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THE APPLICATION OF
THE DEVIL’S ADVOCACY TECHNIQUE 

TO INTELLIGENCE ANALYSIS

Elianne Shewring1

Understanding evolving situations and predicting future events are significant 
challenges in the intelligence sphere. These necessitate advanced techniques for 
intelligence collection and robust evaluation procedures to enhance the accura-
cy of predictions. The Devil’s Advocacy technique can be employed to improve 
analysis procedures by challenging prevailing views and mitigating the risk of 
cognitive biases. This paper examines the effectiveness of the Devil’s Advocacy 
technique when applied to intelligence analysis, by evaluating its strengths, weak-
nesses, and applicability, through a comprehensive literature review and empirical 
research involving experienced practitioners in New Zealand. Previous studies 
examining the Devil’s Advocacy technique primarily focused on its contribution 
to decision-making on the final intelligence product and on the perceptions of 
the devil’s advocate. However, this paper is also concerned with the analysts’ ex-
perience of practically applying the technique for intelligence analysis. This pa-
per contends that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is an attractive complementary 
technique which is effective in specific situations. It also reveals that New Zealand 
intelligence practitioners define, perceive, and apply the Devil’s Advocacy tech-
nique differently across their organisations. It therefore argues that New Zealand 
practitioners may have an inconsistent understanding of the technique, indicating 
potential gaps in the training and education of New Zealand intelligence profes-
sionals. However, the inherently subjective nature of the technique itself could 
also be a contributing factor.

Keywords: Structured Analytic Techniques (SATs), Devil’s Advocacy technique, 
intelligence analysis, cognitive biases.

1  Elianne Shewring holds a Master of International Security from the Centre of Defence
and Security Studies, Massey University, New Zealand, and is currently a Researcher at Mitvim, 
The Israeli Institute for Regional Foreign Policies. She wishes to acknowledge her supervisor Dr 
John Battersby for his insights, support, and encouragement during this research. Correspon-
dence with the author can be addressed to the Managing Editor NSJ, CDSS@massey.ac.nz.



2 NATIONAL SECURITY JOURNAL

Introduction

The task of predicting the future and understanding the dynamics of situations as they 
unfold is a key challenge in the intelligence sphere.1 It has become even more challeng-
ing, as the nature of warfare has expanded from traditional conflicts between states to 
long-running confrontations involving non-state actors such as terrorist and guerrilla 
organisations. Globalisation has also compounded this problem. The availability and 
convenience of international travel, coupled with the ubiquity of internet access, have 
magnified the spread of information and disinformation. As a result, the kinds of threats 
we encounter today are more complex to identify, evaluate, and anticipate than before. 

Against this backdrop, intelligence practitioners recognise that the task of accurately 
anticipating events is highly demanding.2 Analysts cannot fully predict the future but 
can increase the accuracy of their predictions by developing robust research procedures 
to evaluate intelligence. One such technique which aims to improve the research proce-
dures for evaluating intelligence and reduce the potential for conceptual collectivism or 
groupthink is the Devil’s Advocacy technique.3 According to Coulthart, this technique 
is the most effective and has the strongest evidence base for improving the analysis 
process amongst the 12 Structured Analytic Techniques (SATs) he evaluated.4 Its main 
purpose is to question the dominant view held by analysts and decision makers to en-
able them to critically evaluate the robustness and validity of their assessments.5

This paper aims to gain a better understanding of how the Devil’s Advocacy technique 
assists analysts in conducting intelligence analysis, and how much weight is given to 
the devil’s advocate’s position when making decisions. This investigation will include 
an examination of the technique’s strengths, weaknesses, applicability, and overall ef-
fectiveness when applied to the intelligence domain. The technique’s effectiveness is 
evaluated by assessing whether it is applicable to a wide range of intelligence problems, 
whether its application leads to plausible alternatives, and whether it is worthwhile in 
terms of time and cost. 

This paper is divided into two main sections. The first section includes a comprehensive 
literature review on the use of the Devil’s Advocacy technique in the intelligence realm, 
covering two primary case studies in Israel and the Netherlands. The second section 
draws on recent empirical research with experienced New Zealand practitioners to ex-
amine the following question: How is the Devil’s Advocacy technique applied in the 
New Zealand intelligence analysis context? Rather than evaluating intelligence cases 
to which the Devil’s Advocacy technique had been applied where much of the litera-
ture focuses, this section investigates how analysts understand and practically apply this 
technique in their work environments. 
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This paper establishes that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is an attractive complemen-
tary technique, as its application is effective in certain circumstances. This is attributed 
to the technique’s potential to add significant value at a relatively low cost. Furthermore, 
this paper argues that New Zealand practitioners employ the Devil’s Advocacy tech-
nique in an ad hoc manner, without necessarily having a comprehensive understanding 
of the workings of the technique. This paper contends that this may be ascribed to the 
technique’s subjective dimension. Although the focus of this paper is the Devil’s Advo-
cacy technique, it is conceivable that other SATs are also employed in a similar manner 
across the New Zealand intelligence community. This could suggest that New Zealand 
analysts may not be receiving sufficient or consistent training in the application of SATs.

