCI. The lack
of warning was widely perceived as
a major intelligence failure, spurring
multiple actions and recommenda-
tions to improve strategic warning
and prevent future surprises.? Colby
surfaced some of these in a memo to
Kissinger on October 27, 1973, titled

“Critique of Middle East Crisis.”
Colby wrote that the Intelligence
Community Staff (1972-92, a
forerunner of the Community
Management Staff) had concluded
there was “an initial analytical failure
in the sense that the intelligence com-
munity did not issue a clear warning
of impending Arab-Israeli hostilities,’
acknowledging Kissinger’s obser-
vation that this was “not so much a
question of turning up ‘facts,” but one
of interpretation and analysis.” Colby
concluded, “Somehow we must

build into our analytical process an
automatic challenge or advocacy of
variations to the consensus.”

bl

Much of the DCI’s October memo
to Kissinger drew on interim findings
his staff had provided him. Colby
used these findings to task the IC
Staff to “develop regular systems to
ensure that serious divergent points
of view and conflicting elements of
information not be submerged by
managerial fiat or the mechanism of
reinforcing consensus.” The guidance
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specified that “such systems will

also be charged with ensuring the
establishment of means to provide the
views of devil’s advocates, adversary
procedures, and use of gaming tech-
niques as appropriate.”

These recommendations as well as
others were presented to the United
States Intelligence Board (USIB)
in December 1973 as “Interim
Recommendations.” Two of these
recommendations addressed the
nature of the problems the challenge
mechanism was designed to address
and what form it might take. One
recommendation was to establish “a
community-wide intelligence forum
for the purpose of combating the
‘mind set syndrome.”” The other was
to “create a challenge mechanism
external to the IC to combat the dual
problems of analyst desensitization
resulting from long-term exposure
to confrontation situations and the
problem of reinforcing consensus.”
Presciently, the memo forward-
ing the recommendations noted in
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On April 1, 1974, a letter of instruction from Graham to the

PRD’s leadership specifically charged them to “formulate
and gain acceptance of ways to introduce a systematic
challenge mechanism into the workings of the finished

intelligence community.”

parentheses: “Everyone wants a
challenge mechanism. Quarrel will be
how the details will be worked out.”¢

Developing a
Challenge Mechanism

The IC Staff responded quickly
to Colby’s direction. The Product
Review Division (PRD) was tasked
in January 1974 to produce a “study
of challenge procedures which could
enhance the Community’s analyti-
cal prowess and which (through the
Community’s publications) help to
answer some of the demands of the
consumer for a better product.”” The
IC Staff also immediately began
experimenting with the use of a
devil’s advocate (DA). Gen. Daniel
Graham, then deputy director of
central intelligence for the IC (DDCI/
IC), notified Colby in January 1974
that he had one of his staff serve as
DA during a IC-wide gathering of
China analysts, noting “this is in line
with the notion of establishing more
effective challenge mechanisms in the
production of intelligence.” Graham
detailed the DA’s actions during the
session and ended his memo asking,
“The question now is: how can DA
roles be institutionalized?””®

Graham went on to suggest
several ways forward. One approach
would have the national intelligence
officer (NIO) responsible for drafting
an estimate designate a DA “who
would review previous papers on
the subject in order to find loopholes

... and highlight these weaknesses
with a view toward forcing a fresh
examination of the major judg-
ments.” Another method, especially
in cases where there were analytic
disagreements, was to have dissent-
ing agencies, in effect, perform the
DA function. However, Graham
qualified this comment by observing,
“Particularly for those NIEs which
have passed unanimously year after
year, it might be helpful to create the
DA’s “artificial’ dissent. This might
be put at annex to the paper, clearly
labeled as an artificial position.”
Graham concluded by advising the
DCI that his staff was working up

“a more detailed set of proposals on
a challenge mechanism,” but mean-
while he believed “the DA concept is
worth further experimentation.”

Work on developing a challenge
mechanism continued. On April 1,
1974, a letter of instruction from
Graham to the PRD’s leadership
specifically charged them to “for-
mulate and gain acceptance of ways
to introduce a systematic challenge
mechanism into the workings of the
finished intelligence community.”!°
In support of this effort, a study on
potential challenge mechanisms was
launched with completion scheduled
for June, although it was nearly six
months later before an actual draft
proposal appeared. "

In November 1974, the PRD
completed its work by publish-
ing A Proposal for a “Challenge
Mechanism” for the Intelligence

a. Here and throughout this article, emphases are as shown in the original documents.

