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Growth, diversification, and disconnection: an analysis of 70 years 
of intelligence scholarship (1950-2020)
Stephen Coulthart and Abebe Rorissa

ABSTRACT
Intelligence studies scholarship is growing exponentially but is siloed in 
disciplinary clusters. After reviewing a citation dataset of nearly 6,000 
articles on intelligence, we found that article-based scholarship on intelli
gence is growing at an exponential rate – the last ten years (2010–2020) 
saw more knowledge production in scholarship than the previous sixty 
years combined (1950–2010). The topics under investigation have diver
sified into three major areas: the study of intelligence services, the ‘how to’ 
of intelligence practice, and the impact of intelligence on society. Our 
analyses of topics and core co-authorship networks show productive but 
disconnected islands between disciplines. We argue a shift towards more 
interdisciplinary research could narrow these gaps and make intelligence 
scholarship more impactful.
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In 1955, scholar and intelligence practitioner Sherman Kent noted that literature on intelligence was 
needed. This literature he said would provide ‘a permanent recording of our new ideas and 
experiences’.1 Since then, research for intelligence practice as well as research about intelligence 
activities have been produced at a rapid rate. Scholars have examined this trend to understand the 
key debates and development of the field in individual countries.2 Others have introduced con
ceptual frameworks and perspectives to understand intelligence at a high level of abstraction, such 
as critical theories of intelligence.3 Still, others have focused on analyzing and improving the research 
practices of studying intelligence services through a variety of disciplines and research 
methodologies.4

Apart from a small number of key studies,5 researchers lack evidence-based answers to four basic 
questions: 1) What is the scale of intelligence scholarship and the magnitude of its growth? 2) How 
has the thematic focus of intelligence scholarship remained the same or changed since the blossom
ing of writing on the topic in the 1950s? 3) Who are the most impactful articles and authors? And 4) 
What are the collaboration patterns of the top scholars? Answering these questions carefully and 
systematically provides scholars with an idea of where the field has been and where it is going. It can 
also reveal new opportunities for future research for current and future scholars.

This study answers the above research questions with bibliometric methods: the quantitative 
analysis of publication and citation data. These methods were developed in the library and informa
tion science (LIS) field6 and have been conducted on countless fields and topics, such as cyberse
curity and terrorism studies.7 Bibliometric methods are ‘critical for understanding the growth of 
scientific research, tracking the dynamics of the field, discovering potential new areas of research, 
and creating a big picture of the field’s intellectual structure as well as its challenges’.8 In this paper, 
we present a novel dataset that contains just under 6,000 citations of intelligence research journal 
articles published in the last 70 years (1950–2020). These data include core intelligence journals, such 
as Intelligence and National Security (INS), and publications from disciplines like sociology and legal 
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studies. While we cannot say this study has captured all journal-based intelligence research activity 
in the last 70 years, we can say it is the most comprehensive attempt to date to map the field 
systematically.

We argue intelligence studies scholarship is growing exponentially with many opportunities for 
interdisciplinary collaboration. The last ten years alone (2010–2020) have seen more article-based 
knowledge production than the previous sixty years combined (1950–2010). The rate of new intelli
gence publications in 2020 (433 new publications) was the equivalent of more than one new article 
appearing every day for a year. The topics under investigation in the field have steadily diversified 
over the past seven decades. While initial scholarship focused primarily on US national security 
intelligence, later years have seen growing interest in law enforcement and private sector applica
tions and topics. We find that intelligence research is clustered around three topic areas: ‘the study of 
intelligence in society’ (e.g., oversight and transparency issues); ‘the study of intelligence services’ 
(historical studies of individual agencies and communities, cases of intelligence failure, etc.), and ‘the 
study of intelligence practice’, the ‘how to’ of the intelligence field, especially analysis. The results 
reveal various opportunities for integration between topics, disciplines, and authors. On the latter, 
our analysis includes a co-authorship network of top scholars. It illustrates the prospect of creating 
new interdisciplinary collaborations, which we argue are necessary to strengthen intelligence 
scholarship’s scholarly impact and relevancy.

