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IS IT TIME TO BECOME
AN INTELLIGENCE 
BROKER?BROKER? IT 
        Suzanne Jones

One thing that I find fascinating about the field of 
intelligence is the wide variety of practitioners it 
attracts. There is a huge range of backgrounds, 
nationalities, education, and skills in our profession; 
I’ve met scientists, consultants, data analysts, market 
researchers - to name a few. You might think all of 
these differences would be a barrier to conversation, 
but there are two things that seem to unite us all: 
our enthusiasm for the practice of intelligence and a 
desire to help our respective companies head in the 
right direction. 

I think it is also likely we would agree that intelligence 
doesn’t have as high a profile in the corporate world 
as we would like it to have, certainly it is a popular 
discussion point on intelligence forums. One factor 
that I feel contributes to the general lack of advocacy 
or understanding about intelligence is the way in 
which it is often delivered. The general approach is 

to receive a task from a stakeholder; the practitioner 
will then head off do the analysis and report back 
with a well-crafted professionally delivered report or 
presentation. If I’m being honest it is the analytical 
work that I enjoy the most, the actual process of 
understanding the issue, and then hunting for the 
links and patterns that allows the insight to emerge. 
It is an immensely satisfying process, particularly 
when I discover a new piece of knowledge to add 
to my mental library.

There is one big flaw with this, however; although 
analysis is the bread and butter of intelligence 
work and can be personally satisfying, I think it is 
a selfish approach, and one that needs to change 
if the industry wants to achieve the goal of guiding 
top-level corporate decision making and increasing 
the profile of intelligence. There is a famous proverb 
that serves as a good analogy: ‘Give a man a fish 
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This paper will talk through four key areas that I have 
found to be essential to developing a collaborative 
approach as well as an example of when I applied 
this in a real-life situation.

1. KEEP IT SIMPLE:

One of the best parts of collaborative intelligence is 
the fact that simple tools and techniques work the 
best. When you’re working on intelligence projects 
with people who are new to intelligence or don’t 
have an in depth understanding, you need to keep 
it simple. You need to educate your stakeholders in 
intelligence, so start with the basics. It’s tempting 
to throw everything you have into a collaborative 
project – when you’re moving out of your comfort 
zone you may feel the need to demonstrate your 
brainpower – don’t! It’ll only make the process 
complicated and stop people from being able to 
engage in the content. I’ve attempted to show this 
thought process in Fig 2.  

Figure 1: Comparison between Practitioner and 
Broker roles

Figure 2: Managing intelligence outputs to meet company understanding of 
intelligence

and he’ll eat for a 
day, teach a man to 
fish and he’ll eat for a 
lifetime.’ Applying this to 
intelligence, it could be 
said that by delivering 
the answer – and 
keeping the analytical 
process to ourselves – 
we’re only giving ‘fish’ 
to our decision makers. 

However, if we involve the decision makers in the 
process and allow them to go on the same analytical 
journey as we do, the value and influence of the 
outcome increases - we will have then delivered 
solutions and ways of thinking (i.e. the fishing rod 
as well as the fish). 

Since I’ve applied a more collaborative approach 
to intelligence, I’ve found myself becoming an 
intelligence ‘Broker’ rather than just a Practitioner, 
which I believe is a vital skill that we need to add to our 
arsenal. Collaboration is a 
method that practitioners 
should employ at every 
opportunity to help 
embed intelligence as 
the answer to the key 
strategic questions the 
C-suite has.

I’m not advocating that 
we stop doing analytical 
work - there will always 
be complex questions 
or in-depth work that needs our specialist skills - 
but if we help others to achieve their own answers 
some of the time, I would argue that the impact of 
intelligence will be wider and longer lasting. I also 
believe that becoming an intelligence broker is within 
the capability of every practitioner. 
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3.  MANAGE YOUR INTERNAL PROFILE: 

Many intelligence practitioners come from an 
analytical background, which often means that 
we prefer to let our work do the talking; however, 
if we want to be involved in strategic projects and 
work collaboratively with senior stakeholders, it is 
important to be seen as an expert. We can use the 
communications we already send to help support 
this relationship building activity. There are steps to 
build relationships and there are opportunities to use 
specific outputs to support those links, which are 
shown in Fig.3 below.

The more basic and regular outputs may not have 
a huge impact on senior stakeholders in and of 
themselves, however, they can help to build the 
profile and provide a stepping stone to the next stage 
of the relationship. So these outputs should look 
good, read well, and be relevant to company issues.

2. BE AN INTERNAL CONSULTANT:

One of the essential elements of developing 
collaborative intelligence is to have the right 
conversations with key stakeholders. Instead of 
taking orders or delivering a service, you need 
to become an internal consultant and that means 
getting involved with the business issues. 