32

Community. The PRD proposal,
which had been nearly a year in the
making, began with an introductory
note describing its scope and purpose:

This paper looks at the fea-
sibility of institutionalizing a
“challenge mechanism,” or
“Devil s Advocate,” ... in the
Intelligence Community.® The
paper does not proceed with a
full discussion of the pros and
cons of formally institutionaliz-
ing challenges. Rather, it seeks
to explore the working milieu in
which an institutionalized chal-
lenge mechanism would have to
function. This should enable in-
terested parties to come to some
conclusions about the feasibility
of the concept.”?

The proposal was based primar-
ily on interviews with “individuals
who formerly held, or hold now, key
managerial positions in substantive
intelligence producing organizations,
and NIOs.” This approach was em-
ployed because of the study’s focus
on the “feasibility of the challenge in
practice, and these folks are critical to
the success or failure of the process.”

PRD started by identifying the
perceived problems the mechanism
was designed to address. It noted
an unstated but clear implication of
the proposal “was that in the prepa-
ration of major substantive papers,
such as NIEs [National Intelligence
Estimates] and Interagency
Memoranda, at least some key mi-
nority views were not being venti-
lated to the fullest extent, that other
views were or could be overlooked,
or that important contingencies might
not receive full attention.” The study
pointed out NIEs no longer had
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the benefit of the former Office of
National Estimate’s (ONE’s) process
of multiple levels of review, including
a final level conducted by the Board
of National Estimates where “there
were a variety of views ... with one
or more Board members acting in fact
as a Devil’s Advocate. Indeed, the
role of the Board was to probe and
question the entire paper.”

Also, in the absence of that
office’s dedicated drafting staff, “the
bulk of all papers prepared under
NIO auspices must be produced by
substantive organizations geared, in
the main, toward producing current
intelligence.” “There may be a weak-
ness in a system that relies heavily on
current intelligence analysts to also
prepare estimative and longer-range
judgments,” the proposal asserted, “at
least in the sense of reducing the op-
portunities for other views to impact
current wisdom.”

The proposal went on to identify
the concerns and questions many
had regarding the form a challenge
mechanism might take and particu-
larly how it would be implemented.
Intelligence officials questioned
whether the mechanism was the best
way to accommodate dissent and
encourage alternative analysis. Many
were in agreement with a former CIA
deputy director for intelligence who
argued, “Dissenting views can most
effectively be dealt with at the work-
ing level of review, indeed as early as
possible in the production process.”
Another officer endorsed this opinion:
“A kind of Devil’s Advocate should
be part of the process in working up
a paper through the working sub-
stantive levels. It is all part of the
‘tightening process’ in producing any
paper.”

The PRD proposal identified additional issues involving
the creation of a challenge mechanism, ranging from its
applicability to many intelligence products to its recep-

tion by policymakers.

In sum, the proposal concluded,

The strong inclination is to
insist that differing views and
Jjudgments can best be threshed
out by the analysts and pro-
ducing offices, rather than by
another entity or group orga-
nized and tasked specifically to
prepare opposing views. This
means that at each step along
the way, drafters, branch and
division chiefs, other offices and
colleagues in other agencies
should continually question
Jjudgments.

The PRD proposal identified
additional issues involving the
creation of a challenge mechanism,
ranging from its applicability to many
intelligence products to its reception
by policymakers. Those interviewed
pointed out that not all papers “lend
themselves to Devil’s Advocating,”
in part due to their nature and in part
because “papers must be prepared for
the NSC on very tight deadlines.”

Besides short deadlines, the tim-
ing of when to introduce a challenge
mechanism for best results was
raised, with some arguing a DA could
be useful before a paper is written,
while some contended it would be of
most value once a draft was prepared.
Others criticized the DA concept
on grounds of artificiality, arguing
the “DA role drives an individual to
take increasingly extreme positions,
partly because he and everyone else
knows that he is role-playing and this
contributes to an essentially artificial
situation.”
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Equally significant were objec-
tions voiced over how consumers
might react to a DA’s end product.
As one NIO asked, “What can you
do after the Devil’s Advocate cites
another position—simply ask the
policymakers to worry about it?, even
though we have no basis for conced-
ing the DA assessment is indeed the
correct one.” Echoing these senti-
ments, George Carver, the deputy to
the director of central intelligence for
NIOs (D/DCI/NIO), saw advancing
such an assessment as “confusing
policymakers.”