This paper will proceed as follows. In the first section, we sketch out the literature on intelligence 
research focusing on definitional issues and the state-of-the-art related to scholarship in the field. We 
provide details of how this study was conducted in the second section. The third section provides the 
bulk of our analysis, focusing on the growth and evolution of intelligence scholarship in the last 70  
years. In the fourth section, we discuss the opportunities for greater interdisciplinarity, some study 
limitations, and future research based on this project. The paper closes with a short conclusion 
summarizing the key findings.

What is intelligence scholarship and who produces it?

Our focus in this paper is on defining ‘intelligence’ broadly to subsume multiple views of the field. We 
define intelligence as the process and product of creating information – often secretive – that helps 
decision-makers make choices in a competitive environment, such as national defense or law 
enforcement. Robert Clark (2020) takes this broad approach and defines intelligence by its function 
to reduce uncertainty when there are at least two parties with conflicting interests. 9 This overarching 
definition considers both private (e.g., market intelligence, private intelligence, private sector intelli
gence) and public sectors (e.g., police intelligence, military intelligence, state intelligence) where 
intelligence activity occurs.10 However, we recognize that scholars often disagree on defining the 
term precisely, and it remains a topic of some debate, which we do not attempt to resolve here.11

The product of academic knowledge related to intelligence is referred to here as ‘intelligence 
scholarship’—much else is contested about the field. By scholarship, we refer to articles and books 
written to disseminate knowledge that is: ‘public, susceptible to critical review and evaluation, and 
accessible for exchange and use by other members of one’s scholarly community’.12 Researchers 
have debated whether scholarship should inform and/or critique intelligence practice. To some 
researchers, the central purpose of scholarship is to ‘improve effectiveness and efficiency of intelli
gence activity, helping to increase the likelihood of preventing threats examining and advancing 
both the knowledge and skills of intelligence practitioners’.13 Others, such as Gill and Phythian 
(2016), suggest that views like the former are too rooted in early conceptions of the field that were 
tied to the needs of US national security intelligence practitioners.14

Other debates on intelligence scholarship concern its identity in terms of what it is and/or what it 
ought to be. One view is that intelligence is a subdiscipline of more established fields. Viewed as 
a subdiscipline, the position of intelligence scholarship is sometimes described as a ‘ghetto’ kept 
separate from the overarching fields of political science and history.15 In these fields, intelligence 
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scholarship is sometimes described as holding a lower standing than other topics because of its 
perceived controversial subject matter and the difficulty of obtaining research data on secretive state 
activities.16

Scholars have argued that intelligence research should be conducted as a multidisciplinary or 
interdisciplinary endeavor. Repko, Szostak, and Phillips Buchberger (2019) provide a useful metaphor 
to understand the terms. ‘Multidisciplinary studies’, they write, ‘can be compared to a bowl of fruit 
containing a variety of fruits, each fruit representing a discipline and being in close proximity to the 
others’.17 However, in interdisciplines, the ‘fruits’ are ‘finely blended so that the distinctive flavor of 
each [fruit] is no longer recognizable’.18 In concrete terms, in multi-disciplines, multiple perspectives 
are introduced separately to understand a research problem. For example, having authors from 
different fields contribute papers to explain how their respective expertise can improve intelligence 
analysis is a multidisciplinary endeavor.19 Interdisciplines seek to blend multiple perspectives. To 
continue the example above, having authors write integrated papers – for instance, between 
a psychologist and philosopher who integrate frameworks and theories from their respective fields – 
is an interdisciplinary approach. As an interdisciplinary field, intelligence research aims to build on 
other disciplines ‘to the extent that they contain useful ideas and research that helps us to under
stand and explain how intelligence works at personal, organizational, state, and transnational 
levels’.20

Intelligence scholars investigate various topics through a group of ‘projects’ as Phythian and Gill 
refer to them, which they refined from a previous list by Wark (1993).21 Sample projects include the 
task of defining key terms (e.g., intelligence), answering historical questions, and topics related to the 
role of intelligence in governance, among others. A 2013 informal survey of intelligence scholars 
identified ‘the effectiveness of spying during the Cold War; the Cuban missile crisis; intelligence 
“surprises”; the infamous October 2002 NIE on Iraq; terrorism; organizational dilemmas; covert 
action; theories of intelligence, especially related to analysis’ are some of the most well-researched 
areas in the field.22 According to one study, the historical project might be the most well-developed 
in the field’s leading journals. Varouhakis (2012) examined articles from the CIA’s Studies in 
Intelligence (declassified issues from 1992–2011) and the International Journal of Intelligence and 
CounterIntelligence (IJIC) (issues from 1997–2011). They found that 40 per cent of articles in those 
journals were historical, and other topics received much less attention, such as organizational 
analysis and ethical issues.23

