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During recessionary periods, corporate intelligence (CI) is the only business function to provide profit assurance.  Given the importance of this objective, it is hardly surprising that the executive board makes the requests and receives the findings of intelligence activities.  What is odd, however, is that the CI function is constrained by a “cloak-and-dagger” reputation.

In an effort to bring the CI professional in from the cold, The Society of Intelligence Professionals (SCIP) is opening the eyes of the sleeping giant of business.  Yet before the CI professional can service the business community as well as the company, we must all pause for a bit and determine where we CI professionals want to go.  These thoughts are by no means absolute but provide a springboard for CI activities into the new millennium.

An Independent Department

The nature of intelligence suggests that responsibility for its collection, collation, dissemination must be entrusted to an independent department which works as the “ears and eyes” of the organisation.  This department must be free to provide critical information to a variety of user groups including marketing, sales, manufacturing, and personnel.
Further, the department must be approachable so all members within the organisation can act as its agents both in and out of the field.  In this way, information does not become a commodity used to create personal empires or satisfy petty whims within the organisation.  In essence, the CI department must be like a polished mirror:  retaining nothing and reflecting everything.
Direction and Focus
The fundamental criterion necessary for the CI department to function is the recognition of its need.  Many businesses are too concerned with the everyday activity of securing the bottom line to realise that they can operate smarter as well as harder.  Traditional economic forces within the workplace are no longer applicable in a recession.

Radical changes need to be made to face new threats and exploit new opportunities.  The workforce needs to be directed and focused so resources are concentrated where their contribution will be greatest and contribute to winning more business.
This allocation of business energy, however, is a management decision.  As such, there is a requirement for critical information to ensure that the decisions taken are correct.  Military manuals advise that by properly directing an intelligence system a commander can gain the information needed in a decision making process.  Likewise, the corporate intelligence process entails a structured approach towards gathering accurate and timely information for the management function.  

Reducing Risk

The purpose of intelligence is to reduce the risk of failure when undertaking a certain course of action.  Military history provides a variety of lessons for the CI professional in today’s competitive environment.  
The Duke of Wellington used scouts to determine the enemy’s strength and disposition before engaging in battle:  as a result, Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo (1815).  The Vietnamese investigated the faeces of American combat patrols to assess their number, morale, and logistical support before determining whether to fight or flee.  NASA invested vast resources into sending 11 rockets around the Earth’s orbit before landing on the Moon.  The ultimate success of these enterprises rested with one common denominator – knowledge about the risks.
Supporting Strategy
Business is like a war in one respect: if its grand strategy is correct, any number of tactical errors can be made and yet the enterprise will prove successful.  This concept of grand strategy, analogous to Martin Luther King’s “I had a dream” speech, is the fuel for an intelligence operation.  Put another way, the intelligence process is the realization of the grand strategy devised by management.  
The function of intelligence is an entirely different matter.  The process of collecting, collating and disseminating information should not be a ‘shotgun’ approach, as this detracts from the value of the intelligence provided.  Rather, the approach should be specific and disciplined.  As the seventeenth century Samurai Miyamoto Musashi observed:  “So great is the commander’s understanding of the requirement to meet his goal that his plan is as though it were a straight road mapped out on the ground”.

A Window on the Marketplace

In order for this function to be appreciated and understood, a definition of corporate intelligence is required.  At the Zero Foundation we define the intelligence function as a “window on the marketplace”, offering a view of the competition’s disposition, capabilities and intentions.  As such, it is the core of all business strategy decisions.  
This analogy of intelligence to a window can be illustrated in a variety of ways.  A closed window, for example, provides a static and two-dimensional view of the world outside.  A richly curtained window, on the other hand, provides an altogether different view to the occupants of the room.  

To be effective, the window on the marketplace must be wide open.  Only then can one hear the noises, sniff the aromas, taste the air, feel the pulse, and see the activity outside.  The window might give a view onto a souk, bustling with Oriental mystique, or it might open onto a hypermarket with its ordered display of goods.  Whatever the view, the changes on the scene can only be appreciated when the window is open.

The Ideal Professional
Given the global nature of business today, CI professionals need to be both proactive and reactive.  Now is the time to source and secure information in a symbiotic relationship and thereby provide an intelligence report which satisfies your brief comprehensively.

This duality of the intelligence process requires professionals who have been through the academic grindstones.  The ideal individual does not have to come from a military or police background; nor does he have to be an ace investigator.  Rather, the ideal researcher must be flexible both intellectually and culturally.   

Public Information

Increasingly, the basis of all corporate intelligence is research and analysis.  The success of such activities relies on the effective use of publicly accessible information.  Highly trained scholars and analysts need to extract information from academic works, journals, magazines, newspapers, and corporate records.
Their success can be illustrated by the role played by OSS intelligence operatives during World War II.  From a variety of published sources, they provided exact details of the North African train systems.  They accurately predicted that the crunch for the Nazis would come in the area of manpower and not, as was widely assumed, in the area of food production.  By studying casualty lists in German U-boat and battle casualties.  For the first time in modern warfare, intellectual “eggheads” could tell the military something which was of practical use.

Globalisation of Business

Yet, the diversity of corporate intelligence requirements demands a variety of contact sources or information providers.  The globalisation of business suggests that CI professionals must be able to communicate with their foreign contacts as well as understand how and where to gather critical information.  The skill for such intelligence gathering often lies in the ability to cultivate local contacts.
There is an increasing number of companies and individuals spread across the globe who can be cultivated as such contacts.  The services provided by these sources need to be matched to the requirements of the intelligence brief.

By farming out piecemeal assignments to these sources a wealth of information can be gathered cost-effectively.  One company can be briefed to affect surveillance on the operating plant of a competitor in a foreign country, while another source is requested to compile personality profiles within the competitor company. A further search of local credit bureau databases will provide a useful report which can be fleshed out by analysing media reports in the foreign business press. 

Working concurrently, these piecemeal assignments will enable the CI professional to analyse the information and provide an intelligence report to the Head of Marketing or the Production Department.  As everyone knows, good intelligence is a many faceted item which can mean all things to a variety of different departments.  As the Third Witch in Shakespeare’s Macbeth (Act IV, scene III) remarks:  

“Make the gruel thick and slab;

Add thereto a tiger’s chaudron

For th’ingredience of our cauldron”

In conclusion, corporate intelligence must be brought in from the cold.  The questions concerning ethical considerations need to be discussed in an open forum and disseminated by organisation such as SCIP.  Yet the CI industry should be primarily concerned with persuading management that understanding one’s competition is good for business.
Every manager has a responsibility to the company’s shareholders to ensure profitable practices.  CI activities are not only cost and time efficient but enhance profitability.  To ignore the benefits of CI because one is too mired in the traditional business functions is to ride in the Derby blindfolded and hope to win.  The world of business is changing as we enter a new millennium, and the harbingers of profit are the CI professionals.  