Grudging Acceptance

Practitioners, however, acknowl-
edged that a DA approach might
be appropriate in certain instances.
For example, a former head of CIA
analysis opined that if the concept of
a challenge mechanism has any merit,
“it is probably in those cases where
the minority view occurrence, should
it take place, would have very serious
consequences for the U.S.” His sen-
timents were seconded by a former
ONE official who asserted: “An
estimate or substantive paper should
come down hard, as hard as the
evidence permits, on a judgment, and
it should be as pointed and precise as
possible. But in those instances where
the outcome on the other side of the
majority position would be very seri-
ous to US interests, then a ‘worst case
analysis’ should be undertaken.”

The PRD proposal concluded by
recognizing that “although sentiment
of those reached runs rather heavily
against institutionalizing challenge,
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“Majorities are sometimes wrong, but it is rash to make
the assumption that they are invariably wrong and such
an assumption indicates a rather disquieting lack of
confidence in the professionalism (including objectivity)
or knowledge of the Community’s analysts.”

a large number of possible ways to
do just that are set out for possible
consideration.” The study also ac-
knowledged that “in the spectrum of
possibilities, the ones least likely to
have a real impact on the substantive
community are generally the ones
most acceptable to the producing
managers, that is, they are disposed
to accept them and work with them.”
The study then addressed the ques-
tions of who might exercise this
challenge function and how large the
entity needed to be.

The range of options stretched
from appointing an ad hoc challenger
or consultants to establishing a new
office that would need to be equal in
size to the NIO structure to have the
necessary personnel and resources
to succeed in its mission. In between
were multiple possibilities, including
a panel consisting of “three or four
very impressive and knowledgeable
figures.”

Other options focused on tasking
existing organizations to take on this
work, such as the NIOs, the IC’s
PRD, or CIA’s Office of Political
Research, a unit formed when ONE
was abolished that welcomed some of
ONE’s former staffers into its ranks.
Yet ultimately the study concluded
by citing one of the DA’s proponents:
“The institution of a DA is not so im-
portant as the philosophy in produc-
ing substantive intelligence,” a point
shared by DA opponents as well.

34

Leadership Reactions

Senior IC officials were forthcom-
ing with additional comments on the
study over the next three months.
Some saw no need to create a new
entity to execute a challenge mech-
anism, suggesting that it would not
address the real problems and might
in fact make things worse.

Richard Shryock, the PRD chief
who led multiple IC postmortem
studies, including the assessment
done in the aftermath of the October
1973 surprise, was one such voice.
In a memo appearing ten days after
the draft proposal, Shryock argued
that “the development of a viable
challenge mechanism would be more
manageable and realistic if the term
‘institutionalizing’ were taken less
literally and if the purpose of the
challenge mechanism were more
clearly defined.”!® He argued the
primary purpose of a challenge mech-
anism was not to present dissenting
views to the customer but rather to
“assist production analysts to over-
come three occupational hazards to
which, according to our post mortems
they are generally, and sometimes
seriously, subject.”

Shryock identified these as
preconceptions, reinforcing con-
sensus, and the current intelligence
syndrome. Thus he saw the chal-
lenge mechanism as a means of
“reminding, nudging, alerting the
analyst—telling him, in fact, that in
spite of his widely acknowledged
expertise he may have overlooked or
unconsciously suppressed something

important.” Shryock also had strong
views of who should perform this
role, asserting what was needed was
“an individual or group that does not
have preconceptions (at least not the
same ones as the pros), is not bur-
dened by the consensus of colleagues,
and does not read every scrap of
current intelligence.”

