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Imagine that your bosses have just assigned you to be the team leader for
a large-scale analytic project:
“There isn’t any extra money,” they say, “for travel and stuff.”
That doesn’t matter so much, though, as long as you have bright people,
right?
“Well,” they say, “they’re very bright and you have lots of them…but
they’re...young.”
No problem. That's an advantage. Young means energy and few
preconceived notions. Maybe we can use some special databases or other
info to fill in some of the gaps?
“No, sorry, no extra money. Didn’t we already say that? You can only use
open sources and your people aren’t yours full time either; they have
other jobs that they need to do. And by the way…”
Yes, you say.
“This project is incredibly important.”
Right. So what can you give me?
“We can give you a wiki.”
A wiki? What's that?
"Well, a wiki is like a room..."

In this paper, I intend to discuss the lessons learned from using a web-based collaborative
tool, commonly referred to as a “wiki”1, to create custom intelligence products for
decisionmakers in national security, law enforcement and business. While I consider the
conclusions in this paper tentative, almost exploratory, in nature, they are based on a
considerable body of evidence. Over the last year, students in my classes at Mercyhurst
College or students working for me on funded research projects through Mercyhurst’s
Center For Intelligence Research, Analysis, and Training (CIRAT) have used wikis to
produce 15 large scale estimative products for real world decisionmakers (or intelligence
professionals who support real-world decisionmakers).2
Covering topics such as “The Impact Of Chronic And Infectious Diseases On US
National Interests” or “The Role Of Non-State Actors In Sub Saharan Africa”,
collectively, these 15 projects have generated over 6000 pages of finished analysis and
have involved 97 analysts (many who worked on multiple projects). These students spent,
conservatively, 21,000 analyst-hours in total on these projects. In addition to insights
gathered from observing and supervising the projects themselves, 63 of the analysts who
worked on the projects also took surveys designed to get feedback regarding their
reactions to producing wiki-based analytic projects.
The analysts who participated in these projects were mostly seniors and graduate students
who have experienced working with conventional methods for developing analytic
products either through their applied coursework in Mercyhurst’s Intelligence Studies
program or through jobs and internships within the business, law enforcement or national
security intelligence communities. Despite their experience with traditional methods of
producing intelligence analysis (or perhaps because of it), these analysts came to
overwhelmingly prefer, for a variety of reasons I will discuss throughout this article, to
use wikis to produce intelligence.
Quantity does not equal quality, however, which is why I also asked the 12
decisionmakers who commissioned the analysis to take surveys designed to capture their
reactions to and the relative strengths and weaknesses of wiki-formatted analysis. These
decisionmakers, as I will collectively refer to them, are all senior leaders in their
respective fields or real-world intelligence analysts supporting senior leaders. In only one
case, where the decisionmaker was an alumnus, was there more than a passing
relationship to the college. They ran the gamut from elected representatives to very
experienced intelligence professionals to Chief Executive Officers. While I will discuss
the results of their surveys later in this article, all indicated that they were satisfied or
1

A note on sourcing: Most of this report contains primary source research conducted over the last year
involving the use of wikis in intelligence analysis. Much of the supplementary material relevant to this
particular topic, however, is contained on the internet. For ease of review, I have left these references as
hyperlinks to these internet based sources only for this presentation version of this paper.
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This research would not have been possibly without the help of the over 100 students from Mercyhurst’s
Intelligence Studies program and the 12 decisionmakers who volunteered their time to sponsor these
projects. Please accept my sincere thanks for all the hard work, feedback and trust.

very satisfied with the quality of the products they received and all indicated that they
would be willing to receive products in a wiki format again (with the majority expressing
an outright preference for the wiki format).
What Is A Wiki And Why Is It So Different
While the word “wiki” is often interpreted as a "techie" term, most at home in the world
of computers and information technology, a wiki is, in reality, nothing more than a
collaborative tool, a resource. Without the active participation of a number of
contributors, it seems like a blank page, void of content (much like an empty room).
Wiki comes from the Hawaiian phrase “wiki-wiki”, meaning “very quick” and wikis are,
according to Wikipedia (the definitive resource on this topic at least), simply “software
that allows users to easily create, edit, and link pages together.” Wikipedia itself is
probably the best-known wiki. With over nine million articles in more than 250
languages, Wikipedia is one of the most popular internet sites and one of the largest
repositories of knowledge on earth. While many criticize the effort, the large network of
volunteers working on the project and its low cost make it generally reliable and
extremely cost effective as a tertiary source.
The popularity and size of Wikipedia tends to dominate the popular image of what a wiki
is and how it can be used, however. So pervasive (and powerful) is this image that it is
nearly impossible for many people to imagine a wiki used in any other way. It was no
surprise then when the US Intelligence community decided to copy the model with its
own classified version, Intellipedia. In a recent speech, DDNI for Analysis, Thomas
Fingar, stated that Intellipedia was growing, in its early stages, more rapidly than
Wikipedia had grown in its early stages.
The success of these two wikis is misleading. If a wiki is a tool, then there should be a
number of uses for it (just as a room can be used by an analytic team or to hold a birthday
party). In fact, the 15 wiki-based analytic products that make up the data set for this series
of posts are not like Wikipedia at all. While a relatively large number of students (20+)
sometimes worked on these wikis and they often sought the advice of experts or other
volunteers to help with specific tasks, these 15 wikis were closed to the public and, unlike
Wikipedia, were only editable by members of the analytic team assigned to them.
In addition, unlike Wikipedia, which is an on-going project, the students had to complete
these projects in 10-14 weeks and deliver them, not as an in-progress collection of
articles, but as coherent intelligence products, complete in all their details and ready for
the team to present to the various decisionmakers.
Finally, and most importantly, the wikis produced by my students were estimative in
nature rather than merely descriptive. Wikipedia is about facts, about describing as

accurately as possible the topic under discussion. The intelligence reports produced by
my students have facts, but only as the basis for an estimate. It is this estimate – what is
likely to happen as a result of the relationship of these facts to each other – that
differentiates these products from the popular perception of a wiki.
The first such wiki–based product produced by my students, the 2007 strategic
intelligence estimate on the impact of chronic and infectious diseases on US national
interests worldwide (see screenshot below), broke, as a result, entirely new ground.