Scholars agree that research publications on intelligence have grown in recent years. Writing in 
2009, Monaghan noted that the field was ‘mushrooming’.24 Marrin (2016) noted that the literature is 
‘large and growing’.25 Beyond the number of papers and books written, scholars appear to engage 
more with the topic in recent years. The intelligence section at the International Studies Association 
(ISA) has grown steadily over the past two decades and now boasts a steady base of participants.26 In 
addition to scholarly gatherings, various professional associations hold conferences where research 
findings are shared. The Strategic and Competitive Intelligence Professionals (SCIP), an association 
for intelligence practitioners in the private sector, holds conferences that attract hundreds of 
attendees each year. The International Association for Intelligence Education (IAFIE) annual con
ference has similar events for intelligence instructors.

The literature suggests a core group of intelligence scholars, primarily male, work at universities in 
the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada. Van Puyvelde and Curtis (2016) analyzed the 1,913 
articles from IJIC and INS.27 They identified the first systematically collected listing of productive 
scholars in the field. The most productive scholars in their list include Christopher Andrew, Arthur 
Hulnick, Loch Johnson, Richard J. Aldrich, Oleg Gordievsky, John Ferris, and Jeffrey Richelson. Van 
Puyvelde and Curtis (2016) note that this core group of scholars are entirely male and associated with 
institutions in the United States, United Kingdom, and Canada; authors from the three countries 
made up 85 per cent of articles in the sample. Still, as Richterova (2022) notes, in recent years there 
have been signs of a ‘global intelligence studies’ literature.28 These include efforts at building 
intelligence scholarship outside the English-speaking world.29
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There has yet to be a comprehensive analysis of the scale and growth of intelligence scholarship 
since the first authors began writing on the topic in the 1950s. This type of analysis is essential 
because, in addition to their quality, a key indicator of a discipline’s maturity is the growth in the 
number of its publications.30 While previous studies made essential contributions to our under
standing of intelligence scholarship, they were limited in scope, including the limited time periods 
under review and the contents of studies considered for analysis. Previous research mainly examined 
the flagship journals, such as INS or IJIC. While these outlets publish the bulk of the articles in the 
field, other outlets and disciplinary journals still publish scholarship on intelligence. In addition, 
previous reviews of the literature examine a limited period, usually no more than two decades. 
However, scholarship on modern intelligence stretches back to at least the 1950s, when Kent (1955) 
called for literature devoted to the topic.31 Our study addresses some of the limitations and gaps in 
the literature by widening the scope in terms of both content and the number of publications as well 
as the timespan under investigation.

A full-scope analysis of the field is essential for the development of intelligence scholarship. 
Research in rapidly growing fields, such as terrorism studies and cyber security, points to the 
necessity to understand the growth and trajectory of a body of knowledge.32 These studies identify 
‘new areas of research . . . [and create] a big picture of the field’s intellectual structure as well as 
challenges’. Concurrently, there is no systematic account of the most influential scholars other than 
the lists identified by the authors mentioned above. We also do not understand the collaboration 
patterns across the field. This study sets out to address these key knowledge gaps with bibliometric 
methods.

Study methodology

The unit of analysis in the study was journal-based research articles. An article was counted as 
‘intelligence scholarship’ if it met at least 1 of 2 criteria: 1) the article appeared in one of the core 
intelligence studies journals33 (see the Appendix for the complete listing), or 2) it was identified using 
a keyword search of one of three bibliographic databases: Dimensions, Web of Science, or Google 
Scholar. Combined, these databases have coverage of most bibliographic citations in existence.34

The authors first searched and downloaded data from the Dimensions database containing 
citations from the core intelligence journals such as INS and IJIC. The total number of articles or 
records retrieved was approximately 4,000 from these two core journals. Dimensions was also 
queried with this search string for citations that covered the years 1950 to 2020. The keyword search 
contained terms related to the main aspects of intelligence activities (e.g., collection, analysis, covert 
action) or topic (oversight, surveillance) as well as in a realm of application (e.g., national security, law 
enforcement, homeland security, etc.). We must note that we implemented a restrictive keyword 
search to decrease the number of irrelevant articles. As a result, we recognize that we only gathered 
part of the total body of articled-based intelligence scholarship. Still, and even with a restrictive query, 
the initial keyword search returned approximately 11,000 records/articles, including some foreign 
language citations that were machine translated.

