CHAPTER 19
THE APPROPRIATE ROLE OF INTELLIGENCE
IN THE MAKING OF NATIONAL SECURITY POLICY1
Anthony R. Williams
The purpose of intelligence analysis is to elevate the quality of discussion in this town.
Sherman Kent

W

hat is the appropriate role of intelligence2 in the making of national security policy? Most members of
the national security community bring to their roles a preconceived and mostly subconscious view on
this issue, which view seems so obvious to its holders, that they rarely see reason to raise the question. Even
within the U.S. Intelligence Community,3 where the subject is more frequently discussed, it is usually
approached as part of an academic discussion, and only rarely as part of the planning and execution of
normal support to the national security policy process.4 In effect, all the players in the process hold opinions
on this issue, but those opinions function in the background, much as the operating software for a personal
computer runs invisible to the user unless it malfunctions.
Generally speaking members of the national security community will fall loosely into one of two groups
as regards their attitude toward the appropriate role of intelligence in the policy process. These can best be
described as the “unconstrained support to policy” view and the “policy neutral” view. While few will hold
either attitude without qualification, it is instructive to imagine these attitudes as opposite poles on a
spectrum, along which national security players will tend to coalesce. This difference is more than of
academic interest, because it dictates how the players use intelligence and the intelligence apparatus in the
development, communication and execution of national security policy.
The 1947 National Security Act can be cited in support of the “unconstrained view,” in that it
specifically charges the Directorate of Central Intelligence (DCI) (and by extension the Central Intelligence
Agency [CIA] as his executive agent) to act as the principle advisor to the President on intelligence matters
relating to the national security.5 And most would agree that the State of the Union Address is very much a
matter of national security. Furthermore, the 1947 Act also charges the DCI with the responsibility “for
providing national intelligence—
•

to the President;

• to the heads of the departments and agencies of the executive branch;
• to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and senior military commanders; and,
•

where appropriate, to the Senate and House of Representatives and the committees thereof.”

But because the 1947 National Security Act leaves so many things undefined, it allows for the widest
interpretation and in that context can be cited to buttress any position on this spectrum of attitudes. For
example:
•

What form or forms exactly is the DCI’s advice and “national intelligence” to take? Does it include
only formal reports, either verbally or in writing? Or does it include the review of Presidential and
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Secretarial speeches, statements, etc.? Does it include only passive review of those instruments or
active involvement in their creation?
•

Who is to initiate advice? Is it at the initiative of the DCI, or only at the invitation of the President,
the National Security Advisor or other members of the National Security Council (NSC), executive
departments, agencies, and military commands?

•

Is there a difference between advice given by the principle advisor and “national intelligence?”