At that time, to the best of my knowledge, no one, inside or outside the intelligence
community, had completed a strategic level, wiki-based intelligence analysis product.
The student-analysts in my class had nothing to go by, no example to follow. Their
ability to envision a new way to use a wiki to collect, analyze and produce finished
intelligence was, in my mind, due to the fortuitous intersection of a tight-knit, intelligent
and creative group of students with a general flair for both analysis and technology
combined with an incredible work ethic. Also of significant importance in the success of
the project was the support of Elizabeth Moore, the Deputy National Intelligence Officer
for Global and Economic Issues at the National Intelligence Council and Fred Hassani, a
human factors specialist associated with the application of new technologies working
with the NIC, who were willing to simply give these students a chance.
The Origins And Scope Of The Data
For researchers, one of the enormous advantages of using a wiki is that even the simplest
wiki software package (and there are many) captures massive amounts of data about the
process itself. The problem, of course, comes in trying to figure out what this data means.

Because of the tremendous amount of data accumulated from the 15 wiki-based analytic
projects conducted over the last year and because I have only just begun to exploit this
data, this paper will only skim the surface, drawing, in the process, only broad
conclusions about analyst and decisionmaker reactions to wiki-based work.3
The vast majority of the wiki-based analytic projects I will discuss in this article were
conducted in the context of my Strategic Intelligence Class at Mercyhurst College (For
recent news articles about this class, see here and here). This class is a capstone class for
seniors and second year graduate students and is designed to expand the students'
knowledge of the fundamental concepts of strategy as well as explore the role of
intelligence in the formulation of strategy. To do this, the students, in addition to the
wiki-based projects that I will discuss in this article (and in addition to their other
classes), are also expected to read a wide variety of basic books and articles on strategy.
These include everything from Sun Tsu’s The Art Of War to selections from the The
Strategikon to Samuel Huntington’s The Clash Of Civilizations. We discuss the network
theories of Machiavelli, Clausewitz from the perspective of complex systems, the ethics
of right vs. right problems as well as the nuances of the US National Security and
National Intelligence Strategies. Beyond the classwork, the project, which cuts across the
entire course, is designed to give students an additional opportunity to apply the
education they have received at Mercyhurst to a problem of strategic interest to a real
world decisionmaker.
I use a simplified version of the National Intelligence Estimate process to structure the
project part of the course. Students first receive a very brief description of the various
projects available. From this description, they select their preferences.4
Team sizes are typically four to five students, although in the case of the NIC wiki on
disease, the entire class of 26 participated in one project (even there, though, the students
3

The selection of which wiki software to use is not a trivial one. The best known package, produced by
Mediawiki and used by Wikipedia, is server based and can be intimidating for first time users. On the
recommendation of Fred Hassani, a human factors specialist working with the National Intelligence
Council, I decided to use a somewhat more user-friendly, web-based wiki product, produced by
Wikispaces.com, for the first wiki and have been using it ever since. I have continued to use Wikispaces
because it is easy for the first time wiki user, very reasonably priced (for private wikis; it is free for public
wikis), has generous storage limits and a helpful and courteous staff. To be honest, some students have
reported problems with the software and students who rapidly adapt to the wiki environment (the “power
users”) also occasionally complain about some of the limited features of Wikispaces (sourcing was a
particular problem although the work-arounds devised by the students may actually be better than
traditional sourcing methods). From my perspective, as a supervisor or instructor in all 15 of the projects,
many of the issues tend to repeat themselves and can be safely chalked up to the inevitable problems
associated with a first time user on a new piece of software. The positives of using Wikispaces with analysts
unfamiliar with wikis, in my opinion, continue to outweigh the negatives.
4
Pedagogically, I consider this self-selection a very important part of the process. I believe that students
are more willing to work on projects where they have more rather than less control, including control over
the selection of the project on which they are working. While I may not be able to give students their first
choice, I try very hard to give them one of their top choices for this reason.

broke themselves down into geographically oriented teams of four or five students each).
Next, the students meet (generally via teleconference) with their decisionmaker to get a
more complete description of the intelligence requirement. From this discussion, the
students draft a formal Terms of Reference (an example of such a document is here),
which the decisionmaker can either adopt as is, edit him or herself or ask the students to
edit. This process, which normally comprises the first three weeks of the 10-week class,
results in an agreement, almost a contract, between the analysts and the decisionmaker
about what is required and what should be produced.
After a conceptual modeling and a short budget exercise5, the students begin collecting
information and analyzing it in earnest. In about the tenth week of the project, the
students go back to the decisionmaker and formally present their findings, typically in the
form of an oral brief (via teleconference, again, in most cases) and a wiki-based product.6
Generally, there is very little contact between the team and the decisionmaker from the
time the Terms of Reference are complete to when the project is formally presented. This
is rarely due to the unwillingness of the decisionmakers but rather due to the constraints
on their time that is usually a natural condition of their position. In addition, the hard
work to hammer out the Terms of Reference in the first three weeks largely obviates the
need for additional contact prior to the final presentation.
Some Broad Metrics
This background provides a context, then, for the metrics provided below. All of the data
here is rough; I did not set out to count any of these items when I began these projects
and, so, did not set up a way to capture the data systematically. I am dependent here on
the usage statistics from the wiki software and from anecdotal reporting and survey data
from the students and decisionmakers. The intent here, then, is to provide context rather
than precise data for the survey data from analysts and decisionmakers that will come
later.

5

•

Number of Analysts: In total, 97 student analysts have worked, to completion,
on a wiki-based analytic project. 12 of those analysts had an opportunity to work
on more than one such project.

•

Number of Decisionmakers: 12 decisionmakers have been kind enough to
sponsor wiki-based analytic projects. Of the twelve, two decisionmakers
sponsored two projects each and one decisionmaker sponsored three projects. One
project had two decisionmakers participating in the project.

The budget exercise is hypothetical. The Strategic Intelligence projects do not cost the decisionmakers
who sponsor them anything.
6
Not all strategic intelligence products in the past have been wiki based. A little later in this series of posts
I will explore some of the quantitative and qualitative differences between wiki-based work and
"traditional" methods of producing strategic intelligence products in my class.