Structured analytic techniques (SATs): The Devil’s Advocacy technique

SATs are “mechanisms by which internal thought processes are externalised in a sys-
tematic and transparent manner so that they can be shared, built on, and easily critiqued 
by others”.6 The CIA’s Tradecraft Primer describes 12 SATs, each designed to stimulate 
lateral thinking.7 SATs are intended to be an improvement over mere intuition, yet easi-
er to apply than other rigorous but laborious methods such as Bayesian networks.8 They 
are employed to help analysts manage large volumes of data and bring additional rigour 
and transparency to their processes, with the ultimate goal of producing robust judge-
ments. Fishbein and Treverton state that the main reason for integrating SATs into the 
intelligence analysis process is “to help analysts and policy-makers stretch their think-
ing through structured techniques that challenge underlying assumptions and broaden 
the range of possible outcomes considered”. 9 They also argue that SATs help analysts 
mitigate the detrimental effects that their cognitive biases have on their analysis work.10

The term “devil’s advocate” (Advocatus Diaboli) originates from the Catholic Church.11 
In this context, the devil’s advocate was tasked with the role of opposing the canonisa-
tion process by representing a contrary perspective, countering “God’s advocate” (Ad-
vocatus Dei). Its role involved critically evaluating the virtues of candidates for saint-
hood using the same evidence presented by God’s advocate, whose role was to support 
the candidates, to uncover any potential misrepresentations. This mechanism was de-
signed to centralise and control the process of canonisation, to ensure that there was 
no threat to the church’s authority. When Pope John Paul II decided to abolish the role 
in 1983, after it had been practised for nearly 400 years, its absence had notable ram-
ifications. From 1983 until his death in 2005, the change led to an enormous increase 
in beatifications (1,338) and canonisations (482), surpassing the combined total of his 
263 predecessors over nearly two millennia.12 This rapid increase suggests that a lack 
of rigour may have permeated the canonisation process, potentially undermining the 
sanctity and credibility of these declarations. 
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In contemporary usage, the term “devil’s advocate” refers to someone who intention-
ally takes a contrary position in a discussion, whether genuine or not, to challenge the 
dominant view and encourage critical thinking. The focus is on presenting a dissenting 
perspective. English philosopher and economist, John Stuart Mill, espoused the im-
portance of dissent in the mid-19th century. He argued that unquestioned beliefs lead 
to complacency and what he called the “tyranny of the majority”.13 Mill believed that 
exposing people to diverse opinions prevents passive acceptance and promotes critical 
examination. The Devil’s Advocacy technique has also been implemented over the years 
in the intelligence realm, in an attempt to enhance the final intelligence product and 
foster more robust judgements.

The strengths of the Devil’s Advocacy technique

At present, the intelligence analysis process often incorporates big data tools and tech-
niques. This brings about the challenge of correctly interpreting variations and uncer-
tainty in data. It is the role of algorithms to reveal some of the associations and patterns 
that exist. However, while these algorithms can help uncover certain insights, they also 
have the potential to make false associations or even confuse correlation and causation.14 
The Devil’s Advocacy technique can be applied in this context to test the veracity of the 
assumptions considered, with the goal of ensuring that no judgement would be accept-
ed immediately without being challenged. Nemeth discovered that even when the op-
posing view proposed by the devil’s advocate is highly unlikely, it still adds value to the 
decision-making process. She found that this pluralism of opinions and ideas ultimately 
aids the final outcome by reinforcing the validity and robustness of an argument.15 

When comparing the Devil’s Advocacy technique to methods which attempt to reach a 
consensus, the Devil’s Advocacy technique was found to be the most effective technique 
in 75% of the studies reviewed.16 Its strength was attributed to how it opens up assump-
tions to being challenged and increases the overall accuracy of intelligence judgements. 
The studies reviewed by Coulthart included research spanning both the intelligence and 
non-intelligence realms, as there are significant commonalities between the analysis of 
intelligence and the analysis of other kinds of information.17 Coulthart collected studies 
using Google Scholar because of its large index of both peer-reviewed and non-peer 
reviewed research articles. In total, 259 articles relating to the use of identified SATs 
were considered.18 Of these, the 45 studies which explicitly evaluated the effectiveness 
of SATs were finally chosen. A technique was considered effective if it increased accu-
racy or robustness or had another positive impact, such as improving the interaction 
between analysts, without negatively impacting any other outcome. The Maryland Sci-
entific Methods Scale (MSMS)2 was then employed to evaluate the credibility of each 