A similar keyword string was used to search one of the oldest bibliographic data sources 
available – the Web of Science (WoS) to check the comprehensiveness of the Dimensions search. 
The keyword search provided about 1,800 records. Many practitioner journals, such as Cryptologic 
Quarterly, INSCOM Journal, and Journal of Intelligence Analysis, are not indexed by WoS or 
Dimensions. However, Google Scholar does index some of these sources. We queried Google 
Scholar using the backend application programming interface (API) with the software program 
‘Publish or Perish’.

Next, we read each record line-by-line to determine if the results were relevant. Common reasons 
why records were excluded include: the citation was not an article (e.g., book review), a duplicate of 
another record, and in the case of the results returned by keyword searches, not relevant. After 
sorting through results from the Dimensions database, our dataset contained approximately 4,500 
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records (about 4,000 came from core intelligence journals). The 1,800 records from the WoS search 
were compared against the Dimensions results and screened using the exclusion criteria (including 
whether the article appeared in one of the core intelligence studies journals) and for duplicates. After 
this process, there were 200 WoS records included in the study data, thus showing a good deal of 
overlap between the two databases. After combining the Google Scholar records, there were 5,917 
records in the final dataset.

The next step after data screening, exclusion, cleaning, and merging was to load the master 
dataset to conduct analyses and produce various visualizations in Biblioshiny and VOS Viewer. 
Biblioshiny is an R Studio-based bibliometric tool that computes statistics related to scholarly activity 
and influence, among other features. To generate visualizations of key topics and co-authorship 
networks in the field, we used citation analysis software program called VOS Viewer. The resulting 
analysis provides a good general representation of most article-based scholarly research on intelli
gence over the last 70 years.

The rapid growth and diversification of intelligence scholarship

Scholarly productivity in the field was initially flat, then increased, and in recent years, has grown 
exponentially. The growth patterns of intelligence scholarship suggest three discrete periods in the 
field: the practitioner era, scholarly emergence, and rapid growth (See Figure 1 below). Until the mid- 
1980s, what we define as ‘the practitioner era’, few intelligence-related articles were published yearly 
due to the significant participation of practitioners during these years. On average, about a dozen 
articles were published each year; most came from practitioner outlets, such as Studies in Intelligence. 
After the founding of IJIC and INS in the mid-1980s, the scholarly emergence period began, and 
about 80–100 publications appeared in print per year. After 2001 the number of articles accelerates 
rapidly with broader interest, so much that just over half of the articles in our dataset are from the 
last 10 years. An examination of each period illustrates shifting publication trends in the field.

Figure 1. Scientific production by Era.
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The first several decades of the formalized study of intelligence were predominately 
a practitioner activity. The first journals were founded in the US Intelligence Community at the 
Central Intelligence Agency and National Security Agency. Our dataset found 235 articles during 
this period, most of which came from Studies in Intelligence (160 articles), and the remaining 
came from academic journals (75). However, Studies in Intelligence and other government 
journals still need to be fully declassified, meaning that we cannot collect the entire corpus of 
publications. Also, the dataset included few citations from journals published by professional 
organizations, such as The Intelligencer (published by the Association of Former Intelligence 
Officers), because the articles needed to be indexed by the leading bibliographic databases, like 
Dimensions.