•

Number of Analyst Work Hours: Conservatively, the student analysts have
spent over 21,000 analyst-hours working on wiki-based projects. The three funded
research projects (including 27 analysts working at least 40-hour weeks for 14
weeks) account for more than 15,000 of those hours. The rest comes from a very
conservative estimate of how much time students spend working on their
Strategic Intelligence projects. I am certain that no student averages less than 10
hours per week on these projects and, anecdotally, they often report 20 or more
hours per week (reports, frankly, I believe. I have found them asleep at their
computers in the lab early in the morning on any number of occasions). The
actual number of analyst hours, therefore, could easily be in excess of 30,000.

•

Number of Pages of Analysis: This is one of the rougher numbers in this report.
Wikispaces counts each wiki-page as only one page no matter how long it is.
When printed, however, each page can be several pages in length (for example,
the Global Estimate in the NIC wiki on disease is only one wiki-page in length
but comes to eight single spaced pages when printed). There are about 3200 wikipages total in the 15 projects (an average of abut 210 wiki-pages per project).
Doubling this number yields what I consider a more realistic number of 6400
single spaced printed pages or an average of about 430 single spaced printed
pages per project.

•

o

This number represents the number of pages in the finished projects and
not the total number of pages created. Many pages are created to help
write the projects and then deleted in the final clean-up before presentation
to a decisionmaker (in much the same way a team might clean up its room,
replacing draft charts and maps with fresh ones and throwing out earlier
versions of the analytic product, before making the final presentation to a
client or policymaker).

o

This total also does not include emails sent within the wiki (The wiki
software we used had an internal email system so that wiki users can
communicate with each other) or any other documentation generated
outside the wiki.

o

On the other hand, not all pages are content pages and some projects have
done a better job of cleaning up their wikis than other projects have.

With these caveats in mind, I believe that doubling the number of wiki pages
generates a rough but still conservative estimate of the equivalent number of
printed pages these wikis would occupy. While this is clearly a good bit of work,
it speaks nothing of the quality of that work, a topic I will address in the section
on decisionmaker reactions to the wikis.

•

Number of Files Uploaded: Not only are the number of pages a rough measure,
at best, of the amount of content in the wiki, this number does not speak at all to
the interactive nature of these wiki products. The student analysts took great effort
to make the sites as interactive as possible; to take maximum advantage of the
flexibility that the internet has to offer. They linked pages within the wiki (for
easy reference) and also created links to the sources for virtually every fact within
their reports, providing unparalleled transparency to the decisionmakers (for
internet based sources they merely hyperlinked to the original source. For noninternet sources, they typically created a wiki page with the sourcing data on it).
While counting the number of links in these wikis is simply too difficult to do, a
good proxy for measuring the interactive nature of each wiki is the number of
files uploaded. These files can include anything from a video embedded directly
into the wiki to a full text report from the United Nations or RAND Corporation,
to a simple picture illustrating a particular point. Many of the charts and graphs
(and some of the videos) were made by the students specifically for the projects
(the National Interest Matrix, for example, created for the National Intelligence
Council wiki on disease was created entirely by the students using Microsoft’s
Excel and is over 12 feet long when printed). Over the 15 wikis, the students
uploaded some 4200 files (or an average of about 280 files per project) suggesting
that the wiki format fosters a good deal of interactivity.

•

Number of Edits: An “edit” can be something as simple as fixing a spelling error
to something as complicated as re-writing an entire wiki page. Anytime an analyst
opens a wiki page, edits it, and then saves his or her work, it counts as a single
edit no matter how much work was actually accomplished. With this caveat in
mind, edits are still a useful way of measuring an analyst’s overall contribution to
a project and one that the software keeps track of quite easily. In total, the
analysts in the 15 projects generated about 50,000 edits in total or an average of
around 450 edits per analyst.
o

•

As a teacher, one of the most interesting things about this number is when
I compare it to my own perception of the number of edits and revisions a
typical term paper goes through prior to being turned in. If all wiki
formatting does is encourage additional rewriting and revision prior to
completing a project – any project – it seems to me to be a major step in
the right direction

Number of Views: Like edits, “views” are a little misleading. Whenever an
analyst clicks on a page, whether it is read or not, it counts as a view. In addition,
pages that are gateway or portal pages are often "viewed" but only for the brief
purpose of accessing another page. That said, students, as a normal part of the

analytic process, will also examine and comment upon the work of other students
in their group. Wikis generally make this type of commentary easy by providing a
“discussion” tab with each page. The students in the 15 wiki based analytical
projects generated over 300,000 page views or approximately 2800 page views
per analyst. Clearly, the wiki format encouraged both collaboration and
information sharing.7
A Few Comparisons
While I have only used wikis in my Strategic Intelligence class and in my funded
research projects over the last year, I have taught the class many times and run a number
of funded research projects over the last five years. This, then, begs the question, "How
do traditional projects compare to wiki projects?" To put it bluntly, both statistically and
anecdotally, the comparison is sharp and in favor of wiki based projects.
Beginning with the average number of pages per product, the comparison is already well
in favor of wiki based products. To do the comparison, I took a random sample of 14
non-wiki-based products from previous years. This sample included three funded
research projects (equal to the number of wiki based funded research products) and 11
Strategic Intelligence projects. All projects were completed in the same 10 to 14-week
time frame and using roughly the same methods as the wiki-based projects. While the
wiki-based projects averaged at least 215 pages, the non-wiki based projects averaged
only 117 (an 83% increase). If my estimate concerning the wiki pages is correct (that
each wiki page averages to at least two printed pages), then the increase in analyst
productivity jumps to 367%!
How do wikis add so much value in such a short period of time? I think there are two
reasons (though, without further research, it will be impossible to confirm them). First, I
think the common platform for editing and formatting eliminates many of the
administrative hassles of working in a more traditional way with files and email. By
having a single place for the entire work product (like a single room for an entire analytic
team), it is possible to easily see the analytic progress any member of the team has made
whenever any other member of the team wants to do so. This eliminates all of the
"waiting for Bob to get back to me" that happens in the real world. The analyst simply
7