2	  The Maryland Scientific Methods Scale uses a scale of 1 to 5 to assess the veracity of eval-
uations. Studies using simple cross comparisons are assessed as level 1, with randomised trials 
using test and control groups are considered as level 5.
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of the 45 studies.19 To help understand each technique’s practical utility, evidence was 
added to justify the effectiveness of each technique. For each of the techniques evalu-
ated, the credibility of its evidence was assigned a rating based on the average of the 
MSMS scores of the corresponding studies. It followed that at least six of the SAT tech-
niques were highly effective in the intelligence analysis context, with the Devil’s Advo-
cacy technique rated as both the most effective and having the most credible evidence.20 

The weaknesses of the Devil’s Advocacy technique

While the Devil’s Advocacy technique can increase the likelihood of reaching a more 
accurate judgement in some cases, it was found to be less effective in others. For exam-
ple, one study revealed that the Devil’s Advocacy technique increased the likelihood 
of reaching a correct judgement in disjunctive tasks but was not as effective when it 
came to additive tasks.21 Disjunctive tasks involve group members choosing one option 
from a list of options offered by the members of the group. The authors observed that 
for this type of task the Devil’s Advocacy technique was very effective, as it required 
the analysts to independently evaluate all options and all the information available to 
them. Additive tasks require individual expertise to be aligned within a group, since 
the overall result is a combination of individual contributions. For this type of task, the 
authors observed that the Devil’s Advocacy technique was less effective, as the use of 
the technique led to conflicts between group members, hindering communication and 
hampering collaboration within the group.

Further disadvantages of the Devil’s Advocacy technique have been identified in re-
cent studies. Firstly, the Devil’s Advocacy technique can be very time consuming, as it 
can take just as long to apply as it took to arrive at the judgement being challenged.22 
Secondly, the technique has the potential to incite antagonism against the individual 
who questions the leading opinion in a group.23 This situation could in turn lead group 
members to automatically reject any of the alternative views presented by the devil’s 
advocate. In this way, the Devil’s Advocacy technique could actually harm the intelli-
gence assessment process and lead to flawed judgements.24 The review process of the 
Devil’s Advocacy mechanism has also been criticised. It can lead to situations whereby 
analysts rely too much on reviews to detect their erroneous assumptions and take un-
calculated risks in their assessments of threats as a result.25 Furthermore, Nemeth has 
raised concerns about the authenticity of those taking the devil’s advocate role. Her 
research showed that when an opposing view appears to be authentic, it has the poten-
tial to impact decision-making, even when it is highly unlikely and supported only by 
a minority group.26
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Case Study 1: The Israeli use of Devil’s Advocacy

Numerous intelligence agencies around the globe now employ the Devil’s Advocacy 
technique in their work. In the case of Israel, the technique was introduced in the af-
termath of the calamitous intelligence failure associated with the 1973 Yom Kippur 
War.27 Following the war, the Israeli intelligence service reached the conclusion that the 
root cause of this intelligence failure was the result of the Israeli Military Intelligence 
(AMAN) dominating the entire intelligence evaluation process. This realisation led to 
substantial reforms within AMAN in an effort to create an open culture in which diver-
gent opinions would be welcomed.28 

While it is difficult to identify exactly how many intelligence assessments were correct-
ly assessed using the Devil’s Advocacy technique, a few instances have become public 
knowledge. One example concerned Hamas’ participation in the Palestinian Legislative 
Council elections which took place in 2006.29 At the time, the prevailing view among 
American and Israeli analysts was that involving Hamas in the political sphere may 
moderate some of its radical positions. Prior to the elections, AMAN expected Hamas 
to gain substantial political support, but not enough to actually win. However, the Re-
vision Department (RD) – AMANs name for the Devil’s Advocacy unit - insisted that 
the increasing popularity of Hamas, as well as the perception of corruption in the Fatah 
ranks, could result in a victory for Hamas.30 In the end, Hamas did indeed win, and the 
Palestinian political landscape changed significantly.31

Later that same year, prior to the outbreak of the Lebanon war against Hezbollah, the 
RD again provided an assessment which was contrary to the dominant view of the Is-
raeli intelligence community. It argued that Hezbollah possessed Iranian anti-ship mis-
siles.32 Once again, the contrasting opinion was not given sufficient consideration, but 
was later proved to be correct. In dismissing the RD’s assessment, a decision was made 
to disable the anti-missile system on an Israeli naval vessel INS Hanit. The resulting 
strike against this vessel caused severe damage and led to the death of four Israeli naval 
personnel.33 While these two examples illustrate the usefulness of the Devil’s Advo-
cacy technique in the intelligence assessment process, they also highlight the impor-
tance of close collaboration amongst decision makers and across intelligence divisions. 
It follows that the Devil’s Advocacy mechanism is as powerful as the recognition and 
support it receives by the decision makers in charge. If it is regarded as an important 
control mechanism, rather than an intellectual exercise, it may help identify gaps in 
intelligence assessments and help produce more accurate assessments. 