According to the dataset, during the practitioner era, some of the top scholars were Sherman 
Kent, Michael Handel, and Richards Heuer Jr. All three men had close ties to the US Intelligence 
Community. Sherman Kent served in the Research and Analysis Branch of the Office of Strategic 
Services as well as in the early CIA, and he is widely considered the founder of modern intelligence 
analysis. Richards Heuer was a CIA officer well-known for importing insights into intelligence from 
psychological research, most notably leading to the development of the Analysis of Competing 
Hypothesis analytical technique and other intelligence analysis techniques.35 Michael Handel was 
a professor at the Naval War College and one of the two founding editors of INS. Scholarship during 
this period focused on the establishment of modern Western intelligence services and concerns 
related to Cold War competition with the Soviet Union. Some of the top cited articles reflect the 
practical bent of scholarship in this era. Kent’s (1964) ‘Words of Estimative Probability’, which 
describes the importance of probabilistic analytical language in assessments, is the top cited article 
(cited 219 times), distantly trailed by Handel’s (1984) ‘Intelligence and the Problem of Strategic 
Surprise’ (cited 84 times).36

1975 was the ‘year of intelligence’ when congressional inquiries into abuses by the US Intelligence 
Community led to more information about intelligence activities and with it, scholarly attention.37 At 
the beginning of this era, authors still wrote for a primarily practitioner audience through govern
ment outlets like Studies in Intelligence as well as a professional association journal, American 
Intelligence Journal from the National Military Intelligence Association. In 1986 the field saw the 
establishment of the field’s first journals with an explicit scholarly focus, IJIC and INS. These two 
journals account for 857 out of the 1,243 articles during this time. A historical approach to intelli
gence is dominant in this era, and many of the key scholars come from a background in history, such 
as John Ferris, Michael Herman, Matthew Aid, Richard Aldrich, and Christopher Andrew. The top cited 
articles reflect the primacy of historical research: Davies (2001) ‘Spies as Informants: Triangulation 
and the Interpretation of Elite Interview Data in the Study of the Intelligence and Security Services’ 
(cited 75 times) and Warner and Hook’s (1995) ‘Origins of the Congress for Cultural Freedom, 1949– 
50’ (54 times).38 This era also saw the growth of interest in intelligence outside of the national 
security domain: the top cited article of the era is Sparrow’s ‘The Application of Network Analysis to 
Criminal Intelligence’ (338 times). Rouach and Santi (2001)’s ‘Competitive Intelligence Adds Value: 
Five Intelligence Attitudes’ is also well-cited (80 times).39

The final distinct era in the dataset (2002–2020) saw a rapid expansion and diversification of 
intelligence scholarship. In our dataset, there are 4,410 articles published during this era. Just over 
half of the articles in the dataset were published after 2010, meaning most of the literature on 
intelligence is barely ten years old. Some of the growth can be explained by core intelligence 
journals publishing more articles and broader interest in the topic after September 11. Also, during 
this era, the International Studies Association Intelligence Section also increased the number of 
panels from 10 to 30. The increase in the number of papers might have helped drive an increase in 
article submissions.40 The peak year in the dataset was 2020, when 433 articles were published – an 
average of approximately 36 articles a month. The era also saw more articles appearing outside the 
core journals as new outlets were founded: Salus Journal (2013); Global Security and Intelligence 
Studies (2015); (2018); International Journal of Intelligence, Security, and Public Affairs (Formerly 
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Inteligencia y Seguridad: Revista de Análisis y Prospectiva until 2016) and The Journal of Intelligence, 
Conflict and Warfare (2018), among others.

Thematically, the 2002–2020 period saw a dramatic expansion in the investigated topics. Scholars 
‘moved the subject beyond the simple and traditional question of how government machineries fail 
to spot strategic shocks before they come, and into the world of terrorism, counterterrorism and the 
changing character of conflict after the end of the Cold War’.41 Intelligence scholarship outside of 
national security also grew significantly. Indeed, among the highest cited authors in the dataset are 
Pierre Margot and Olivier Ribaux, scholars who study forensic intelligence, the ‘collection, organiza
tion, interpretation, and sharing of forensic case data to support investigation and criminal intelli
gence procedures’.42 Scholars who focus on the national security dimension of intelligence are still 
well-represented in this era, such as Stephen Marrin, Mark Phythian, and Loch Johnson. The most 
well-cited articles of this period reflect the growing diversity of intelligence scholarship. One of the 
highest cited articles is Bauman et al. (2014) critical analysis of the Snowden leaks – ‘After Snowden: 
Rethinking the Impact of Surveillance’—which is cited 186 times.43 Calof, Wright’s, and Calof (2008) 
classic discussion of competitive intelligence is cited widely (83 times), as is the prescient ‘Epidemic 
Intelligence: A New Framework for Strengthening Disease Surveillance in Europe’ (2006) by Paquet 
et al. (80 times).44