Another interesting thing I think I see in the data regarding edits is that it seems to follow a power law.
Power laws, explained simply, are characterized by a small number of large events, a modest number of
medium sized events and a huge number of small events. With the current data it appears to me that, at an
individual level, a relatively few number of edits are large in that they change a page significantly, more
(but not many more) edits seem to make moderate changes to a page while most of the edits are far more
modest corrections of typos and other such minor issues. Power laws have a tendency to pop up all over
the place (as with data involving wars, earthquakes and Wikipedia) and always signal something
significant when they do. Determining if this data does, in fact, follow a power law would be a conceptually
easy if time-consuming extension of this current study.

goes to the wiki to see where the other analysts are. Likewise, a wiki virtually guarantees
that everyone is working from the same template and that the formatting of the document,
if not correct, is easy to change. Finally, from an administrative standpoint, virtually all
of the major hassles (keeping track of which version is current or of which comment
belongs to which document, for example) are automated.
Second (and I think this may be even more important), once something is done on a wiki,
no matter how trivial, it does not need to be done again. If an analyst types a paragraph
and, later, 90% of that paragraph is edited out, there was, at least, the 10% that did not
have to be re-typed or re-formatted. Working with a wiki, particularly for first timers, can
be difficult. Anecdotally, some students complain that it can take them twice as much
time to do something on the wiki as it takes to do it in a more traditional way. What I
think they fail to see and what I think is being captured by these extraordinary increases
in productivity, is that by doing it once in a wiki, even if this takes them more time, they
save time for themselves and for the rest of the team because they never have to do it
again. While these little details may not take up large amounts of time individually, taken
together, they amount to major loss of time over the course of the project. In economic
terms, the wiki reduces the "transaction costs" of doing analysis in a team environment
and allows this wasted time to be spent more constructively.
This is particularly true with editing. Students typically set up their own internal editorial
process within the teams and I, as the supervisor or instructor, contribute to the product
once it has gone through this internal editing process but before it goes to the
decisionmaker. My contribution for the classroom projects is more along the lines of a
delegator (following a situational leadership type model) while I am much more directive
with the funded research projects. In both cases, however, while I try to read and
comment on everything, my focus is on the Key Findings and "upper level" documents
rather than on the intermediate or lower level analyses.
In the past, I have been able to manage only six Strategic Intelligence teams (24-30
analysts) and no more than 17 analysts for any of our funded research projects. This last
year, I was able to manage 36 analysts in eight teams for strategic intelligence and 27
analysts working on funded research projects for an increase in personal productivity of
somewhere in the neighborhood of 50-59%. Despite the increase, I felt I was able to
contribute at about the same level under each circumstance. While I recognize that this is
only a single point of data, I attribute this increase in productivity strictly to the use of the
wiki format. It made the job of supervising multiple projects enormously easier. I could
track progress, make edits and suggestions and approve final documents all from a single
interface. I could operate on my time schedule while the student analysts operated on
theirs. I know I turned documents around to students much more quickly and lost track of
where I was with certain documents much less frequently as a result of using the wiki.
None of this, of course, speaks to the overall quality of the products. It is all well and

good to produce a 215 page report instead of a 117 page report but if the extra 98 pages
are rubbish then it is hard to claim a victory for the wiki format. Anecdotally, that has not
been the case, however.
I have solicited unstructured feedback on each and every product the students have
produced over the years. Typically, decisionmaker reactions range from good to great and
the reaction to the wiki-based products has been the same or better. In some cases, such
as the wiki-based product on chronic and infectious diseases, which the National
Intelligence Council labeled "an invaluable contribution to the NIC's global disease
project," the response has been almost overwhelmingly positive. With both wiki-based
and non-wiki-based products, decisionmakers have actually used the products to pursue
new markets or to test their own understanding of an issue. The dollar value of our
funded research has more than tripled in the last four years. Some products, using both
formats, have been more modest successes (typically due to the complexity of the issue
under review).
In short (and I am well aware that without a formal survey it may simply be my own
biases showing), I think, if anything, that the wiki-based products have been better
received than the non-wiki products. The level of detail and nuance of the reports,
coupled with their interactive, multimedia nature and the easy transparency of the
sourcing, and despite the non-traditional "look and feel", just seems to capture and hold
the attention and appreciation of decisionmakers more readily than traditional printed
products. My own intuition and reactions notwithstanding, it is the areas I will turn to
next – how the analysts themselves and the decisionmakers they support – that really
matter.
"...And The Survey Says!"
To find out how analysts viewed using a wiki to perform their analysis, I conducted an
informal survey using the online survey service at Freeonlinesurveys.com. While this
effort does not rise anywhere close to the level of a controlled experiment, it did provide
useful feedback from a wide variety of analysts (most of whom are now working or have
worked (primarily as interns) in the business, law enforcement or national security
intelligence communities).8
Of the 97 analysts that participated in wiki-based projects, 63 of them responded to the
survey. The sample size seems to reflect, fairly accurately, the distribution of graduate
and undergraduate students in the various projects as well as also roughly reflect the
8

I was very pleased with Freeonlinesurveys.com and recommend it to anyone else trying to set up an
online survey. Setting up the survey was dead easy and the website did most of the number crunching for
me. For small samples the service is free; for larger samples, the service is very reasonable. With the
"plus" version (required for larger samples), the site will also provide you with Excel spreadsheets of the
data so you can manipulate it more easily along with several other worthwhile features. Truly a useful tool.

distribution of students that used wikis in strategic intelligence projects versus those that
used them in funded research projects. Finally, the sample does not seem to be skewed by
students who have participated in more than one wiki-based project.9 Comfortable that
the sample is not overtly biased, here are the questions (in bold) I asked of the analysts,
their responses and my comments:
•

On a scale from 1-5, I LIKED (1=not very much, 5=very much) using a wiki
to produce analysis.
o

Nearly 86% of the analysts responding to the survey indicated that they
liked (scoring either a 4 or a 5) using the wiki to produce analysis with
33% scoring it as "5" (very much).

o

Embedded within the numerous comments, there are a variety of reasons
why these analysts liked doing analysis using a wiki so much. The primary
reasons seemed to center around how the wiki simplified administrative
tasks, how it facilitated collaboration and how it improved the analytic
process. For example:
§

9

"The wiki was very efficient for analytic purposes, it made it easier
as more data was collected, to see the whole picture of what was
going on as it pertained to our project. It was also a much better
organizational tool for research than methods I had used

The data has not yet been checked for statistical significance but will be in the published version of the
paper. Given the very large differences detected and the substantial sample size relative to the whole, it is
unlikely that the results will not results in large and statistically significant findings.

previously. I didn't have stacks of printed out articles or notes to
flip through."

o

•

§

"I do not believe that our group could have created the same
product that we did without the use of the wiki. It was my first
experience using this software, and while it was a little difficult to
grasp in the first week or two of using it, I quickly became familiar
with the wiki and it greatly increased group collaboration and
editing."