Another example of the application of the Devil’s Advocacy technique in the Israeli 
intelligence context is illustrated by the decision made by Ehud Barak, the Israeli prime 
minister, to withdraw Israeli troops from Lebanon in 2000.34 At the time, the dominant 
view held by Israeli officials was that such a withdrawal would encourage terrorism 
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against northern Israeli communities, rather than prevent it. They argued that the Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF) would be left powerless to defend these vulnerable communi-
ties.35 AMAN agreed with the official assessment, as it believed that Hezbollah would 
seize the opportunity to commit frequent terrorist attacks in this northern territory. 
However, the RD anticipated that such a withdrawal would actually restrict Hezbollah’s 
actions. Although AMAN employed the Devil’s Advocacy technique in this instance 
and reached a similar conclusion to that of the RD, it eventually lent its support to the 
dominant position.36 Despite the opposition to the withdrawal plan, Prime Minister 
Ehud Barak decided to proceed with it. 

Following the withdrawal of troops, aside from a few minor incidents, the Israeli-Leba-
nese border remained relatively quiet for several years.37 However, this period of peace 
was short-lived. The outbreak of the Second Lebanon War in 2006 marked the contin-
uation of the conflict between Hezbollah and Israel.38 Presently, as of June 2024, over 
120,000 Israelis living in the northern and southern regions have been internally dis-
placed due to the ongoing conflicts with Hezbollah and Hamas, respectively.39 In this 
case, the Devil’s Advocacy technique successfully provided an accurate short-term anal-
ysis but failed to anticipate the longer-term trajectory.

Case Study 2: the Netherlands use of Devil’s Advocacy

The Netherlands has also examined the merits and practicalities of incorporating the 
Devil’s Advocacy technique into its intelligence apparatus. As with Israel, a major in-
telligence failure prompted the Dutch Defence Intelligence and Security Service (DISS) 
to reassess their ability to evaluate intelligence.40 This failure concerned the Dutch as-
sessment of intelligence relating to Saddam Hussein and the belief that Iraq possessed 
weapons of mass destruction prior to the 2003 US-led invasion. Following this event, 
the DISS carefully examined the usefulness of its quality control mechanisms and eval-
uated the benefits of incorporating the Devil’s Advocacy technique into its analytical 
arsenal. 

In 2005 the DISS released a substantial report on the Devil’s Advocacy technique. It 
included an assessment of related literature, interviews of DISS staff, and an evalua-
tion of the Israeli and British perspectives on quality control mechanisms.41 The report 
concluded that the incorporation of the Devil’s Advocacy technique into the DISS in-
telligence environment would be ineffective for two main reasons. Firstly, the devil’s ad-
vocates were often seen as outsiders and were not well received within the organisation 
they operated in. Since they sometimes lacked certain skills or qualifications, their in-
sights were on occasion dismissed or underappreciated. Secondly, the report established 
that there were many problems to solve, and the devil’s advocates would be incapable of 
making a substantial impact. 
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Nevertheless, the report did highlight the need for better quality assurance procedures 
to be incorporated into the DISS’ intelligence analysis process.42 In particular, it em-
phasised the need for better work methods and for paying more attention to the quality 
of its products. This included additional training for analysts, consistent application of 
analytical techniques, and the rigorous use of peer review. The introduction of indepen-
dent product reviewers within every analytical group, and the creation of a new role to 
lead intelligence analysis, as described in the report, are somewhat similar to what the 
Devil’s Advocacy approach entails. However, implementing the recommendations of 
this report was not feasible at the time, due to the high associated costs.

In 2006, there was an even greater demand within the DISS for better quality control 
mechanisms in the intelligence collection and analysis phases. This time the organi-
sation was given the budget to employ additional staff members who could focus on 
quality assurance.43 This enabled the DISS to fully adopt the Devil’s Advocacy technique 
and set up a dedicated team consisting of a team leader, the devil’s advocate, and four 
skilled intelligence officers, an arrangement intended  to address some of the concerns 
identified in the 2005 report. This Devil’s Advocacy team consisted of intelligence ana-
lysts with appropriate skills, experience, and qualifications. 

