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Competitive intelligence (CI) and information specialists (IS) have a long-standing working relationship: one of the critical inputs into CI analysis is secondary information. But much of the past interaction has been at arm's length or running in parallel. How can both groups establish closer formal and informal connections to better serve their often overlapping organizational goals and clients?  What does each group need to know about each other? What are the key actions necessary to create a cooperative environment that effectively meets the needs or organizational decision-makers?   
Introduction: the CI analytical process

The CI analytical process has five major components. The analytical framework/problem identification phase defines the intelligence questions and decisions that need to be made and drive the initial intelligence question. The collection phase compiles available information from primary and secondary sources. In addition, it determines the integrity, bias, and accuracy of the information sources.

The synthesis phase asks questions about the information, separates facts from judgments, and identifies patterns and discontinuities. The analysis phase develops the likely action hypotheses and scenarios, including identification of alternative interpretations, assumptions, and conclusions. And the final conclusions and interpretations phase assesses the probably success or failure of alternative actions. At this point, it also answers the ‘What?” and “So what?” questions.

Changes in the CI environment

CI programs in organizations are moving from a centralized, self-contained organization into more of a hub and spoke structure. With limited staff and distributed CI responsibilities, an organization’s CI professionals are increasingly relying on input from other departments and forming ad hoc teams to approach intelligence questions. 

Increased economic uncertainty and industry changes create shorter planning horizons. There are more competitors, from different and new areas. As a result this creates a broader definition and scope for CI to support widely-varying business decisions. With no increase (and often a decrease) in resources, CI must develop an internal collaborative network. 

Creating a CI knowledge network

Creating a CI collaborative environment combines the collective knowledge of the competitive situation. It increases the breadth and scope of the internal competitive knowledge base, leverages unique expertise and functional strengths, and creates collaborative-based synergies.  In sum, this CI collaborative network provides a more comprehensive overview of the competitive situation that could be accomplished individually.  Information providers are part of that internal collaborative network.

In the development of any collaborative knowledge network, there are specific success factors. First, there must be clear definitions of the goals, roles, and responsibilities of network participants. All involved must clearly understand their individual participation benefits. 

The best networks are based on existing relationships that exhibit a high level of trust. Members must be able to communicate effectively and openly. They should share common goals to improving the competitive abilities of the organization, and hold a common commitment to achieving them. 

CI Communities of Practice

Another way to approach the development of a wider CI network is to develop a CI Community of Practice (CoP). This is a more formal approach to CI cooperation. CoPs are groups of people who share a set of problems and deepen their knowledge and expertise by interacting in an ongoing basis. A CoP consists of a domain of knowledge (such as CI) and a shared practice, developed over time. 

The key benefits of a CoP is that it focuses on existing tacit knowledge and the personal networks that sustain it. It connects pockets of expertise, deals with cross functional issues, and brings participants up to best practice standards. And it develops a better understanding of what is happening in the organization. 

Specifically, a CI CoP increases the capabilities and resources that can be deployed to support CI. It provides an enriched view of the world, based on different viewpoints and sources. It also creates a knowledge-based initiative to increase CI’s impact within the organization. Both CI and IP staff are key participants in building this network

General observations of CI and IP interaction

From my experience as a CI practitioner, consultant, and editor, several specific areas of conflict often arise between the CI organization and the information professional (IP) organization: turf, misinterpreting processes and procedures, stereotypes, and conflicts in resource allocation.  There are also several typical areas of value: application of complementary areas of education and expertise, minimizing duplication of information sources and training, and the fact that each has clients the other doesn’t but probably should.

Here are some general suggestions to facilitate the growth of CI/IP partnerships. First, suggestions for the IP. 

Start with educating CI professionals on what you can and what you can’t do. This can include what information resources are available to you, not just what you’ve been asked to use in the past.  Once you have information and deliver it to CI professionals, point out what you’ve found or not found, what information is conflicting, what is new. In all cases, d0n’t use information jargon.

Make an effort to understand what CI is and create common ground. Read books and magazine articles. Go to seminars (SCIP has many of them). Expand your knowledge of your company operations and increase your industry vocabulary. Most importantly, ask when you don’t know.

Deliver what is promised, when it’s promised. When necessary, give early warning when problems occur that affect that delivery. Once you’ve delivered a product, ask for feedback on how it was used, who used it, and what you could do differently in the future.

From the analyst’s side

The CI analyst also has responsibilities to grown the partnership. First, they must educate the IP on what CI does and doesn’t do (it’s not as obvious as you would think). Explain the importance of primary information sources for analysis.  Describe the lack of analytical ‘certainty:’ there often is no right answer. And not all the information pieces are needed to see the big picture (information mosaic).

The CI analyst must accept that there are more information resources than the internet. Not all information is free; you often get what you pay for.  And it takes time to develop the information ‘hunting’ skills and to keep them current.

When a CI analyst tasks an IP with a project, they must communicate as much as possible the who, what, when, where, and why of the project. Give the project time frame, and inform the IP when the goals’ timing changes.  Let them know what you already have and what you want in addition.  

Delegate the information responsibility. Give clear instructions and goals, and don’t second guess the information results. And most importantly, give credit in the final analysis – name the person who provided the information that formed the basis for the analysis. 

Information contributions

Traditional information services support includes background profiles, industry information, and early warning/current awareness information. What is required for effective CI support is adding analytical insights, implications, and conclusions to these regular reports. 

Before you reply with “I don’t have time for more work,” let me remind you that you have already done preliminary analytical processing through the simple selection  decisions you apply when you review information in a document and decide it needs to be included in your deliverable. During this, you have already noted that ‘this item is new,’ ‘it contradicts conventional wisdom,’ ‘it differs from what has been publicly reported,’ etc. 

At this point, to start doing preliminary analysis, all you really need to do is take these evaluations and observations and make them physical. Write them down in an introductory paragraph. Highlight them in an article. Note in the margins why a specific piece of information is important. State that something is part of a trend you have noticed in your reading. In essence, communicate what makes this piece of information worth reading and how it could possibly impact the upcoming decision (or cause a decision to be made).

Improving information deliverables

Here are specific steps for improving your intelligence information deliverables:

1. Take the time to analyze (study) the information you collected.

2. Identify and summarize the most important facts or characteristics of the information in a clear and short form. Discard irrelevant or extraneous information.

3. Synthesize the information, place it in the context of what is known or assumed by the organization. Make sure to identify conflicts in ‘facts.’

4. Interpret the information. Identify alternate meanings or patterns, and identify information biases and pre-conceptions.

5. Suggest alternative approaches to the information that could affect the analysis or action, and provide steps to further that analysis. Have opinions about the information, such as what was found and not found.
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