
Policy and intelligence are intimately intertwined. Policymakers need intelligence 

to make decisions, while the intelligence community derives significance from its 

ability to provide policy makers with reliable information. In this symbiotic 

relationship, it is healthy for intelligence consumers to at times check and direct 

the work of intelligence producers. However, if undertaken maliciously, this 

checking mechanism manifests as top-down politicization.  Here, leaders use 

intelligence post facto to legitimize their policies instead of using it to guide 

them, reversing the rational decision-making process. Certain factors may compel 

leaders to manipulate intelligence to reflect their policy preferences. This essay 

demonstrates how three distinct processes of top-down politicization can arise 

from ambiguous evidence, the psychology of intelligence consumers, and the 

nature of the leaders’ political positions and responsibilities. It then proceeds to 

argue that political leaders’ psychology is the most potent source of top-down 

politicization.
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Ambiguous Evidence and Indirect Manip-
ulation of Intelligence
Ambiguous evidence can subtly shape and manipulate in-
telligence. Policymakers can exert this form of top-down 
politicization either consciously or unconsciously. For ex-
ample, when ambiguous evidence is a factor, intelligence 
consumers may pose repeated questions to producers or 
request more specific information. If the policymaker tru-
ly does not understand the intelligence or wants the ana-
lyst to produce more relevant information, this process 
remains relatively benign. However, policymakers will of-
ten use this tactic as a subtle form of pressure, designed to 
direct analysts—who sometimes comply out of self-inter-
est or resignation—to produce policy-friendly intelligence. 
Policymakers often prefer a snappy and decisive analysis 
over a careful and complex one, since they are under time 
constraints that incline them to act quickly and confident-
ly, while analysts are more concerned with depth and ac-
curacy.1 Uncertainties and ambiguities—characteristics 
inherent to intelligence—are discomforting to policymak-
ers, who try to refine intelligence to make it support their 
policies or otherwise exploit ambiguity by manipulating 
intelligence to their liking.2 When intelligence is vague, 
choices regarding critical decisions are likely to be politi-
cal. The tendency of intelligence officers to qualify their 
intelligence and render it more ambiguous leads policy-
makers to reward and encourage those who produce more 
concise—and often more hasty—intelligence products.3 

“Analysts who simplify and advocate get more attention 
from time-pressed policymakers than analysts who com-
plicate or equivocate,” writes Richard Betts.4 Policymakers 
may ignore ambiguous evidence or force analysts to con-
tinually re-evaluate and re-focus their analyses. When in-
telligence is too ambiguous, policymakers may also try to 
bypass analysts by examining the raw data themselves, 
which invariably leads to an imposition of their own bias-
es. Ambiguous evidence makes it hard to create the con-
sensus of support policymakers need to justify their deci-
sions, and increases the likelihood that leaders will prod 
the intelligence community to produce more decisive 
analyses. Mark Lowenthal explains, “The policy maker 
wants to be able to show that a policy or decision is correct 
or well handled and wants intelligence that is supportive 
or that does not call into question the policy or decision.”5 
Thus, ambiguous evidence is at times shunned by policy-
makers, who will search for a more suitable analysis or 
indirectly manipulate intelligence to their benefit. 

Leaders’ Psychology and Selective Pro-
cessing of Intelligence 
From leaders’ psychology can emerge the process of “cher-
ry-picking” congenial intelligence, ignoring and disregard-
ing information that refutes certain policies. Due to cogni-
tive biases, policymakers are likely to focus on information 
that supports their opinions while ignoring opposing in-
formation, discouraging analysts from revealing contra-
dictory evidence.6 According to Richard Betts, “What [po-
litical zealots] seek from intelligence is ammunition, not 
truth.”7 Leaders are accustomed to risk, and experience has 
taught them to be confident in their judgments, which is 
why it is psychologically feasible for them to ignore con-
trary evidence and seek ammunition to confirm their bi-
ases. “The psychology of decision-making also explains 
why leaders ignore intelligence,” writes Joshua Rovner. 
“Individuals’ expectations have a powerful effect on their 
ability to accurately perceive information,” writes Rovner.8   
For this reason, policymakers have a hard time absorbing 
data that is inconsistent with their preconceptions. Rather 
than seeking out intelligence to shape policy, they seek in-
telligence to support their preformed political and ideo-
logical notions.9 Because bottom-up politicization exists 
simultaneous to “cherry-picking,” policymakers inherently 
fear subversion by intelligence producers and focus on 
analyses that fall in line with their own policies. Not only 
do they disregard unpleasant information, but they may 
also scorn the analyst or organization that provided it.10 
Furthermore, this selectivity of information can advertent-
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ly or inadvertently apply pressure on analysts, who may 
tailor their reports to the policymakers’ preference. There 
are heady psychological costs to be incurred with the real-
ization that a chosen and long-propounded policy is failing 
and must be reversed; therefore, policymakers “cherry-
pick” not only to publicly support their policies, but also to 
privately soothe their psychological qualms about their 
own decisions. In dealing with the war in Iraq, former 
President George W. Bush “was aware that a degree of self-
manipulation if not self-deception was involved.”11 Bush 
focused on intelligence that supported his policy in Iraq 
because he knew that if his resolve weakened, his whole 
team’s confidence in its abilities would weaken as well. 
The psychological pain of confronting failure is intense in 
any situation, but is especially magnified on the global 
stage in the policymakers’ world. Policies are difficult to 
reverse once they have gained momentum, so even if re-
lated information surfaces against the policy it will likely 
be ignored.12 Additionally, once people have invested a lot 
of time and effort into something, the psychological costs 
of starting from scratch are too painful to bear. As a result, 
officials will ignore unwelcome news and fixate on infor-
mation that is supportive of their endeavors.