In the Dutch model, the Devil’s Advocacy team was made responsible for quality assur-
ance in a wider sense, encompassing the full intelligence cycle, from defining the intel-
ligence requirements to producing the final intelligence product. In this case, the team 
was tasked with the broad question “are the intelligence duties being executed correctly 
and effectively?”44 Between 2008 and 2018, the DISS attempted to answer this question 
by focusing its efforts firstly on how it operated and secondly on how the Devil’s Advo-
cacy team engaged with the organisation.45

Between 2008 and 2011, the Devil’s Advocacy team focused on the analytical tasks 
which were carried by the DISS. This referred to the quality of intelligence products, 
collection methods, relevant research, and the measures designed to reduce groupthink 
during intelligence analysis. To gain a better understanding of these aspects, a range of 
interventions were introduced, including surveys, standardised reviews of intelligence 
products, and training courses for analysts. Moreover, the Devil’s Advocacy department 
helped initiate an intelligence Master’s programme which was incorporated into the 
curriculum of the country’s defence academy. This programme had two main objec-
tives. Firstly, it sought to enhance the analytical skills of those working for the DISS. 
Secondly, it aimed to establish a method to improve the intelligence collection phase 
based on the Devil’s Advocacy team’s evaluation and judgement. In addition, the DISS 
hosted conferences with independent experts on various international matters to in-
spire analysts to think “outside the box”. 
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Between 2012 and 2018, the Devil’s Advocacy team focused on the responsibilities of 
the devil’s advocate. The main goals were to gain a better understanding of whether 
the devil’s advocate was given appropriate responsibilities and whether these were per-
formed effectively. In an attempt to answer these questions, the Devil’s Advocacy team 
defined a qualitative framework also known as the “Weighing and Prioritising” (W&P) 
system. This system supports the process of assigning limited resources to relevant in-
telligence problems and research tasks. One major feature of the W&P system was the 
incorporation of the DISS users’ insights, which assessed whether the DISS’ services 
and products met the co-created set of requirements. The Devil’s Advocacy team also 
assessed the terminology and time indicators employed in the intelligence products. 
The main aim was to evaluate the accuracy of past predictions, in order to gain an un-
derstanding of the quality and efficacy of analytical outcomes. 

Overall, the DISS embraced the Devil’s Advocacy team, though junior analysts were 
found to be more willing to accept criticism from the devil’s advocate on how to enhance 
their work compared to senior analysts.46 The overall quality of the analytical products 
also improved markedly. However, it is difficult to conclusively establish whether the 
improvement was the result of the work done by the Devil’s Advocacy team alone or 
the result of the work carried out by the production departments, which also received 
training courses and performed self-reviews. Moreover, although the devil’s advocates’ 
evaluations and intelligence product reviews were useful at times, they were also time 
consuming and less useful at other times.

The Israeli and Dutch examples show that under the right circumstances the Devil’s Ad-
vocacy technique can be beneficial, as it can improve the overall robustness of the intel-
ligence analysis process. In the Dutch model, the Devil’s Advocacy technique was used 
to improve transparency, internal accountability, and quality assurance throughout the 
intelligence cycle. In both the Israeli and Dutch models, the Devil’s Advocacy tech-
nique offered the decision makers critical insights or alternatives, assisted them to think 
laterally, and reduced the potential for errors in judgements due to cognitive biases. 
Nevertheless, while the Devil’s Advocacy technique may lead to an accurate short-term 
analysis, it may overlook long-term eventualities, as demonstrated by the Israeli case. 
Furthermore, the Israeli and Dutch examples also demonstrated that finding suitable 
individuals to fulfill the devil’s advocate role can be challenging. The ideal candidate 
should be an experienced professional with strong leadership skills, but in practice this 
is often not the case. 

While some of the applications of the Devil’s Advocacy technique have become public 
knowledge, it is impossible to assess the effectiveness of this technique merely based on 
the times it has been shown to produce a more accurate intelligence assessment. Some 
argue that the devil’s advocate is wrong more often than it is right. Unfortunately, there 
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are only a handful of studies published in this area, which makes it difficult to prove or 
disprove this claim. However, while the Devil’s Advocacy technique may not lead to the 
correct assessment often enough, it is inexpensive and helpful in some cases, making it 
an attractive complement to other techniques. As noted by a former head of the Israeli 
intelligence Revision Department: 

Given the principled importance of the devil’s advocate mechanism, its 
existence is justified even if none of its assessments prove to be correct 
over a lengthy period. It is sufficient for the devil’s advocate to be right in 
just one instance in order to justify its existence.47

Devil’s Advocacy in the New Zealand intelligence analysis context

As part of this study, a total of ten New Zealand intelligence practitioners were ap-
proached through informal networks. All ten were experienced professionals who 
work for, or previously worked for, New Zealand intelligence organisations or intel-
ligence departments within other organisations. Their work experience spanned the 
military, security intelligence, and law enforcement domains, and several participants 
had worked in more than one intelligence setting. Of the ten, two were immediately 
excluded, having confused the Devil’s Advocacy technique with Red Team analysis. Of 
the remaining eight, six responded to an initial questionnaire and answered follow-up 
questions where necessary, yielding a small but in-depth qualitative dataset.