How one answers these questions determines where one falls with regard to the appropriate role of
intelligence in the policy process.
Although most of these questions have never been formerly answered through Executive Order,
legislation, or judicial interpretation, the government has managed to function more or less well over the
past 60 years, as if it had answers to them in hand. These questions customarily are resolved on a dynamic
basis through a variety of procedures established and modified by each presidential administration, by each
Congress, and through the political process. Generally speaking, as each administration establishes its
procedures for dealing with the overall issue of intelligence advice to the policymaking process, the players
accept those procedures without challenge. Even in cases where both sides hold differing views as to the
answer to one or more of the above questions, the players will frequently find a way to “peacefully coexist”
on a given issue.6 Where they do clash, they customarily do so through the political process, which,
regardless of specific outcome, always allows successors the opportunity to challenge again with potentially
different outcomes.
The recent furor surrounding the casus belli for the Iraqi War provides us a case in point. Both the
president’s critics and supporters have addressed the veracity of the evidence presented by the president and
Cabinet secretaries justifying the initiation of hostilities against Saddam’s government in Iraq, and the
appropriateness of the president’s reference in the State of the Union Address to the British report on Iraqi
efforts to obtain uranium from Africa.
In virtually every case, however, both supporters and critics have operated from a preconceived and
unstated view of the appropriate role of intelligence in the policy process. For example, the Statement by the
DCI accepting responsibility for the questionable “intelligence” included in President Bush’s 2003 State of
the Union speech, and a critical article by a former senior CIA officer titled “Intelligence Shouldn’t Exist
Just To Serve Policy,” present starkly contrasting views on the role of intelligence in policymaking.7 Yet
neither actually addresses that issue directly.
The DCI’s Statement makes clear that he believes the responsibility of the DCI (and his executive arm,
the CIA) goes beyond providing intelligence in a policy neutral format, and includes making sure to the
extent possible that the president does not make a mistake in developing or communicating policy, whether
the president is relying directly or indirectly on intelligence. A derivative of this position is that
“intelligence” plays an important informational role in all aspects of policymaking, both formal and
informal. Thus, we arrive at the essence of the “unconstrained view of the role of intelligence in
policymaking.”
The McGovern article, by its very title, makes the case that intelligence analysis should be policy
neutral. While the author does not explicitly make that statement, and his polemical tone helps to obscure
the bottom line in the piece, the clear implications of the article are that intelligence analysis should be
neutral as regards policy. Note, for example, the parenthetical reference to the way the author believes
intelligence assessments were done in his day, “without fear or favor.”8 It would appear, however, that
McGovern also holds the view that “intelligence” should play an informational role in policymaking without
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regard to the formal or informal nature of that policymaking. Therefore, one could infer that McGovern is
not concerned to constrain “when” intelligence is used, but only how it is used. That is important since
“when” intelligence is used often determines “how” it is to be used.
By the terms of the “unconstrained” view, because the CIA and much of the Intelligence Community
had serious reservations regarding the substance of the British reports on Iraq’s nuclear program, the DCI
had a responsibility to make certain that the president was advised by the CIA to remove reference to those
British reports from the State of the Union Address. And from the nature of the response to the DCI’s
Statement, it is obvious that a wide range of policymakers, legislators, academics, and journalists agree that
the DCI has this responsibility.9
Interestingly, both sides of the “unconstrained vs. policy neutral” debate also generally hold a wider
definition of what constitutes the national security policy process than is commonly appreciated. Note, for
example, that the “policy” document under discussion was a political speech by the president, albeit a very
important speech. And in October 2002, the DCI intervened in another presidential speech of much less
moment than the State of the Union Address, for which intervention he has been praised by critics and
supporters alike.10 Clearly there seems to be widespread agreement throughout the national security
community that any presidential statement (and by extension that of his closest advisors and cabinet
members) is part of the policy process that the Intelligence Community is obligated to support. This view at
its broadest holds that it is incumbent on the DCI to take strenuous measures to assure the veracity of all
policy statements, both public and private, as they may deal with matters on which the Intelligence
Community has some information.
One can conclude from White House statements noting that the CIA reviewed the president’s address,11
that the current administration accepts the “unconstrained” view of intelligence support to policy.
Furthermore, based on statements by National Security Advisor Condoleeza Rice and efforts by members of
the NSC and White House staffs to coordinate various parts of the president’s State of the Union Address,
and presumably his October 2002 speech, it is clear that this administration views the DCI’s intelligence
advisory role to include active involvement in both the development and communication of national security
policy. Dr. Rice stated on 11 July 2003 that the wording used in President Bush’s speech had been reviewed
and changed by the CIA, and that some “specifics about amount and place” had been changed, and that after
the changes “the CIA cleared the speech in its entirety.”12 According to press reporting, detailed discussions
were held between a nuclear proliferation expert at the NSC and a proliferation expert at the CIA over the
content of the speech relating to the putative Iraqi nuclear program.13
If we conclude that the DCI and “intelligence” are to play an active role in developing and
communicating national security policy, at whose initiative are they to play this role? To wit, on 11 July Ms.
Rice said that “if the CIA, the director of central intelligence (sic), had said, ‘Take this out of the speech,’ it
would have been gone, without question.”14 Furthermore, Senator Pat Roberts, Chairman of the Senate
Select Committee on Intelligence stated “it was incumbent on the director of intelligence to correct the
record and bring it to the immediate attention of the president.”15 And an unnamed Democratic member of
the SSCI was quoted by the Washington Post as saying that DCI Tenet was repeatedly asked in closed
hearings on 16 July why the CIA had “permitted” the unfounded Iraqi uranium allegation in the address.16
Clearly, there would seem to be wide agreement that the initiative lies, at least in part, with the DCI, and is
not solely dependent on the initiative of the president or his cabinet members and advisors. This leads
inevitably, however, to a significant blurring of the policy-support and policymaking roles. One is hard
pressed to see how the DCI can exercise any real initiative in “correcting” or “amending” a presidential
policy statement, and not himself become an active player in making policy.
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As noted above, the countervailing view of the role of intelligence in the policy process, holds that to
the extent possible, the DCI should ensure that the Intelligence Community strives to provide intelligence
advice to the president and his advisors in a policy neutral format. While very few would argue that this goal
can be attained 100 percent of the time, many see it as a necessary constraining force. The primary argument
for this is that anything less undermines the credibility of the Intelligence Community, and particularly the