§

"...There would have been insanely long email threads, constant
saving of word documents with multiple versions floating around,
and much frustration trying to figure out how to format.
Everything was 10x easier on the wiki."

§

"It was a little hard to get use to the wiki but once the team was use
to it the wiki was a GREAT way to edit and have discussions.
Overall the wiki was much more efficient."

The comments that might explain the reactions of the 14% of the analysts
who either were neutral towards or did not like using the wiki interface
seemed to focus on technical difficulties with the software. In most cases,
the analytic teams rapidly grew accustomed to the Wikispaces interface
and tried to push or expand its capabilities with scripts and code of their
own. While these efforts clearly resulted in some frustration, they equally
clearly did not outweigh the advantages of the wiki format in the minds of
most analysts.

On a scale of 1-5, I think that using a wiki produced a (1=much worse, 5
=much better) PRODUCT than traditional methods.

o

Again, analysts thought that, because they used a wiki, the product they
produced was generally much better than one produced using traditional
methods with almost 90% scoring this question with either a 4 or a 5 (with
nearly 40% scoring it as 5).

o

Analysts cited a number of reasons why they believed that this format
made a better product including the ability to include multimedia,
hyperlinks to other pages and sources and the wiki's ability to be easily
updated. Specifically:

o

§

"I think wikis are great for source transparency in addition to being
a great way to present a large number of individual reports under a
single project. The ability to link between reports and outside
sources provides an a great way to show the connections between
different analysis and provide optional extra information for the
decision maker."

§

"Wikis are quickly becoming the standard for my work.
Intelligence has very short "expiration dates." Wikis allow for a
more fluid and up-datable product, which really remains more
relevant and useful than a paper product that is normally obsolete
after it is read."

§

"It was difficult to adapt to at first, but overall the product was
excellent. The finished product brings a different dimension to
analysis, and provides the DM with a very nice, concrete product."

§

"...the multimedia capabilities of a wiki enhance the novelty of the
product and, ideally, the experience of the customer."

§

"I believe that wiki's are the future of collaborative intelligence
analysis. The end-product is much more useful and appealing."

Several analysts also voiced opinions regarding form over content and the
expectations of different generations of decisionmakers. Specifically:
§

"Collaboration for the sake of collaboration doesn't necessarily
improve final analysis. I think the ultimate success of any wikibased product depends heavily on the group's understanding of the
intended final product and its ability to leverage the collective
wisdom of all its members."

§

o

•

Clearly form does not and cannot triumph over content but what I think I
see both in the numbers and the comments is a strong message that the
form of the wiki actually helps the content be better. Reducing the groups'
transaction costs allows them to focus on what is essential and, as a result,
I believe (and, obviously, so do they) that a better product is the result. As
I will discuss late in this paper when I get to decisionmaker reactions, the
data seems to show that much of the oft-voiced concern regarding
generational issues is overblown.

If I were a member of an analytic team and the team supervisor wanted to
use a wiki to help conduct the analysis, I would do so (1=reluctantly,
5=willingly).

o

•

"Only issue is most people's lack of experience with the product,
and their unwillingness to try something new. Works great with the
college crowd, may be tougher to introduce to organizations who
are less likely to adapt to future technological products."

Students reinforced the message from the two questions above in their
answer to this question regarding their willingness to work on another
wiki-based project. 92% (58 of 63) of those responding indicated that they
would be willing to work on another wiki-based analytic project with over
60% scoring the question as a 5.

Please choose all that applied to your experience with a wiki based analytic
product (8 options).
o

Analysts were offered a list where they could select some, none or all of a
number of pre-formatted reactions to using a wiki to perform analysis.

Analyst's were also encouraged to include other reactions which they did
either in this question or in the final comments.
o

The strongest reaction was the degree to which using a wiki helped
facilitate collaboration. 57 of the 63 analysts (90%) checked this particular
box. 86% believed that the decisionmaker would get more use from the
wiki than from a traditional product and 78% claimed the group was more
productive. While a number of people commented on the editing issues, a
clear majority, 63%, claimed that the wiki was easy to edit and 57% stated
that it made them personally more productive. A number of analysts noted
concerns with explaining the new format to their decisionmakers but a
majority (57%) still thought it was easy to explain. A majority (52%) also
claimed that it was difficult to get started, a finding mirrored in the
analyst's comments while some 44% of the 63 analysts responding to the
survey claimed that the wiki only started to show its worth after it had "a
certain amount of stuff on it."

o

Several of the comments reinforced these numbers:
§

"Wikis offer time savings and facilitate collaboration by adding
transparency to the entire process of research, analysis and
production. The ability to see and track what everyone in the group
is doing is invaluable. The consolidation of what would otherwise
be mountains of paper, endless email attachments, progress
updates and more into one place, online and accessible from
anywhere is phenomenal."

o

§

"...I must say that the wiki was an extremely beneficial tool. It
eliminates redundancy in information posting and editing and
creates a medium in which the team knew where both important
sources and comments were posted. When the need arose to
produce both a wiki and traditional written product, it streamlined
the process as I knew that all analyses were up to date on the wiki
and only needed minor formatting. It also allows those not directly
involved in the project to view the product at any point in time. I
would certainly recommend a wiki to anyone producing a future
product for a DM as it provides a centralized, interactive location
for all data throughout the course of a large, strategic project."

§

"In a briefing context I tend to think that traditional programs are
better for presentation - I feel the wiki is slightly overwhelming
and difficult to explain in the confines of a brief. Beyond the
briefing however, I think the wiki is vastly superior to traditional
forms because through all the linkages and media it incorporates
you inadvertently create something that can address your decision
makers needs. Having a paragraph with linked information is like
having a book with all the pages in front of you, and you know
what information is on each page. I think that’s a very powerful
thing."