Previous studies of SATs also had small sample sizes, but meaningful conclusions could 
still be drawn. For example, Coulthart reviewed a study that was undertaken by the 
US State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), which surveyed 80 
analysts.48 Of those analysts, only 17 had made some use of SATs, with the remaining 
63 having rarely made use of SATs or not used them at all. Furthermore, only nine of 
the 17 candidates were eventually interviewed. The final group of experienced individ-
uals who also gave an interview as part of the INR study is therefore not significantly 
larger than the group who participated in this research. Moreover, as this research only 
targeted those individuals who have made use of one particular SAT, rather than any of 
the SATs, it is also reasonable to expect a comparatively lower number of participants.

The pre-set questionnaire for this research consisted of ten questions. While eight of 
these questions were open-ended, two questions required the respondents to give an 
answer on a 1 to 9-point scale, where 1 represented “never” and 9 represented “always”. 
The only requirement for those taking part in this research was that they had made use 
of the Devil’s Advocacy technique in an intelligence context. This questionnaire was 
designed to help shed light on the kinds of problems which New Zealand intelligence 
analysts applied the Devil’s Advocacy technique to, and to provide an indication of how 
effective it was in solving the problems to which it was applied. The results were anal-
ysed for themes that emerged from participants’ experiences.
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While all participants had made use of the Devil’s Advocacy technique in an intelli-
gence context, each of them had applied it within a different intelligence setting in New 
Zealand. Their responses to the questionnaire suggest that intelligence practitioners 
working in distinct environments define, perceive, and even apply the Devil’s Advocacy 
technique differently. It therefore appears that there is no unified understanding of the 
technique amongst New Zealand practitioners.

The participants’ responses showed significant variation concerning the criteria used 
for deciding who would take on the role of the devil’s advocate. In some environments 
this role could be informal and assumed by anyone who volunteered for it. One par-
ticipant described this role as “an informal role taken by those who naturally incline to 
take it or want to take it within the team”. However, in other environments this role is 
more formally defined and can only be assumed by specific individuals, typically se-
nior analysts or managers. As another participant explained, “often the devil’s advocate 
comes from one of the more senior members of the team” because this individual would 
need to “have the knowledge and experience of previous trends and the confidence to 
question the entire group”. The criteria for choosing the devil’s advocate are therefore 
inconsistent across various organisations, which may help explain why the devil’s advo-
cate is perceived in different ways by their staff.

When the participants were asked about the frequency with which their team changed 
their assessment based on the recommendations of the devil’s advocate, they provided a 
range of responses. Two participants suggested that while the devil’s advocate’s view was 
always considered, it rarely had an impact on the final decision-making with respect 
to the intelligence product. Two other participants claimed that the devil’s advocate’s 
view occasionally impacts decision-making on the final product, and the two remain-
ing participants suggested that the devil’s advocate’s view very often impacts the final 
decision-making. The participants’ responses therefore suggest that the weight given to 
the devil’s advocate’s assessment in the final decision-making may also vary significant-
ly across New Zealand government organisations.

However, the participants’ responses also revealed that when the devil’s advocate strong-
ly believes that the dominant view is highly unlikely, its view is given substantial weight 
and consideration during the final intelligence product decision. The participants not-
ed that the devil’s advocate’s view is usually considered alongside the dominant view, 
for the intelligence decision maker to decide on the final product after considering all 
options. According to most participants, the one who makes the final decision about 
the product is usually a senior analyst or the team leader. The final decision is typi-
cally based on the assessment which has the most coherent and logical argument and 
is backed up by sufficient evidence. However, some participants highlighted that the 
final decision also draws on the judgement, skills, knowledge, and experience of the 
intelligence practitioner in charge of making this decision. In addition, one participant 
emphasised the need for the devil’s advocate to be trusted and respected for their view 
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to be given genuine consideration. Another participant suggested that when the devil’s 
advocate strongly believes that the dominant view is highly unlikely, additional brain-
storming, research, or collaboration with counterparts might also be required before 
the final decision is made.

Although the devil’s advocate’s view does not always have an impact on the final in-
telligence product decision, all research participants perceived the Devil’s Advocacy 
technique to be an important control mechanism within their organisation. A few 
participants suggested that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is helpful in reducing the 
risk of groupthink and in promoting an inclusive work environment in which diverse 
opinions are welcomed. Others suggested that the Devil’s Advocacy technique helps 
produce more balanced and objective reports through challenging one’s thinking and 
identifying alternatives to the dominant view. Most participants described the Devil’s 
Advocacy technique as a mechanism which supports and strengthens the entire intel-
ligence analysis process. They identified that the technique is helpful for verifying the 
robustness of an argument, questioning the assumptions made, and challenging the 
evidence presented. One participant pointed out that at times this technique can also 
be perceived in a negative light, as it can slow down the natural flow of a brainstorming 
session. Nevertheless, this participant concluded that the Devil’s Advocacy technique 
is still valuable and is mostly embraced by analysts, as it is effective in defining and 
refining the final intelligence product. Furthermore, when the participants were asked 
how often the application of the Devil’s Advocacy technique resulted in a new plausible 
option for them to consider, most of them responded that this was the case at least half 
of the time. The average score on the 9-point scale was 5.5.3 This suggests that the appli-
cation of the Devil’s Advocacy technique could lead to a new possibility to consider in 
the final decision-making on the final intelligence product in just over half of the cases 
in which it was employed.