Moreover, “the validity of [the
DA’s] challenge,” he insisted, “would
rest not primarily on the scope of his
knowledge but rather on the differ-
ent perspective he would bring to
the problem at issue, a perspective
untrammeled by the occupational
hazards of the professional analyst.”!*

George Carver was harsher in his
criticism of the proposal and warned
that it might create new problems. In
a memo titled “Devilish Advocacy,”
Carver wrote, “Institutionalizing the
process also raises another potential
difficulty ... Majorities are some-
times wrong, but it is rash to make
the assumption that they are invari-
ably wrong and such an assumption
indicates a rather disquieting lack of
confidence in the professionalism (in-
cluding objectivity) or knowledge of
the Community’s analysts.”!* At the
same time he acknowledged, “I do
agree, as do my colleagues, that we
have to be particularly careful in pa-
pers where there is almost unanimous
consensus or ones whose judgments
have a direct bearing on vital U.S.
interests along the lines indicated
above—i.e., ones in which judgmen-
tal errors could be disastrous.”'®

What form the challenge mech-
anism might take and who should
exercise the function drew even more
attention from senior IC officials.
Instead of a new entity, one argued in
favor of something smaller in scale
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in nature, much along the lines of an
“alert memo,” a new product being
developed by the strategic-warning
community at Colby’s direction."”
Most, however, were in agreement
with Shryock’s view that “there
already is, in being, Community
machinery, the NIO system, which
could accommodate—effectively,
if not easily—the establishment of
challenge procedures.”'®

Not surprisingly, Carver rein-
forced this point even more strongly:
“What is required here is simply that
the NIO responsible for such a paper
ensure that the chairman allow full
scope to the interplay of debate. The
whole NIO structure was deliberately
set up to facilitate this and encourage
it.”'? The chief of the IC Coordination
Staff likewise believed that if a chal-
lenge mechanism was to be insti-
tuted, it should be limited to papers
handled within the NIO system and
urged that “the D/DCI/NIO should
be charged with recommending to
the DCI which specific estimates or
other key documents involve matters
of such evidential uncertainty that a
challenge procedure could be used to
advantage.”?

In sum, Carver spoke for many
when he offered General Graham’s
successor as the D/DCI/IC, Gen.
Samuel V. Wilson, the following
advice:

The problem which led to
General Graham's original
suggestion and has stimulated
the DCI's concerns is a real
one. My colleagues and I are
aware of and bothered by it as
anyone else in the Community.
It needs to be addressed and
we are endeavoring to address
it. An elaborate, formal devil's

The proposal General Wilson forwarded to the DCI in
February 1975 reflected many of the concerns and
suggestions contained in the November study and
discussed by Shryock, Carver, and others.

advocate mechanism, however,
does not seem to us to be the
optimum way to tackle it.*!

D/DCVIC Wilson’s
Recommendation for Colby

The proposal General Wilson
forwarded to the DCI in February
1975 reflected many of the concerns
and suggestions contained in the
November study and discussed by
Shryock, Carver, and others.”? Wilson
began the memo by acknowledging
Colby’s earlier tasking, noting the
DCT’s interest in “establishing within
the community a regular system
for the presentation of the views of
devil’s advocates, i.e., some sort
of system which would ensure that
majority views and the conventional
wisdom concerning major intelli-
gence judgments would be subject to
effective challenge procedures.”

Wilson, who had come to the IC
job from a position leading DIA’s
estimative process, conceded that
“though few would quarrel with the
objectives of the proposal, several
have, in fact, questioned the practi-
cality of institutionalizing challenge
procedures and have expressed the
fear that the system’s (non-monetary)
costs might outweigh its benefits.”?
He admitted his own mixed feelings
on the subject stating, “I very much
favor the concept of regular challenge
procedures, particularly as part of the
normal production process, but recog-
nize that there will be pitfalls attend-
ing their establishment as a separate
institution.”?*
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Accordingly, what Wilson rec-
ommended reflected a compromise.
It envisioned key roles for the NIOs
and the D/DCI/NIO. In producing
assessments NIOs would ensure
“minority points of view and dissents
[were] adequately represented and
discussed” and they would report to
the USIB or DCI “principal issues
in dispute, if any, and the extent to
which he and his committee pondered
contrary opinions and judgments.”

The D/DCI/NIO, when appropri-
ate, would appoint a devil’s advocate
to represent dissenting views. Such
an appointment would normally occur
only when “an interagency paper 1) is
considered to be of unusual signifi-
cance to US interests and policies; 2)
contains judgments which are clearly
controversial; or 3) makes estimates
which, if wrong, would likely have
very important (and adverse) effects
on US attitudes and policies.”

Wilson continued, saying the DA
would be “a senior and experienced
officer in the community” whose role
would be to formulate and represent
dissenting views throughout the life
of the assessment under consideration
as well as solicit the views of other
dissenters within the IC. Finally,
the NIO and DA would provide the
DCI or USIB with a written report
“in those instances when mistaken
estimates might result in very serious
damage to US interests.”