§

"...I can attest that the format carries numerous benefits. First and
foremost, it promotes real-time "on the fly" analytic collaboration.
This transparency acts as a peer guided check / balance system that
enhances analytic tradecraft. The wiki itself is both analytic
process and a product in and of itself. The multidimensional
networking of facts and analytical targets provides a format that is
both user-friendly and highly efficient (far more so than any paperbased product). Lastly, the multimedia capabilities of a wiki
enhance the novelty of the product and, ideally, the experience of
the customer."

§

"Although it was difficult to get started using a wiki, I cannot
imagine an easier way for a group to collaborate on a project. It is
a great tool and is continuing to get better."

In the five responses that were added by the students themselves, two were
related to problems experienced with the wiki software while the other
three highlighted the searchability of the wiki, the ease with which sources
could be validated and noted that decisionmakers might prefer either a
wiki or a printed product depending on the circumstances.

•

If I were a team supervisor, I would choose to use a wiki for the group work
(1=reluctantly, 5=willingly).
o

While the analysts clearly supported (87% either 4 or 5) the idea of using a
wiki if they were the team supervisor and had to manage the process
themselves, there was clearly some hesitancy compared to their
willingness to be on a team that used a wiki to help with the analytic
process.

o

Other than the obvious observation that it is one thing to do something and
that it is quite another to lead people in doing the same thing, there seemed
to be a couple of other reasons why analysts were willing, but less so, to
try to lead a wiki based project. Specifically, some analysts commented
that they thought that wiki-based analysis might be most appropriate for
strategic intelligence analysis while others commented on the learning
curve associated with the wiki software. Specifically:
§

"I think Wikis are good to use when you have plenty of time for
analysis. I don't think Wikis would be good for short term analysis
unless the wiki already exists and has been used continuously
throughout allowing an analyst to use the previous data. Wikis are
very good for collaboration, which is something that is being
pushed for in the IC."

§

"I think the type of product and the time frame of the product
would play a factor in deciding to use a wiki or not. It would also
be much easier to utilize a wiki if the others involved had previous
experience as well."

§

"People need to learn to be less territorial within a Wiki. They need
to both offer and accept editing challenges in a free-ranging
environment. Collaboration doesn't involve fiefdoms or
sanctuaries."

§

"I think that after using a wiki once, it becomes much easier in the
future. After one gets over that initial uncertainty in the very
beginning, the wiki becomes a very useful tool in creating
impressive products."

Despite some legitimate criticisms, across all the questions and all the comments, the
overarching message is both strong and consistent -- analysts like wikis. The analysts
who responded to the survey overwhelmingly liked using wikis to produce analysis and
would do so again if they had the chance. While not perfect, the strengths inherent in the
wiki as a collaborative tool and its ability to transform itself from a tool into a product
stand out clearly from these survey results.
What The Decisionmakers Thought
What analysts think about wiki-based analytic products is meaningless unless the
decisionmakers those analysts support also prefer or, at least, will tolerate, the wiki
format. Intelligence is a decision support function and, in order to be truly useful,
intelligence must also be "accessible" -- put in a format that engages the decisionmaker.
Giving decisionmakers a wiki when they would rather have a traditional printed report or
a video or 3X5 cards written backwards so they can read them in the mirror while
shaving will only serve to make the content in those reports more difficult for the
decisionmaker to access and make intelligence seem less relevant.
In order to assess what the decisionmakers who sponsored the 15 analytic projects
represented in this sample thought about the wiki format, I asked them to take a short
survey. 11 of the 12 decisionmakers responded. While this sample size is small, I
believed that the actual decisionmakers involved in the projects had the most relevant
perspective on the overall value of the wikis. The final product was always crafted with
the Terms of Reference clearly in mind. This document was negotiated through a lengthy
process that left the requirement clear in the both the decisionmakers' and the analysts'
minds. Accepting input from a broader range of critics and cheerleaders who were
outside the process seemed to not make much sense in the context of intelligence
analysis, which is often written for an audience of one.
I also asked the decisionmakers to try to separate their thoughts about the wiki, the form
of the product, from their thoughts about the content. This is, of course, impossible. The
two concepts, form and content are inextricably wound together and trying to distinguish
where one ended and the other began is more than can be expected. The generally

positive (and in some cases very positive) reactions to the content from these people who
counted most may, therefore, be a source of bias.
Another possible source of bias may be the overarching report format that we teach at
Mercyhurst. In all cases, we teach students to create strategic intelligence analyses that
allow decisionmakers to engage the document at the level the decisionmaker desires.
Consequently, every document contains a clear, brief, bottomline up front estimate that
answers the requirement from the Terms of Reference. Mirroring the Key Judgments
section in the front of a typical National Intelligence Estimate, these "Key Findings", as
we refer to them, are designed to be the most concise statement of the analyst's best
estimative conclusions, the top of the estimative pyramid.
Below the Key Findings, there are inevitably a series of summary reports that contain not
only the estimative judgments but also the facts that support those estimates. These
reports are designed for a decisionmaker that needs or wants more detail than is contained
in the Key Findings alone. For example, if we were tasked to look globally at a problem
(as we were with the project on disease we did for the National Intelligence Council), in
addition to the global Key Findings there would also likely be a Global Summary Report
as well as Regional Summary reports. Below the summary level, there would also likely
be more focused individual reports that would serve to support the summary reports. In
the case of a global project, there might be one or more of these short analytic reports for
each country, for example. If the Key Findings are at the top of the estimative pyramid,
these summary and detailed individual reports can be thought of as in the middle.
Below the estimative reports, at the base of the pyramid, lie all of the sources and other
material (maps, charts, etc) used in the preparation of the report. We teach an aggressive
citation practice that mirrors what I have seen many good analysts do inside the US
National Security Community -- we source every (or almost every) fact. The fundamental
premise behind this practice is twofold. First, the standard in the Intelligence Community
is transparent sourcing. Requiring students to state every source for every fact supports
that goal. Second, we believe that no decisionmaker will listen to an entry-level analyst
unless that analyst demonstrates complete control of the facts. By enforcing a citation
policy that makes it easy for decisionmakers to check sources, we hope that we will help
our students establish their credibility.10
10