The participants identified further benefits of integrating the Devil’s Advocacy technique 
into the intelligence analysis phase. Firstly, the Devil’s Advocacy technique promotes 
the pluralism of perspectives and explanations and helps reduce the risk of over-confi-
dence. Secondly, according to some participants, the technique makes the intelligence 
analysis phase more enjoyable, by promoting a creative work environment through 
roleplay, which also helps keep the analysts more engaged. Moreover, one participant 
suggested that this roleplay scenario also assists analysts to think more deeply about the 
problem at hand. It helps them identify some of the weaknesses in the evidence present-
ed and encourages them to seek out further evidence. The Devil’s Advocacy technique 
can therefore help produce higher quality assessments and assist in more accurately 

3	  Participants were asked to use a nine-point scale, with 1 representing “never” and 9 rep-
resenting “always”. The average score across all responses was 5.5%, meaning that in just over 
half of the cases the DA technique was applied, a new possibility was uncovered.
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predicting future events, thereby reducing the risk of intelligence failures. Finally, one 
participant pointed out that this technique can also serve as a safeguard mechanism to 
ensure that the final recommendations are realistic and achievable.   

The research participants also identified some of the main weaknesses of the Devil’s 
Advocacy technique. Firstly, some of the participants argued that the formality of the 
devil’s advocate role can sometimes intimidate group members, and the devil’s advo-
cate can be perceived as overly critical. Secondly, a few participants believed that the 
devil’s advocate should possess strong social and leadership skills and noted that occa-
sionally those who undertake the role lacked these skills and were therefore unsuitable 
for it. Moreover, if the devil’s advocate is underappreciated or not sufficiently trusted, 
their view can be disregarded by analysts, and this situation could in turn harm the 
intelligence assessment process and lead to erroneous assumptions. As one participant 
described, “at times the devil’s advocate’s views will be ignored, however if the devil’s 
advocate is the right person who is trusted and respected this is less likely to happen”. 
Thirdly, one participant suggested that the devil’s advocate typically takes the polar op-
posite view to the dominant view, turning the final decision into a binary decision, 
when in reality the likely scenario could be one of a range of nuanced alternatives. 
Finally, several participants agreed that applying the Devil’s Advocacy technique can be 
time consuming, which would be problematic for time-critical assessments. 

When asked about the types of problems for which the Devil’s Advocacy technique is 
most effective, most participants suggested that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is gen-
erally effective when dealing with ambiguous problems. In this case, the final outcome 
could be one of many possibilities. The Devil’s Advocacy technique would then help to 
challenge the dominant view and surface various alternative scenarios to assist decision 
makers to arrive at an informed decision. One participant provided specific examples 
in their answer, indicating that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is particularly effective 
for assisting in the following processes: course of action analysis49, joint military appre-
ciation process50, scenario generation51, cone of plausibility52, and analysis of competing 
hypotheses.53 According to that participant, applying the Devil’s Advocacy technique in 
these cases could be particularly effective in helping the analyst keep an open mind and 
recognise their own biases. 

The participants’ responses were fairly uniform when asked about the types of problems 
for which the Devil’s Advocacy technique is ineffective. They all suggested that the 
Devil’s Advocacy technique would be ineffective for simple problems which are well-
understood, and where the final outcome on the matter is fairly obvious. In addition, 
the Devil’s Advocacy technique was considered ineffective for time-critical problems, 
because there was a perception that too much time would be wasted by the devil’s 
advocate on scenarios which would be highly unlikely to occur.
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Overall, considering the strengths and weaknesses of the Devil’s Advocacy technique, 
as well as its role in the finalisation of the intelligence product, the participants consis-
tently agreed that the technique is worth applying. One participant suggested that the 
Devil’s Advocacy technique could be made redundant by good analysis but concluded 
that it is still a useful mechanism to ensure that no probable alternatives are overlooked. 
Another participant pointed out that analysts sometimes tend to agree with those in the 
group who are more experienced, assertive, or louder than themselves. According to 
that participant, the Devil’s Advocacy technique could help in such cases to create a safe 
space to challenge the dominant view, especially if it is made obligatory, and if people 
are formally given the responsibility and permission to apply it. Another participant 
concluded that applying this technique in the intelligence context is worthwhile, as it is 
simple to use, and it does not require up-front planning and preparation compared to 
other SATs. Finally, some participants suggested that the Devil’s Advocacy technique is 
valuable because it also helps reassure decision makers that the analysis process which 
was carried out was as robust as it could be.  