I have found no record indicating
Colby made any decision or took
action in response to the Wilson’s
memorandum regarding possible IC
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The failure to institutionalize a challenge mechanism in
February 1975 did not end the push to increase
alternative analysis within the IC.

challenge procedures or that further
formal discussion of the topic was
undertaken by the USIB or any other
IC forum. The available documen-
tation and scholarship certainly
suggest Colby was receptive to and
encouraged alternative analysis.?
Conceivably, Colby may have posed
no objection to NIOs considering
alternatives along the lines recom-
mended in the memorandum, but I
did not discover any document indi-
cating formal initiation of an institu-
tionalized system supporting one or
more types of alternative analysis.

Team A/Team B Experiment

The IC’s 1976 Team A/Team B
“experiment,” as it was known, in
competitive analysis is certainly better
known than the IC’s efforts to insti-
tutionalize a challenge mechanism.?’
The experiment during DCI George
H. W. Bush’s tenure resulted not from
an intelligence failure, but from grow-
ing political pressures against détente
and concerns over the perceived
Soviet strategic threat. The impetus
came from outside the IC, and it
was not seen in the same light as the
exploration the IC Staff had under-
taken to ensure appropriate substan-
tive challenges to mainline analytic
judgments. In addition, the historical
record indicates no linkage between
the 1975 challenge proposal and the
Team A/Team B experiment a year
later. General Graham, a key partici-
pant in the experiment and in the IC’s
efforts to institutionalize a challenge
mechanism, included no discussion
of it in his memoir, which details the
experiment and his role in it.?
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Cold War Concerns

The origins of the Team A/B
experiment can be traced to the
President’s Foreign Intelligence
Advisory Board’s (PFIAB’s) August
1975 request that a competitive anal-
ysis be conducted on Soviet strategic
weapons systems. This request was
initially deflected by Colby, with the
DCI promising that the 1976 update
of NIE 11-3/8-75, Soviet Forces for
Intercontinental Conflict Through
1985, would address its concerns.
The PFIAB renewed its request for
a competitive analysis to the Ford
administration in the spring of 1976,
and Bush and Deputy Secretary
of Defense for intelligence Robert
Ellsworth agreed to the proposal.

There were actually three A/B
Team exercises, each addressing
one of three issues, air defense,
missile accuracy, and Soviet strate-
gic objectives. The A Teams had IC
analysts who were already working
on updating NIE 11-3/8. DCI Bush
and a PFIAB committee selected the
B Team members. The B Teams that
focused on Soviet missile accuracy
and air defenses did their work
collaboratively, constructively, and
without fanfare or publicity. The third
B Team—Ied by Harvard professor of
history Richard Pipes—unfortunately
dealt not with the military issue as
initially proposed but with the broad
topic of Soviet objectives. It produced
a lengthy polemic intent on discredit-
ing Team A analysts. This report was
promptly leaked and became another
anti-détente, the-Soviets-are-coming
diatribe that angered the DCL*

Although Team A/Team B is
one of four contrarian techniques

discussed in a March 2009 trade-
craft primer devoted to “Structured
Analytic Techniques for Improving
Intelligence Analysis,” the 1976
experiment is not remembered in a
positive light but rather as a clas-

sic example of the politicization of
intelligence. Richards Heuer probably
spoke for many when he wrote: “The
Intelligence Community teaches a
couple types of structured debate,
which are useful, but they call these
by the unfortunate name Team A/
Team B. I say this is unfortunate
because I’'m old enough to remember
the original Team A/Team B exper-
iment, and what that brings to mind
for me is predictable failure and
entrenched warfare between long-
term adversaries. I suggest this is not
a good model to follow.”3?

Continuing Efforts

The failure to institutionalize a
challenge mechanism in February
1975 did not end the push to increase
alternative analyses within the IC.

In fact, occurring concurrently with
the DCI’s initiative were efforts to
restructure and revitalize the US
warning community.*' This push
envisioned an important role for the
that community in challenging IC
analysis, a theme reiterated multiple
times in the ensuing years. A memo
in October 1974 from the DCI to

the Ad Hoc Committee on Watch
Mechanism observed “that the Watch
mechanism’s real value lies in its
ability to challenge the conventional
wisdom of the rest of the community,
particularly as expressed in current
intelligence production.”?