While these documents are read from the top down, beginning, typically with the key findings and then
skipping from place to place as the decisionmaker's interest warrants, they are written from the bottom up.
Collection of a variety of sources, some used, many not, starts the process. In very short order, we begin to
formally analyze the data. In the process we generate a number of short reports, many of which are
discarded later. These short reports, typically focused on narrow but important issues, become, in turn, the
backbone for the more comprehensive summary reports at the higher levels of the pyramid. Finally, all of
the previous analysis factors into the creation of the Key Findings. This process, resembling extreme
programming in software design and rapid prototyping in engineering, with its aggressive, iterative
production cycle, typically enables young analysts on new targets to begin generating reasonably nuanced
analyses within days rather than weeks or months. Labeled "Accelerated Analysis" by Mike Lyden, whose

In addition to the broad structural and methodological similarities between the projects,
there is an additional source of potential decisionmaker bias with respect to these reports.
Several years ago, Jen Wozny, then a graduate student at Mercyhurst, completed a nearly
two year study of what decisionmakers want from intelligence and what the available
research into form says is the best way to give it to them. Her study generated a number
of findings regarding ways to make information more accessible, many of which are built
into our curriculum today. The gain from these "rules of form" is general; both wiki
based products and traditional print documents benefit from their application. It is
possible, therefore, that the degree to which the decisionmakers appreciated the wiki form
is due not to the wiki but rather to these more general principles.
Despite these caveats, I believe that the survey data demonstrates a surprisingly high
degree of acceptance and even preference for wiki formatted documents. While there
were a number of perceived weaknesses, the strengths of the form seemed to more than
outweigh them. My questions (in bold) to the decisionmakers are below, followed by the
survey results and my comments:
•

Overall, my general perception regarding the wiki format for the
presentation of analytic products is (1=very negative, 5=very positive).
o

Decisionmakers were overwhelmingly impressed with the wiki format.
100% of the decisionmakers rated the wiki format as positive (either a 4 or
a 5) with 55% rating it a 5. The comments tended to reinforce this result:
§

"The wiki is clearly a superior format, when it employs the classic
estimate structure (conclusions at the top, and so on)."

§

"The wiki is valuable primarily because it records all the evidence
considered by the analysts and all the reasoning they apply to that
evidence. It is a fantastic tool for revealing just the tip of the
iceberg to an audience interested only in bottom lines, but at the
same time being able to reveal as much of the analytic process as
the audience wishes to see."

§

"There is little doubt in my mind that wikis are the shape of things
to come."

thesis is the definitive study of the process, it formed the methodological backbone of virtually all of these
wiki projects).

•

Given the way I work and my experience so far with a wiki based analytic
product, I would prefer (wiki only, wiki with an option to print, print with an
option for a wiki, print only, other).
o

•

Again, the results were overwhelmingly in favor of a single response.
100% wanted a wiki with an option for a print version. One individual also
requested an option for an electronic (PDF) version in addition to the wiki
and the option to print. Again, the comments tended to reinforce this
result:
§

"One especially valued aspect of the presentation of the wikis
(with print option) is that it is an intermediate form of presentation,
standing between the linear organization of the traditional printed
report, and the sometimes overwhelming non-linearity of
hypermedia. It is sufficiently linear to reassure many Baby Boomer
and Generation Jones government senior executives and managers,
while at the same time being familiar to Gen Y junior analysts and
new hires."

§

"Wiki is very appropriate for sharing information among peers and
providing that information to individuals/groups that need
additional details for making decisions."

§

"In my opinion it's necessary to provide also a print option."

Based on what I have seen so far, some of the STRENGTHS of a wiki based
analytic product include (select all that apply).
o

Decisionmakers highlighted a number of strengths of the wiki format. The
greatest single strength noted (82%) was that the document history and
discussion regarding that document could be traced completely with the
wiki. Decisionmakers also thought that the transparency of the sourcing,
that the sourcing was easy to access and that the document was easy to
update were also strengths (73, 64 and 64% respectively). A majority of
the decisionmakers liked the facts that the document could be easily
searched, easily navigated and that multimedia had been built directly into
the document (55% in all three cases). Some decisionmakers also thought
that the wiki format was easier to share (45%) and also liked that the
document could be engaged at the level desired (36%).

o

•

The decisionmaker comments also generally tracked these findings as
well:
§

"A feature of wikis that I especially like is that it provides an
alternative means of implementing Edward Tufte’s
recommendations on the display of data—especially the close
association of an item in the main body of the text with its
corresponding comment or source note."

§

"I expect them [wikis] to become a standard over the next two to
three years as "digital natives" enter the workplace and wikis
become as easy to use as word processing software."

§

"...it greatly empowers intelligence producers to satisfy Colin
Powell's guidance to 'tell me everything you know, everything you
don't know, and everything you think' taking care to distinguish
cases."

Based on what I have seen so far, some of the WEAKNESSES of a wikibased analytic product include (Select all that apply):
o

Compared to strengths, decisionmakers found a significantly lower level
of weaknesses, clearly tracking with their overall perceptions. The most
significant weakness (45% of respondents) was that wikis "feel
temporary", that they are less permanent than a print version. 27% of the
respondents indicated that they thought wikis would rely too heavily on
internet sources, required an internet connection or were bothered by their
own lack of familiarity with wikis. Only 18% indicated that they thought
the wiki was difficult to navigate or that they were unable to determine the
full scope or depth of the project. One decisionmaker (9%) also found the
non-traditional sourcing conventions to be a weakness along with a

perceived difficulty in sharing the wiki with others. The four
decisionmaker-added weaknesses amounted to comments on the
weaknesses in the list rather than entirely new weaknesses. They included
a comment that the over-reliance on internet sources was not a function of
the wiki, highlighted difficulties in finding some of the evidence, noted
that contributing to a wiki required a certain proficiency with the software
and indicating that internal wikis can, in the opinion of the respondent,
solve many of the perceived weaknesses.

o

•

Additional decisionmaker comments tended to add explanation to the list
of weaknesses:
§

"There are two important problems, however: First, users
unfamiliar with wikis may find it hard to navigate and second,
users who want a single, comprehensive document on an issue may
find the blurry edges and lack of clear boundaries around a
particular wiki article set, difficult."

