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Abstract

All Aboard the Cluetrain

US policy-makers, war-fighters, and law-enforcers are people.  They are engaged in human activity as they provide for the common defense and ensure domestic tranquility.  The Intelligence Community is staffed by people.  Intelligence collection, analysis, production, and dissemination are human activities.  Yet, when we communicate Intelligence to those who need and use it, we usually communicate in a non-human voice.  Our intelligence products use a corporate voice.  Not only do our products speak for an Agency, they speak like an Agency.  As such, they lack the authenticity of one human being conversing with another human being.  Those who receive our Intelligence can feel something is missing and are uneasy about it.  They feel like they are being spoken to, rather than being engaged in a conversation.  The human voice is missing from Intelligence.

So how can the Intelligence Community put a human voice into Intelligence?  Or, how can the Intelligence engage the policy-makers, war-fighters, and law-enforcers in a conversation about intelligence?  We need to have a medium for a conversation.  Face to face meetings work.  These, however, are scarce because humans are distributed across time and space.  In the absence of face-to-face meetings we need to be directly connected to those we serve.  We must revise our rules of engagement to allow our officers to converse directly with those who need us.  This goes beyond the one-way notion of information sharing.  It is a multi-lateral conversation about issues, intelligence, and solutions.  Applying Internet technologies can enable this change.
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An Early Morning Conversation

A North Korea Conversation

From 1992 to 2003 Rebecca MacKinnon worked in the Far East for CNN as a producer, a reporter, a correspondent, and three years as the Tokyo bureau chief.  MacKinnon was a Spring 2004 Fellow at the Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, where she wrote a case-study research paper (MacKinnon, 2004) about her very interesting experience with an experimental weblog focused on North Korea: www.NKzone.org.  (The Wikipedia’s (www.wikipedia.org) defines a weblog as:  a web-based publication consisting primarily of periodic articles (normally in reverse chronological order).)
While at the Kennedy School, MacKinnon started a blog on North Korea.  She chose North Korea because she had some experience and expertise in the subject matter, and it was a news market with few suppliers.  In four months time, without any advertising or other promotions the blog was getting about 500 hits a day.  The number of visitors per day peaked at 9,000 right after the Ryongchon railway explosion on 22 April 2004.  Another 150 people were email subscribers to the content of the blog and an unknown number of people who subscribed via web syndication.  (The Wikipedia defines web syndication as:  making Web feeds available from a site so other people can display an updating list of content from it (for example one's latest forum postings, etc.).  This originated with news and blog sites but is increasingly used to syndicate any information.  Web syndication is also known as RSS—after the name of the format used to distribute the syndicated messages.)
What MacKinnon did not expect, however, was how conversational her readers were.  Many would leave comments (positive and negative) on the website about particular postings.  Others would email her directly, kicking off email conversations about North Korean topics.  Still others, seemingly too timid to create public comments would send her news items via email, which she then could post to her blog.  This conversation served not just as another source of information, it also performed a self-correcting role.  If errors were propagated in the blog, her readers would let her know.  Thus, overtime, these blog inspired conversations helped improve the quality as well as the depth of the content.  It was win-win for all involved.
A Cluetrain Conversation

Locke, et.al. (2000) chart the loss of the human voice from corporate communications.  They argue that from pre-historical times until the industrial revolution, people bought and sold goods and services in local markets.  Buyers would talk to the farmer who grew the food or the craftsman who made the product.  “So, Fred, how are the strawberries doing with all the rain this spring?”  “The berries in the lower field were flooded, but the ones I have here today are from the upper field and are as good as ever.”  “Hmmm.  Let me taste one.”  “OK”  “Great. I’ll buy a pound.”

In the last 300 years, we have learned to mechanize production through the invention of interchangeable parts.  Interchangeable parts gave rise to tremendous increases in productivity and greatly reduced prices, by producing high quantities of the same thing in a factory-like setting.  High production factories required big investments in production infrastructure, which in turn gave rise to large corporations.  This model also gave rise to the interchangeable worker and the interchangeable consumer.  These are also known as the mass market.  Mass markets gave rise to mass marketing and mass advertising.  Rather than two people bartering, the market turned into large corporations advertising to large market segments to buy large quantities of identical mass-produced products.  The human two-way market conversations of old turned into modern unidirectional corporate information pushes.  As Henry Ford said: “People can have the Model T in any color - so long as it's black.” (www.wikiquote.org)

Corporate-voiced communications tell the recipient that she or he is just one of many indistinguishable interchangeable customers in a mass-market segment.  We recognize this corporate voice.  It comes to us as television and radio spots, magazine glossies, junk mail, and spam.  We have learned to be suspicious of anything that comes to us in a corporate voice.  Our experience teaches us that the corporate-voiced pitch is leaving something important out.  We have a sense the something that is missing is something very important that would help us make an informed buying decision.  The propensity for corporate-voiced communication to be incomplete has led to a large after market for complete information.  When we are in the market for an automobile, for example, we might want to look at the manufacturer’s brochure, but we go to the Edmunds Guide (www.edmunds.com) to find out what humans who have actually driven the car think.  If we want to go to a movie, we might watch the production studio’s trailer, but we really want to read the human-voiced movie review of a person who has watched the movie.  Indeed, at Amazon (www.amazon.com) book publishers are invited to post their corporate-voiced description of the book, and then Amazon customers can post their own human-voiced reviews.  On top of that, other Amazon customers can rate how well a particular review helped them buy the book.  When we buy books at Amazon, which reviews do we pay more attention to, the corporate voice reviews or the human voice reviews?  The human ones—of course.  Amazon is, in a small way, bringing the human voice back into the market place.