Discussions sparked by the pro-
posal to institutionalize a challenge
mechanism reverberated throughout
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the IC during the next four years. A
memo to CIA’s deputy director for
intelligence in March 1977 noted the
correspondence “relates to our discus-
sion on February 16 about alternative
approaches in intelligence analysis.
Four of these—alternative hypothesis
analysis, competitive analysis, devil’s
advocacy, and alternate conclusions
to a best judgment—are discussed

in the attached memorandum.”? A
Center for the Study of Intelligence
monograph in 1977 on NIEs noted
that while critics may have overstated
the roles of group think, of reinforc-
ing consensus, and of mind set in
preventing “the adequate explora-
tion of analytical alternatives and

the formulation and presentation of
alternative estimates,” many consum-
ers “nevertheless made it clear they
wanted and expected all the informed
views they could get.”**

The CSI study cited an example
of the use of devil’s advocacy in the
production of an NIE and found it
to be “very useful.” Several of those
interviewed added the qualifier that
“it would appear important, however,
to confine use of the technique to
important areas of estimates where
there is substantial uncertainty and
debate.” “In all this,” it concluded,
“the problem is to encourage alter-
native analysis without artificiality
and without a drop in the quality and
coherence of the product, in a way
that stimulates thinking rather than
emotion, and within the constraints of
available time and resources.”

Efforts to institutionalize a
challenge mechanism—albeit on a
smaller scale and focused on cer-
tain areas—did not cease either.
One such initiative involved the
warning community and its ongo-
ing efforts to avoid another warning

Discussions sparked by the proposal to institutionalize
a challenge mechanism reverberated throughout the IC

during the next four years.

failure. Documents discussing the
role and requirements of an IC
warning system throughout 1978
highlighted the need for a challenge
mechanism. A still largely classi-
fied paper, “The Role of the DCI in
Warning and Crisis Management,”
for example, contained a section
identified as “Warning and Current
Intelligence: The Need for Challenge
Mechanisms.”

Similarly, a paper discussing the
requirements for a national warning
system emphasized, “It must in-
corporate mechanisms to challenge
conventional thinking and bring out
alternative hypotheses.”’ Finally,

a response prepared to answer the
question “What would be the impact
of the elimination of the Strategic
Warning Staff?” stated: “It serves as a
devil’s advocate in challenging con-
ventional (analytic) wisdom. As such,
it represents the DCI’s ‘insurance’
against another Pearl Harbor.”3®

Senior Review Panel

In 1977, a unit outside the warning
community—the National Foreign
Assessment Center (NFAC)—was
given a role in alternative analysis.
NFAC had been formed by a merger
of CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence
and the NIO structure, retitled the
National Intelligence Council (NIC).
Within the NIC a Senior Review
Panel (SRP) was created to provide
NFAC s director “an independent
review of major intelligence prod-
ucts, especially those focusing on
problems that have serious policy
implications.”
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The SRP was expected to:

serve not only as a Devil s
Advocate—reviewing and
critiquing selected intelligence
production—but [to] surface
alternative conclusions to best
Jjudgments (many of what have
been described as ‘intelligence
failures’ stem from analysts

not giving sufficient weight to
worst-case hypotheses), assist in
identifying critical intelligence
questions that merit formal al-
ternative hypothesis analysis or
competitive analysis and taking
part in, managing or monitoring
such products.”*

In 1982, the chairman of the
NIC—by then answering directly to
the DCI after abolition of NFAC the
year before— solicited the SRP’s
views on more systematic use of dev-
il’s advocacy in the estimative pro-
cess. The panel’s response concluded
that despite a mixed record,

the technique may have sub-
stantial values. Among the most
important of the latter are:

(a) encouragement of more
thorough scrutiny of available
evidence and all-source intel-
ligence; (b) heightened analyst
sensitivity to alternative hypoth-
eses and inertial mind-sets, (c)
increased consumer awareness
of probability ranges, indicator
ambiguity, and policy sequels.”!

Not unlike the earlier effort to
explore institutionalization of a chal-
lenge mechanism, the SRP assess-
ment anticipated problems impeding
its adoption, including “community
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The 1980s and particularly the 1990s witnessed a push
within the IC to improve the analytic tradecraft and the

methods it employed.

participation, analyst comprehension,
and format and distribution of end
products.” Consequently the panel
recommended that the DA technique
be introduced into the estimative
system. It further recommended its
use be governed by two principles.
First, that it be tried experimentally
on one or two subjects; second, that
the effort be mounted by the analyti-
cal production community—defined
in this memo as the NIC’s Analytic
Group and “those who work the daily
materials and the information flow.”*
“The aim of the initial exercise,”

the panel concluded, “should be not
only to test the alternative line, array
its consequences, and devise sets of
early indicators but also to develop
methodology and approaches for

a possibly wider application of the
technique.”