§

"Organizing a wiki takes more work. We had consistent trouble
remembering where stuff was."

§

"I believe it is necessary for some to attend formal training on wiki
based products or social software."

Based on what I have seen so far, I would like (1=not at all; 5=very much) to
receive analytic products in the future in a wiki-based format.
o

Again, decisionmakers in this sample were overwhelmingly in favor of
receiving additional wiki-based products in the future with 91% scoring
either a 4 or a 5 and nearly 64% indicating that they would very much (5)
like to get wiki-based products in the future.

•

These results are most interesting when paired with the last question I asked the
decisionmakers: I would be willing to present wiki based analytic products
(please assume for the moment that the product contains high quality
content) to senior decisionmakers in my organization, policymakers outside
my organization or important clients (in the case of a business) (1=never;
5=absolutely).
o

Here decisionmakers were asked not how they felt about the wiki-based
product but essentially how they thought others would see it. While the
disconnect is not huge (55% of the respondents did indicate that they
would be willing to use a wiki-based product with someone of import to
them), 45% of the respondents were neutral or adamantly against
presenting a wiki-based product to other "important" people outside the
decisionmaker's control.

o

The cognitive dissonance caused by this question is also evident in some
of the comments:
§

"...for the senior leadership, an electronic (printable) version,
complete with executive summary or key findings, text, graphics,
and sourcing is still a required deliverable."

§

"...we have received already several such wiki-based analytic
products, have shown them to our own senior decisionmakers, and
have shared them with partner agencies."

§

"...it would depend very much upon the preferences of the policy
maker. It is counterproductive to present a wiki to someone who is
simply not receptive to the format."

§

"My organization has done a small amount of work using wikis.
We intend to make further use of them as a means of facilitating
cooperative research and writing."

§

"I am very bullish on the wiki format, but with the caveat that good
research, analysis, and writing trump format. I would prefer a good
product scrawled on the back of a paper bag to a shoddy one that
has all the bells and whistles!"

Final Comments
I have struggled for the last year to explain to people what it is like to use a wiki to do
intelligence analysis. In many respects, there is little difference between wiki-based work
and traditional processes. Analysts identify sources of information, collect and organize
them, apply methods both structured and unstructured and generate their best estimates
commensurate with the time and resources at their disposal. A wiki is just another tool
used to conduct this analysis. To talk about "wiki-based" analysis, in this context, makes
about as much sense as talking about "Microsoft Word-based" analysis.
In other ways, the differences are significant. Analysts are massively and consistently
more productive using a wiki. The reduction in time spent accomplishing administrative
duties, or “transaction costs”, while modest in individual terms, quickly add up giving the
teams more time to spend analyzing the data and less time spent sorting it our or sending
it around to other team members. This results in better, more nuanced, analysis no matter
how difficult the problem or how successful the team ultimately is in examining the topic
under discussion. Not all wiki-based products rise to the level of the INSIGHT project or
the Non-State Actors project, but, I believe, all 15 of the wiki-based projects we have
completed have been better because the analysts used a wiki.

Most surprisingly has been the degree to which decisionmakers like the wiki format in
presenting the final analytic product. While they all acknowledged that traditional
methods of delivery still need to be in the mix, the accumulated evidence clearly
indicated a strong positive reaction to wiki based products. In an unscripted hat tip to the
classic version of the adoption cycle, however, these same senior decisionmakers, while
overwhelmingly positive about wiki-based products for themselves, were less certain
about how other senior decisionmakers would view the same type products.
How, then, to best describe the impact that using a wiki has on the analytic process?
What metaphor could give people unfamiliar with wikis a sense of both the way in which
they are used by analysts and the way in which they are seen by decisionmakers.
Finally, one day it hit me. A wiki is like a room to which an analytic team has been newly
assigned. Empty at first, it is a bit intimidating. How best to use the space? Where should
things go? There is no “right” answer. Each analyst will likely adopt (or get assigned) a
certain section of the space and then proceed to make it his or her own. This space will be
idiosyncratic, structured for the individual analyst’s needs and not for the group’s use.
Fairly quickly some common space will also be established. This space may even
emerge, without explicit direction (“All the stuff on South Africa is in the corner. Why? I
don’t know. That’s just where we’ve been putting it.”).
As time goes by, norms and conventions also begin to emerge that allow the entire group
to function more efficiently in this space. As analysts compare work (A simple process –
everyone is in the same room!), some patterns begin to emerge as well. Ideas, leads and
sources are exchanged rapidly and efficiently leading to new analytic pathways to be
explored by the rapidly gelling team.
At some point, remarkably early in the process, at both the individual and the group level,
this shared team space has obviously proven its worth. It's where the action is. If you
want the latest, you go to the room. If you want to know if someone already has the
answer to a question of fact, you go to the room. If you want some help with a
particularly tricky analytic method, you go to the room. Ad hoc sub-teams can easily
form to work on particular issues -- the information necessary to get started on virtually
any new project is all in one place. Most importantly, once something is put in the room,
no one else has to go find it. It is all there.
As the project nears its end, the team gets the word: The senior leaders are coming down
to the room to get the results! The team reorganizes itself one last time to finalize the
product and prepare the space for presentation. Old documents and old versions of
documents are thrown away or hidden. The team prints fresh maps, annotated
appropriately, and the old maps with all of the notes and scribbles are discarded or put
away. A clean copy of the final report gets printed. The space gets organized for the final
show and tell.

Surprisingly, the decisionmakers like the room, too. It is better than the sterile
presentations they are used to getting. Of course, they are interested in the bottomline
results and appreciate all of the work the team has put into the final product, but they like
being able to walk around the (cleaned up) room and see other things that the analysts
have been working on. They like being able to look at some of the details of the analyst’s
work, to examine the sources firsthand. Their increased understanding of the process adds
credibility to the final estimative conclusions. In the end, they turn to their executive
assistants and say, “We need to do more of these kind of briefings”.
Yep. A wiki is pretty much just like that.