The three main ‘studies’ of intelligence scholarship

Our analysis uncovered the fields and disciplines that contribute to intelligence scholarship using 
a portion of citations drawn from the Dimensions bibliographic database. Dimensions uses the 
combination of expert coders and machine learning to classify articles into 22 categories; categories 
are not exclusive, so an article can be classified into more than one.45 After downloading and 
manually reviewing the results, the most common research category in the dataset was ‘Studies in 
Human Society’, which comprised disciplines such as Political Science and Criminology. The next 
three categories were close in article frequency. These included ‘Information and Computing 
Sciences’, ‘Law and Legal Studies’, and ‘History and Archeology Studies’.

While the Dimensions categories show the fields most represented in intelligence scholarship, 
they do not show the key topics which scholars have studied. To address this gap, we analyzed article 
abstracts. Larger bubbles represent terms that appear more in the abstracts in Figure 2 and vice 
versa. The terms are also arranged in Figure 2 by how often they appear together in abstracts. For 
example, ‘espionage’ and ‘CIA’ often appear near each other, so they are next to each other in the 
Figure. Combined, this Figure provides an ‘intellectual map’ of intelligence scholarship. It suggests 
three clusters exist, which we define as ‘the study of intelligence in society’, ‘the study of intelligence 
services’, and the ‘study of intelligence practice’.

The ‘study of intelligence services’ concerns understanding the activities within and between 
intelligence agencies and services. This cluster (left side of the figure) is one of the best-defined areas 
of study, represented by the high density and integration of key terms. The development of this 
cluster is probably because much early intelligence scholarship originates from this topic area. A key 
aspect is the study of intelligence agencies’ history; several keywords speak to the cluster’s historical 
focus, such as World War II, December (reference potentially to Pearl Harbor), Cold War, and of 
course, the word ‘history’ itself. Much of the key terms cited (e.g., CIA, American Intelligence, United 
States) in this cluster identify English-speaking intelligence agencies in line with Van Puyvelde and 
Curtis’ findings on the focus on Western intelligence.46 This cluster also contains keywords related to 
intelligence success and failure (e.g., surprise, deception, etc.).

The ‘study of intelligence in society’ concerns how intelligence activities interact with society and 
wider government institutions. This cluster is in the top part of the diagram and is the least 
developed of the clusters, as represented by the low density and spareness of the key terms. The 
topics in this area focus on the issues that arise with intelligence in society, especially in democratic 
societies. Key terms in the cluster include oversight, democracy, Snowden, citizen, norms, rights, and 
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so forth. Legal work and analyses are well-represented in this cluster; these works of scholarship 
focus on privacy issues, surveillance, transparency, and oversight issues. Bauman et al. (2014) well- 
cited article ‘After Snowden: Rethinking the Impact of Surveillance’ is a good representative of work 
in this area.47 Other classic research on oversight and, to some extent, intelligence reform falls within 
or near this cluster.

‘The study of intelligence practice’ addresses the ‘how-to’ of the intelligence world. And aligns 
with Marrin’s (2016) conception of the literature as a complement to intelligence practice in national 
security and beyond.48 There is a strong influence in this cluster of the intelligence-led policing 
literature and other applied research on how to conduct analysis, which is evident by the terms law 
enforcement and crime (e.g., ‘crime’ and ‘investigator’). Terms related to data analysis are apparent 
(process, tool, methodology, technology, etc.), which reference the means of creating intelligence 
from raw data. Discussions surrounding consumer-intelligence relationships in ‘The study of intelli
gence practice’ as evidenced by terms such as ‘policy maker’, ‘product’, ‘production’, and ‘estimate’. 
Specialized strands of the literature, such as the art-science debate in intelligence analysis, also fit in 
this cluster.49