Leaders’ Political Position and Direct 
Manipulation of Intelligence 
Sometimes even direct manipulation of intelligence may 
arise from officials’ political positions and policy concerns. 
Direct manipulation is risky since it is the most blatant 
kind of politicization and  is therefore used in only dire 
situations when a leader’s political position or an impor-
tant policy is at stake. Although examples of this arm-twist-
ing are rare, it appears to be an effective solution when a 
leader’s reputation is in danger.13 “Politicization is more 
likely when policymakers have committed themselves to 
highly controversial issues,” writes Rovner. “Public com-
mitments make policymakers vulnerable to political costs 
if their plans appear misguided or doomed to fail, giving 
them strong incentives to pressure intelligence to deliver 
supporting estimates.”14 Direct politicization occurs when 
policymakers pressure intelligence agencies to deliver 

products that support their policies and, more subtly, ap-
point analysts who are likely to produce the preferred out-
come, resulting in manipulation by appointment. Direct 
manipulation can emerge out of leaders’ genuine belief 
that their policy is the best long-term solution for their 
constituents, regardless of contrary intelligence. Further-
more, since reneging a political position or admitting fail-
ure can have severe political consequences, leaders are 
likely to do everything in their power to defend their ac-
tions. They know that criticism of their policies will be very 
costly, so they try to create an image of consensus and le-
gitimacy by pressuring intelligence—which tends to be 
seen as politically unbiased— to support their decisions.15 
“To change their basic objectives will be to incur very high 
costs, including, in some cases, losing their offices if not 
their lives,” writes Robert Jervis.16 Policymakers seek re-
election, career advancement, and other benefits from the 
policies they pursue, giving them a strong personal incen-
tive to gain approval for their initiatives.17 Since the stakes 
are high in such cases, leaders in these situations are more 
likely to employ direct manipulation. If desperate, policy-

“The psychological pain of confronting failure is intense 
in any situation, but is especially magnified on the global 

stage in the policymakers’ world.”
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makers may even resort to the willful distortion of analy-
sis. Usually this occurs when policymakers genuinely be-
lieve their policy will eventually be beneficial, and are 
willing to manipulate the truth to get it to succeed. 

Leaders’ Psychology as the Most Potent 
Source of Politicization
At first glance, leaders’ political position appears to be the 
most potent source of politicization. However, although 
this is a powerful source, it is neither the most prevalent 
nor the most corrupting. While the nature of leaders’ po-
litical positions and responsibilities is subject to change, 
their cognitive behaviors remain the same, which is why 
leaders’ psychology is actually the most potent and wide-
spread source of politicization. If officials were unfettered 
by their psychological influences, they would realize that it 
is more rational and beneficial to adapt policy to intelli-
gence whenever possible. In practice, by accepting impor-
tant evidence—even if it contradicts policy—leaders could 
ameliorate their political positions and better fulfill their 
responsibilities to the public in the long run. Although 
they may suffer short-term consequences for modifying 
their policies, leaders could validate these shifts with rele-
vant intelligence. In reality, however, the leader will often 
choose to continue the policy even when it is unpopular. 
This phenomenon can only be explained by the policy 
maker’s psychology, since rational consideration would fa-
vor more flexible decision-making. As Betts says, the main 
challenge to high-level operators is “recognizing when a 
proper understanding of reality confirms the feasibility of 
their aims, or compels them to change course.”19 What 
compels leaders to politicize intelligence is not their cur-
rent political positions, but rather the psychological ten-
dencies that prevent them from constructively accepting 
opposition. Leaders’ psychology and their political position 
are intrinsically tied. The leaders’ psychological attach-
ment to predispositions and first-choice policies is what 
prevents  them from looking at their policies and responsi-
bilities objectively. Even if leaders receive intelligence that 
their policy is failing, they will fixate on supporting evi-
dence and continue their policy out of a psychological aver-
sion to backing out of large commitments. For this reason, 
it is difficult for leaders to see when their policies are inad-
equate and to use intelligence in an unbiased way that 
could help improve policy. What allows policymakers to 
exploit ambiguous intelligence is not primarily the intelli-
gence itself, regardless of its ambiguity, but rather the psy-
chological predilections that prevent them from accurately 
appraising the information.
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