Conclusion

For the most part, this research appeared to support findings identified in the interna-
tional literature. However, there were certain characteristics of the Devil’s Advocacy 
technique which emerged from the participants’ responses that had not yet been re-
ported elsewhere. These reveal that practitioners in distinct intelligence environments 
across New Zealand employ the Devil’s Advocacy technique in an ad hoc manner, 
leading to significant variations in how they define, perceive, and apply the technique. 
Although the focus of this paper is the Devil’s Advocacy technique, it is possible that 
other SATs are also employed in a similar manner, indicating the possibility of a broad-
ly inconsistent understanding and application of structured analytic techniques across 
New Zealand’s intelligence-active agencies. This implies that distinct agencies could be 
drawing different (possibly inaccurate or flawed) conclusions about similar problems. 
A lack of SAT-literacy could hinder interoperability, which is a concern in the fiscally 
challenging environment that New Zealand’s security, law enforcement, and regulatory 
agencies are currently operating in.

Both the existing literature and this research examined the conditions that influence the 
success or failure of the Devil’s Advocacy technique. The risk of antagonism against the 
devil’s advocate was specifically discussed in this respect, as the formality of the devil’s 
advocate role can sometimes create an intimidating environment which may be detri-
mental to the analysis process.54 Although this is a known issue which was identified 
and discussed in the literature, this paper contends that very little has been done at the 
institutional level to mitigate this risk in the New Zealand intelligence context. The data 
from the literature indicated that the success of this technique also depends to an extent 
on the recognition and support it receives from the decision makers in charge.55 Intelli-
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gence decision makers who regard this technique as a mere intellectual exercise are less 
likely to employ it effectively compared to those who perceive it as an important control 
mechanism.56 Additionally, the intelligence decision makers’ ability to collaborate effec-
tively both within and across divisions was also linked to the effectiveness of the Devil’s 
Advocacy technique in solving problems in the intelligence domain.57 

Both data sourced from the research participants and the literature imply that the suc-
cess of the Devil’s Advocacy technique depends to a certain extent on how the devil’s 
advocate is perceived within the organisation it operates in. However, the participants’ 
responses provided additional insights. Whether the view of the devil’s advocate is tak-
en seriously or not seems to depend to a large extent on the reputation, experience, 
status, and leadership abilities of those assuming the role. In environments in which 
the devil’s advocate is trusted and appreciated, their view is likely to be given substan-
tial weight in the final decision-making with respect to the intelligence product. On 
the other hand, when the devil’s advocate is underappreciated or is not perceived as 
trustworthy, their view may simply be disregarded. This finding raises questions about 
the purpose and application of the devil’s advocate process, which aims to provide the 
intelligence analysis phase with a robust alternative challenge mechanism. The fact 
that the devil’s advocate’s effect is viewed as dependent on individuals’ social stand-
ing or leadership skills significantly undermines the validity of the technique. The 
case study examples suggest that forming Devil’s Advocacy teams is the most effective 
way to address this issue; however, such teams seem to be absent in the New Zealand                                                       
intelligence environment. 

Moreover, the revelation that the individual taking on the devil’s advocate role is typ-
ically a senior staff member also raises some questions. It is unclear whether a certain 
group of people would adhere to the devil’s advocate’s recommendations because they 
perceived their assessment to be the most coherent and logical one, or simply because 
their superior delivered them. Some analysts may feel uncomfortable to oppose their 
direct superior, in which case the full potential of the Devil’s Advocacy technique would 
never be realised.

Overall, it could be concluded that the application of the Devil’s Advocacy technique 
can be highly effective in the intelligence analysis context, but this is dependent on the 
circumstances in which it is applied. The technique was found to be applicable only to 
certain intelligence problems and only when there is sufficient time to apply it. How-
ever, when it is applied, it can quite often lead analysts to consider a new possibility 
they had not considered before. While this new possibility only occasionally impacts 
the final intelligence decision, it helps validate the original conclusions drawn from 
the available evidence and thereby improves the robustness of the entire assessment 
process. Both the research participants’ responses and the data collected as part of the 
literature review suggest that the Devil’s Advocacy technique has an inherently subjec-
tive character. This indicates that the strength of the technique may not be universal, 
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sometimes coming from the experience, persuasiveness, and social skills of those taking 
on the devil’s advocate role, rather than from an objective strength of the technique it-
self. This subjective dimension of the Devil’s Advocacy technique may also explain why 
there is no unified understanding of the technique, and why it is challenging to assess 
its application and effectiveness across distinct intelligence environments. Despite its 
shortcomings, the Devil’s Advocacy technique remains an attractive complementary 
method for addressing certain problem types, provided that adequate mitigations are 
in place. Its value lies in the significant testing and challenge it brings to intelligence 
analysis at a relatively low cost.
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