The top scholars and collaborations in the field

Scholarly production is highly stratified in the intelligence literature. Many authors publish 
a single paper on intelligence and then never publish again. Across the entire dataset, the 
average number of documents per author is 1.25. Stated differently, 90 per cent of the authors 
who have written about intelligence have contributed only one or two papers. This finding 
suggests a need for sustained engagement from a broader base of committed scholars and 
reflects a tendency for scholars to publish on intelligence and then never do so again. 
Collaboration between intelligence researchers is modest and comparable to other fields. The 
average publication on intelligence research has two authors. These results suggest that large 

Figure 2. The Intellectual Structure of Intelligence Topics.
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multi-authored papers are not the norm in the field. In this regard, intelligence scholarship is like 
some other multidisciplinary social science fields with bibliometric studies, such as Urban Studies, 
which have similar levels of co-authorship.50

Our analysis provides statistics on the field’s average and most influential articles. Most articles are 
cited only once (842 articles) or have never been cited (2,672); just over half of the articles in the 
dataset have been cited once or not at all, which is comparable to other disciplines in the social 
sciences.51 Turning to some of the examples of highly cited articles (see Table 1), we see a variety of 
time periods and topics are well-represented.

We took 50 of the most cited articles and extracted all works written by those authors. This 
process yielded 372 papers and 184 authors; This corpus of documents constitutes what can be 
described as the core collaborations on intelligence over the last 70 years. Using VOSViewer we then 
created a co-authorship visualization (see Figure 3). The result illustrates a large multidisciplinary 
cluster of scholars that contains the core of intelligence studies researchers. These authors include 
Loch Johnson, Richard Aldrich, and Christopher Andrew, among others. There are some smaller 
disconnected clusters of intelligence researchers with John Ferris, Jack Davis, and Michael Warner. 
There are also ‘neighborhoods’ where scholars from other fields work on intelligence topics. These 
include a cluster of scholars from criminology, such as Jeremy Carter and Edmund McGarrell. Other 
notable clusters include a data analytics cluster with Hsinchun Chen, and a large group of scholars 
working on forensic intelligence. While some of these scholars are from different periods, intelli
gence co-authorship appears to be mainly siloed within disciplines.

Making intelligence scholarship more interdisciplinary

This study reveals a clear trend toward academic knowledge growth on intelligence. In the last 
twenty years, the number of articles on the topic has skyrocketed, matching observers’ 
perceptions.52 Indeed, over half of all articles on intelligence were written in the last ten years 
(2010–2020). The growth in scholarship coincides with ever greater academic engagement, which 
originated in the 1980s and increased rapidly after 2001. Topics are also diversifying to include 
a variety of law enforcement and competitive intelligence topics that fall outside the traditional 
focus on national security.

Despite the growing and diverse nature of intelligence research, there are several opportunities to 
make connections between thematic areas and scholars. We identify three main clusters of study 
that we refer to as 1) study of intelligence in society; 2) study of intelligence services; and 3) study of 
intelligence practice. There are ‘borderlands’ between these clusters where opportunities exist for 
a new boundary-spanning scholarship. For example, our map (Figure 2) shows a gap between the 
study of intelligence in society and the study of intelligence agencies and services where scholars 
could examine practical oversight issues practitioners face. Similar opportunities exist to bridge 
between management, psychology, criminology, forensic science, and core intelligence scholarship 
and journals, as Figure 2 shows. An analysis of the most influential scholars in the field also shows 
opportunities for greater integration and collaboration; the data from this study show a core group 
of scholars who have limited collaboration between disciplinary and thematic clusters.

Table 1. Examples of Highly Cited Intelligence Articles.

Article Year Author(s)

The Application of Network Analysis to Criminal Intelligence 1991 Sparrow
Words of Estimative Probability 1964 Kent
After Snowden 2014 Bauman et. al
The Wiki and the Blog 2005 Andrus
Intelligence Led Policing or Policing Led Intelligence? 2004 Cope
Intelligence-led Crime Scene Processing 2009 Ribaux
The Theory and Practice of Crime Intelligence Analysis 2004 Innes
Soviet Bloc Intelligence and Its AIDS Disinformation Campaign 2009 Boghardt
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If there is to be more integration in the field, it will require intelligence scholarship that is more 
interdisciplinary than multidisciplinary. Our study suggests intelligence scholarship is slowly becom
ing more interdisciplinary in recent years, but is still multidisciplinary in nature, a trend similar to 
other academic research areas.53 There are significant benefits of interdisciplinary scholarship. 
Phythian and Gill note that the intelligence field’s ‘interdisciplinary potential has been one of its 
defining strengths’.54 There is also some research evidence that interdisciplinary research has 
a higher scholarly impact than monodisciplinary or multidisciplinary approaches.55 Researchers 
theorize that interdisciplinary work is well-cited because there is a marketplace of ideas that rewards 
those who ‘bridg[e] disconnected knowledge spaces’.56