When corporations view the Web as just another medium for a one-way push of corporate-voiced information, they miss the point of the Web.  The Web, according to the Cluetrain Manifesto (Locke, et.al., 2000) is distinguished from other “mass media” by two things:  the hyperlink and the human voice.  Without these two ingredients, people will treat corporate-voice websites they same way they treat junk mail or spam.  Indeed, people will hyper-link around corporate-voiced websites to alternative websites where humans tell it like it is.

MacKinnon (2004) makes this same case, though in a different context.

[Begin extended quote here.]

Thus information flows through the weblog, a form of participatory media, in multiple directions. But that is not the only major difference between traditional media and participatory media: traditional media forms an “information silo,” while participatory media forms an “open web.”  Traditional media outlets (including noninteractive, non-participatory news websites) seek to keep their audiences largely within their own boundaries by creating an “information silo.”  They derive benefit -- higher circulation, and advertising dollars by keeping their audiences inside that silo.  They do not link to or cite similar stories they think may be of interest to their readers and viewers (or stories containing information or angles it failed to report) found in other media outlets.  They do not benefit from doing so, as one outlet risks losing audience eyeballs to other media outlets by calling attention to those alternative outlets. Media outlets only cite the work of others when this cannot be avoided because the stories in question become part of the news cycle.  For example, when President Bush appears in an interview on NBC’s “Meet The Press,” his remarks in that interview will be widely cited by the New York Times and many other media outlets because those remarks in themselves have become “news.”  However the New York Times website will not routinely link to NBC stories on matters the Times finds important or of supplemental interest to Times readers or, alternatively, to call attention to stories on NBC that the Times wished it had covered in retrospect but did not cover for whatever reason.

For weblogs, on the other hand, citing and crediting the work of others is not only natural, it is vital. Weblogs and other forms of interactive participatory media derive their value and increase the volume of their visitor “traffic” by being part of an open information-sharing community whose members exchange both sources and information with one another.  Weblogs such as Instapundit.com and Andrew Sullivan’s “Daily Dish” are valuable to their communities for their rich daily supply of new hyperlinks that direct community members to other websites and weblogs showing people where they can find new ideas, information and opinions about a wide range of subjects, introduced with commentary on why the authors find the linked sources to be interesting.  Thus the weblog is more than just a source of “alternative” information, analysis, or grassroots opinion that the mainstream media missed or chose to ignore (and some editors might argue for good reason).  What is really new about participatory media is its capacity to do the following:

· quickly link, aggregate, and share information from a vast number of sources,

· derive meaning from this jumble of information through commentary ,

· spontaneously generate online discussion communities around any given piece of information,

· enable discussion communities concerned with a particular issue to multiply and mutate in a rapid, self-replicating viral manner across the internet.

The information flowing through such participatory media may originate in any number of places: in the mainstream professional news media, on another weblog, or through a blogger’s original information-gathering otherwise known in the news world as “reporting.”  The information may or may not be accurate or reliable.  It may or may not have been fact-checked.  It tends to be presented with clear biases.  While community feedback and triangulation against other sources of information provide some check against fabrication, the implications of this internet-driven de-professionalization of news and information remain a serious concern to many who study the relationship between media and democratic government.
Whatever those implications may be, however, the fact remains: Interactive participatory media represents a major media paradigm shift in the way that information can be distributed and spread.  The internet and new web-based tools have caused the transmission pattern of information and ideas to evolve from a linear pattern to a multidirectional, self-replicating viral pattern.  But while the paradigm has shifted, there ought to be room within it for everybody.  Weblogs feed off traditional media by linking to them and commenting on their reports.  Old-fashioned professional journalism is an essential component of the information web that participatory media builds for its information community.

[End extended quote.]
.

Many Intelligence Conversations

When the WMD Report (2005, Analytic Recommendations 7, 10, 11, 13, and 14) asks the Community to make its sources, alternative hypotheses, dissenting views, and related research available to the intelligence customers, they are asking the community to inject a human voice into our products.  The customers know we have internal disagreements, but when a corporate voiced product reaches them without dissenting views or sources, they know they are missing something.  They feel like the corporate voice is hiding something important for them to know.  They want to have a conversation with a real human being.  They want Intelligence products to reflect the fact that Intelligence is a human activity.

A Sharing Space

We need a space for change that is not organization dependent (remember, reorganizations are not part of the solution set).  We need a space to begin implementing the five mission changes that is independent of organization.  We need a space that is open not just to the intelligence community but also to other non-intelligence national security elements—to allow sharing and feedback.  We need a space with a sufficiently large critical mass of intelligence officers.  We need a space that is neither organizationally nor geographically nor temporally bound.  We need a secure space that can host a corporate knowledge repository.  We need a flexible space that supports tools for self-organizing (Wiki), information sharing (Blog), searching, and feedback as previously mentioned.  We need a place in which tradecraft procedures can be implemented.  In short, we need a space that is always on, ubiquitously distributed, and secure.  We need an electronic network.  We need SIPRNet.

SIPRNet (Secret Internet Protocol Router Network) is managed by the Defense Information Systems Agency (www.disa.mil).  It is widely accessible by intelligence officers and other national security officers alike.  It has been deployed to every Embassy and every Military Command.  It is a more attractive experimental sharing space than the Top Secret Community Network (JWICS) because a critical mass accesses it, policy community officers access it, the tradecraft (security) rules are simpler, and it reaches all organizations and geographic locations.  Moreover, SIPRNet is designed to host the Internet-based tools outlined above.  Once the Wiki and the Blog processes and content mature on SIPRNet—that is, once the IC embraces the mission changes and becomes proficient in the use of the technology—the Wiki and Blog could be replicated on the Top Secret network.

Concept of Operations

.

Conclusions

.
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