Office of the DCI and the CIA. In general, there appears to be an acceptance of the fact that departmental
intelligence agencies17 are intended to support policymakers within their respective departments or military
services, and thus their product will be in many cases “policy supportive.” There is, however, a strong
expectation on the part of many in the national security community that the national agencies should avoid
even the appearance of policy bias in their products.
A good example of a policy neutral approach to intelligence can be found in the famous “missile gap”
case in the run-up to the 1960 presidential election. Despite the fact that the Kennedy Campaign had used
much of the material provided to the press by the Gaither Committee to substantiate its charge that the
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) held a commanding lead over the United States in the
deployment of intercontinental ballistic missiles, President Eisenhower refused to allow CIA intelligence on
the subject to be released. It has been argued that this decision was a factor in the loss of the election by
Richard Nixon, since the available national intelligence made clear that there was no missile gap, and there
was not likely to be one for the foreseeable future. In this case, President Eisenhower chose not to allow
intelligence to become embroiled publicly in the political process. One can argue the merits of Eisenhower’s
decision, but it is taken by many analysts in CIA and the other national agencies as the proper way to handle
national intelligence.
This view has a long tradition within the CIA,18 and it has often been criticized by members of the
national security community as a bar to effective CIA intelligence support to policymakers. For example, as
part of the continuing educational effort for analysts at CIA, the Sherman Kent School for Intelligence
Analysis at the CIA University has published a series of occasional papers addressing among other subjects
the proper relationship between the analyst and the policymaker. The author of these papers is at some pains
to assure analysts that lowering the wall between intelligence analysis and the policymaking process will not
damage intelligence credibility (if proper tradecraft is used) and will make intelligence more relevant to the
policymaker.19
Criticisms of the “policy neutral” view have a long tradition among policymakers. Current Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz was selected as a member of the so-called Team B, “which challenged
the expertise, methods, and judgments of Intelligence Community analysts working on Soviet strategic
military objectives (specifically, National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 11-3-8 for 1977).20 The underlying
issue in this case was the perceived failure of the NIE to directly address the implications for Soviet
intentions of the USSR’s ongoing strategic buildup. The members of Team B started from a decidedly
policy-supportive position, in that it was their contention that if the subject NIE had addressed the intentions
issue “properly,” then U.S. policymakers would have been encouraged to take a stronger stand vis-à-vis the
USSR in our mutual relations. While serving as the Dean of the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced
International Studies, Ambassador Wolfowitz was appointed to the Commission on the Roles and
Capabilities of the U.S. Intelligence Community. Throughout this period he continued to argue for a more
“policy actionable” approach to national intelligence.21 According to press reports, Ambassador Wolfowitz,
as Deputy Secretary of Defense in the current administration, has been associated with a large group of
policymakers who have argued strenuously that the Intelligence Community, and specifically the CIA, has
not produced intelligence on current policy issues that has been helpful in the development, articulation and
execution of policy.22
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From the policy neutral perspective, the primary concern, as noted above, is that the close involvement
of intelligence in the making, communication, and execution of specific national security policies will
undermine the credibility of the intelligence itself, and the intelligence organizations involved. Often, critics
attack the intelligence organization, such as the CIA, as “shilling” for a policymaker if the intelligence
product is seen as too supportive, or is used openly in the political process.23 In this case the intelligence
agency itself, or the DCI, becomes sucked up in the maelstrom of political conflict over the policy under
debate. 24 This position argues that such “policy-supportive” intelligence, to quote Senator John Kerry, DMA, does “. . . nothing to make this country safer and will simply further erode the confidence of the
American public and our allies around the world.”25
There is another hurdle over which the intelligence provider must leap in this process. That is the need
to support the execution of policy. All intelligence is not meant simply to inform the “making of policy.”
Rather, once policy decisions are made and the Executive undertakes the implementation of those decisions,
intelligence must be available to support that implementation at each step. Furthermore, intelligence is
necessary as part of the policy execution feedback loop, so that the ongoing policy can be modulated toward
ultimate success. This intelligence reporting and analysis, however, frequently becomes part of the political
struggle over policies that do not have wide non-partisan support. Often, one side will see intelligence
reporting that appears to cast a favorable light on the policy results as being slanted to favor the policy itself.
And, of course, there is rarely a desire on the part of policymakers to receive intelligence that suggests that
the policy execution cycle is not living up to the expectations of those who designed the policy in the first
place.
The ultimate caution to the intelligence provider, and to the policymaker who uses that intelligence,
may well be Aristotle’s axiom, “moderation in all things.” If the intelligence player or product is too
supportive of policy, or appears to be too supportive, then both will be subject to criticism and a loss of
credibility. If, on the other hand, intelligence is too “neutral” and too high a wall is kept between
intelligence and policy, then the intelligence will be subject to criticism that it is not useful and ultimately a
loss of relevance. Complicating this picture for the intelligence player is that critics will also often make the
case that they want “objective” analysis, that can be used by all the participants in the policy debate.26 When
that is translated into reality, however, it most often means that the critic’s side in the debate is not faring as
well as the critic believes it should because the intelligence input favors the other side. Finally, as noted
above, even the legislation creating the current intelligence structure does more to complicate than to answer
the question as to the appropriate role of intelligence in the policy process.
In the end, there is probably no definitive answer to the question of the appropriate role of intelligence
in the making of national security policy. Each administration must address that question for itself. As a
starting point it would be useful for the key players in each administration to review their individual and
institutional expectations of the Intelligence Community early on. And these players should continue to
calibrate their expectations as the administration develops policies, engages in the political conflicts
surrounding the implementation of those policies, and responds to the unexpected crises which are
inevitable. A focused effort to remain aware of the synergistic nature of the policy-intelligence relationship
on the part of policymakers would go a long way toward minimizing the potential damage to the U.S.
Intelligence Community that can arise from the latter’s efforts to support the policymaker at all phases of
the policy process.
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information and poses no security objection to its publication. This review, however, should not be construed as an official release
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(and subsequently Director and Chairman) of the CIA’s Office of National Estimates and the Board of National Estimates, both
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