Ensuing Decades
and New Efforts

IC interest in devil’s advocacy and
other means to elicit alternative anal-
ysis was evident intermittently over
the next two decades. For example,
an article discussing Israel’s “devil’s
advocate shop,” which was origi-
nally published in Israel’s Defense
Forces Journal, was reprinted in
the 1985 winter edition of Studies
in Intelligence. The article reviewed
why the office had been established,
how it operated and what were con-
sidered key factors in its success.*
The next year an “interesting and
provocative” alternative analysis
piece was forwarded from the direc-
tor for Near Eastern and South Asian
analysis to the DCI. Noting that
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while “most observers believe that
an Iranian victory over Iraq would
threaten US interests in the Middle
East by emboldening Tehran to export
its revolution to other Arab states,”
this assessment presented a credible
case for how an Iranian victory in
the Iran-Iraq War “would reduce the
threat of additional Iranian military
exploits, foster political moderation
in Tehran and Baghdad and enhance
US security ties to Saudi Arabia and
the smaller Persian Gulf states.”*

The 1980s and particularly the
1990s witnessed a push within the
IC to improve analytic tradecraft
and the methods it employed. This
push—driven by a small group of
senior leaders who recognized the
need for rigorous analytic tradecraft
and strongly supported initiatives
and programs designed to strengthen
it—produced new tradecraft manu-
als, training courses, and ultimately
the creation of the Sherman Kent
School for Intelligence Analysis in
2000.* These efforts were accom-
panied by the exploration and use of
new analytic methods—Ilater called
Structured Analytic Techniques—that
had begun in the 1970s as part of the
IC’s response to President Nixon’s
demand that the community explore
new methods and improve the quality
of analysis delivered to the nation’s
senior leaders.*’

9/11 and Iraq WMD

The push for better tradecraft
and methods was spurred further by
world events and shortcomings in
the IC’s performance. Although the
IC had been criticized in the past for

failing to provide timely warning and
accurate assessments—including of
the testing of a Soviet atomic bomb
in 1949, Soviet intentions before

the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, the
outbreak of the 1973 Arab-Israeli
War, and India’s 1998 nuclear deto-
nations—none matched the combined
effects of the 9/11 attacks and the
failure to find WMD programs in Iraq
the IC had purported existed.

Two days after 9/11, DCI George
Tenet commissioned the deputy
director for intelligence to “create
a ‘red cell’ that would think uncon-
ventionally about the full range of
relevant analytic issues,” an action
accomplished within days. The DCI
Red Cell was “charged with tak-
ing a pronounced ‘out of the box’
approach” and “periodically produce
memoranda and reports intended
to provoke thought rather than to
provide authoritative assessment.”®
In addition, the Defense Intelligence
Agency created a devil’s advocate po-
sition to perform a similar function.

Congressional investigations into
both 9/11 and flawed assessments of
Iraq’s WMD programs reinforced the
need for the IC to expand and im-
prove its use of alternative analysis.
The 9/11 Commission concluded, for
example, that it was “crucial to find a
way of routinizing, even bureaucra-
tizing, the exercise of imagination.”*
Going further, the Intelligence
Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act
(IRTPA) of 2004 specified that the
newly created position of Director of
National Intelligence (DNI) was to
“encourage sound analytic methods
and tradecraft” and “conduct alterna-
tive analysis (commonly referred to
as ‘red team analysis’) of informa-
tion and conclusions in intelligence
products.”?
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This language was captured and
expanded on in IC Directive 203,
“Analytic Standards,” in 2007. Under
analytic standard four—"“Incor-
porates alternative analysis where
appropriate”—the policy directed
that “to the extent possible, analysis
should incorporate insights from the
application of structured analytic
technique(s) appropriate to the topic
being analyzed.”! In its 2005 report,
the Commission on the Intelligence
Capabilities of the United States
Regarding Weapons of Mass
Destruction echoed the same message
contained in the IRTPA but was even
more explicit in its call for alternative
analysis and especially contrarian
analysis, singling out the need for
competitive analysis and use of red
teams and devil’s advocates:**