I’m sure most practitioners have worked with 
external consultants in the past, or at least observed 
them in action and have an idea about what they 
do. Intelligence practitioners can offer a very similar 
service and have some advantages over external 
consultants, which include:
________________________________________

• On the payroll – we’re cost effective and low 
            risk
• High investment in the outcome – we will be 
            there for the project review and beyond
• Understand the organisation – we 
         understand the long-term company goals               
• Long-term relationships – we can develop a 
            rapport and trust
______________________________________

Once you’ve decided to become an internal 
consultant, there are two key areas to manage, 
one is to have a profile within your business, the 
second is to get involved in strategic projects and 
use intelligence processes to deliver solutions to 
those projects.

Figure 3: Steps to building senior stakeholder re
lationships
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4. GET INVOLVED IN STRATEGIC 
DISCUSSIONS:

There are occasions in the business calendar where 
intelligence should be a part of the thinking about 
the future. These are times when it is easier to 
persuade stakeholders to use intelligence processes 
in a collaborative way if intelligence specialists can 
present a simple but effective framework. Business 
planning is one of the occasions where I’ve applied 
a collaborative approach. This was a project called 
‘Mega-trends’ which united a number of different 
business units in the process to understand the key 
trends affecting the business, looking at a period of 
3-5 years. See the case study for more details about 
this.

I believe that collaboration in strategy development is 
going to be one of the big trends affecting business 
practice over the next few years. If we can become 
Intelligence Brokers as well as Practitioners then 
intelligence will be ideally suited to meet this need, 
and we can also gain a bit more advocacy for the 
practice along the way, something we all seem to 
agree is needed.

CASE STUDY: MEGA-TRENDS – USING 
INTELLIGENCE TO SUPPORT BUSINESS 
PLANNING

The Mega-trends project was a framework I designed 
as a way to deliver intelligence into the business 
planning process. The start point was a summary 
paper presented to the Executive Sponsor, which was 
very clear about the benefits it would deliver:

______________________________________

• A comprehensive view of the external market
• Identify the key priorities for the business  
            overall

• Save time using one process rather than 
            each business unit doing its own thing
________________________________________

Following this process, the Executive Sponsor 
agreed to support the project and engaged the 
other business leaders – the C-suite – to gain 
their agreement and, more importantly, secure 
the resource from each team to participate in the 
collaborative process.

Once the project had been agreed upon, the process 
was quite simple: 

________________________________________

1.          Host a kick-off meeting to explain the process 
           and answer questions 

2.        Book the workshop dates in diaries 

3.          Provided templates for the inputs – this made 
           life easy for each participant and made the 
           inputs consistent 

4.          Brought in an external trends experts to give 
             presentations on each topic of the PESTLE. 
           This was important as it made sure that we 
              had a non-company biased view in the room 
              and it also delivered value to the participants
________________________________________

At the workshops themselves we started with the 
external expert presentation to set the scene, 
this was followed by short summaries from each 
business unit on their themes. The rest of the 
workshop was given over to a debate about the key 
themes affecting the business overall, which would 
then form the content of the final report and debrief.
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A final workshop reviewed the themes we identified 
and prioritised them. We applied a loose scoring 
system to assess the impact for the company, 
based on each participant’s opinion.

The final part of the project was to deliver a debrief, 
which described the key themes and the impact 
on the business back to the C-suite members who 
had agreed to the project and the stakeholders 
who were responsible for the business planning 
process. This was done together with the project 
participants and delivered to each business area 
in turn, which included a workshop element for the 
business teams to discuss what this meant for their 
business plans for the coming period.

PROJECT IMPACT: 

Although the initial attitude of the C-suite to the 
project was perhaps lukewarm, once the debriefs 
had been delivered this changed and the project 
had a big impact. Debriefs were requested by a 
variety of teams within the business beyond the 
initial planned audience (e.g. HR and Customer 
Insight). They were re-used as part of business unit 
projects a number of times for 12 months after the 
project had finished.

The ‘mega-trends’ provided a business specific 
framework for looking at the external world, which 
helped business leaders to make decisions about 
business priorities. It’s an ideal situation and 
opportunity to use a collaborative intelligence 
process and it supported the embedding of 
intelligence in the minds of the participants as well 
as the C-suite audience. 
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Suzanne Jones is the External Intelligence Manager at 
the Co-operative Group. She has been a practitioner for 
over 12 years, delivering strategic intelligence for a range 
of consumer facing industries including; financial services, 
FMCG and healthcare. She is a specialist in consumer 
trends forecasting to support C-suite forums.