The Community should insti-
tute a formal system for com-
petitive—and even explicitly
contrarian—analysis. Such
groups must be licensed to be
troublesome. Further, they must
take contrarian positions, not
Jjust ones that take a harder line
(a flaw with the Team B exercise
of the 1970s).%

Insights

Colby’s push in 1973 to institu-
tionalize a challenge mechanism in
the IC was a minor initiative that
failed to take hold, but it was the
most significant effort up to then to
ensure that the IC allowed “serious
divergent points of view [to be] prop-
erly expressed in finished products.”*

Moreover, his attempt to insti-
tutionalize a challenge mechanism
is still relevant for today’s IC. The
insights gained from Colby’s tasking,
subsequent studies and pilots, and the

pushback they engendered shaped IC
efforts to institutionalize challenge
mechanisms—such as the DCI Red
Cell—and to provide consumers with
alternative analyses in the decades
that followed. Preconceptions, rein-
forcing consensus, and the never-end-
ing demand for current intelligence,
for example, have changed little in
50 years; neither have their negative
effects on the IC’s ability to identify
and warn of major strategic devel-
opments, as witnessed by the Arab
Spring in 2011, Russia’s invasion

of Crimea in 2014, and HAMAS’s
surprise attack on Israel in October
2023.

The objections voiced over insti-
tutionalizing a challenge mechanism
ultimately contributed to the initia-
tive’s abandonment in 1975. This
same resistance reinforced the need
for the IC to find other methods to in-
corporate challenge mechanisms and
facilitate alternative analyses. One
such path was through the processes
employed by NIOs and later the NIC
in regularly encouraging dissent and
alternative viewpoints. The impera-
tive to find other ways to address the
real analytic problems the challenge
mechanism was designed to mitigate
also proved beneficial for concur-
rent efforts, begun in the 1970s, to
develop and use advanced analytic
methods, many of which would be-
come SATs.

The development of these tech-
niques allowed for other ways to
“challenge” and “explore different
hypotheses” at lower levels and in a
less confrontational, more bureau-
cratically palatable manner. The
analytic tradecraft cells now found in
multiple IC organizations—equipped
with savvy analytic methodologists—
can be traced in part to the valid

Studies in Intelligence Vol. 67, No. 4 (Extracts, December 2023)

requirements the 1974 challenge
mechanism was designed to address
and the reservations voiced over its
adoption.*

The establishment and success
of CIA’s Red Cell and DIA’s devil’s
advocate, and the greatly expanded
use of red teams by military com-
mands within the Department of
Defense are likewise partly due to the
insights from efforts in the 1970s to
institutionalize a challenge mecha-
nism as well as those garnered from
Israel’s experience.’® In 2001, just as
in 1973, it took an intelligence failure
and strong support from the DCI to
force the IC to consider and accept
an organization whose mission was
to challenge or go beyond mainline
analysis. What emerged—a small
unit outside the main producing
organization selectively engaged on
key issues involving significant US
interests—conformed closely to the
1974 proposals deemed most likely to
be accepted by the IC and perform its
mission adequately.

The analytic challenges have
not gotten easier with the passage
of time. For one, the IC’s formal
strategic warning structure—once
identified as the “DCI’s ‘insurance’
against another Pearl Harbor”—was
disestablished in 2011.%7 For another,
as technology—particularly the grow-
ing use and importance of Al—and
threats we face have evolved, so too
have the analytic challenges and the
tools that must be employed to over-
come or mitigate them.

Yet history—and particularly
Colby’s effort in the 1970s—suggests
the requirement to challenge widely
accepted views and analyses certainly
will remain in the future. The recently
released Durham Report examining
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the FBI’s investigation into the Application (FISA) application and conclusions. As noted in 1974, the
Trump campaign’s interaction with other steps of an investigation,” philosophy of a devil’s advocate must
Russia during the 2016 presiden- essentially acting as a devil’s advo- be inculcated “in all the producing
tial election recommended that the cate.’® History also makes equally divisions so that various and differing
Department of Justice seriously clear the importance and continued views are surfaced normally through
consider identifying “an official to need to depend on more than a single  the regular production mechanism.”>’
challenge both a politically sensitive  office or an individual to ensure al-

Foreign Intelligence Surveillance ternatives are introduced to mainline
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