Greater interdisciplinarity in intelligence scholarship can address the ‘redundant piling up of 
highly similar specialties leaving interdisciplinary gaps’ and make the field more unified.57 For 
example, a common problem in multidisciplinary studies is the lack of accepted terminology. In 
multidisciplinary fields like Urban Studies, basic terms like ‘urban’ are still contested.58 In intelligence 
research, some argue that the problem still exists with defining the term ‘intelligence’. As scholar- 
practitioner Gregory Treverton notes, ‘the central debate, after all these years, is over what intelli
gence is’.59 The multidisciplinary nature of intelligence studies and scholarship may also lead to the 
problem Marrin (2016) refers to as ‘failing to be cumulative’. That is, key findings and concepts are 
not systematically implemented in the writing of intelligence authors. We can conclude that at least 
a partial cause of ‘the repetition of ideas and knowledge rather than the creation of new knowledge’ 
is because scholars work siloed away from each other.60

Figure 3. Co-authorship networks of well-cited Authors.
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Making intelligence research more interdisciplinary requires overcoming barriers at the institu
tional and individual levels. First, disciplinary incentive systems – the institutional structure of 
academia – can discourage interdisciplinary integration. The problem stems from the fact that 
academia and its attendant reward systems like tenure and promotion are based on disciplinary 
structures.61 For academics at research-focused universities, publishing in a small number of high- 
impact disciplinary journals is necessary for promotion and tenure. Further, intelligence research 
often has a practical bent, which is not always amenable to some disciplines. As Zegart (2007) notes 
about political science, ‘Abstract theory, not relevance to the real world, is what makes careers’.62 

Second, effective interdisciplinary work entails what some call the ‘production penalties’. 
Interdisciplinary research requires ‘grasping ideas and perspectives from another field’, which can 
be ‘cognitively taxing and time-consuming, working with diverse collaborators from multiple dis
ciplines can produce frustration and conflict’.63 Much then relies on the skills of individual scholars to 
translate between fields and disciplines. An interdisciplinary approach requires various skills not 
rewarded in traditional Ph.D. training, such as a willingness to learn broadly. Finally, once work is 
complete, interdisciplinary scholars must find a way to place their work for publication, which can be 
difficult depending on how boundary spanning a particular work is. This latter problem is less of an 
issue in intelligence scholarship, where there are a few interdisciplinary outlets.

The National Academies of Science report, ‘Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research’ (2005), provides 
some recommendations that can be applied to intelligence scholarship.64 Researchers should seek 
opportunities to familiarize themselves with other fields. For example, scholars from the social 
sciences can attend STEM conferences with panels on intelligence-related topics. These experiences 
allow scholars to learn each other’s research problems, methodologies, theoretical frameworks, and 
terminology.65 Professional associations, such as the International Studies Association, can also 
create meetings where scholars from varied disciplinary backgrounds are encouraged to meet and 
share ideas. Universities can also make tenure and promotion requirements flexible to the realities of 
interdisciplinary scholarship. Amended requirements can consider publishing in high-impact outlets 
outside a scholar’s immediate research area and/or give credit for publishing with scholars from 
disparate fields.66 Universities can also make internal seed funding available to encourage inter
disciplinary team formation.

Limitations and future research directions

This study has a few limitations. First, it relies entirely on journal-based research articles, which could 
skew the results to underemphasize fields where books are the focus of scholarly efforts. Despite this, 
articles still provide a solid basis for this study because, as Marrin (2016) notes, ‘ . . . most of the 
intelligence studies literature exists in the form of journal articles’.67 However, we recognize that the 
lack of books might distort aspects of this analysis. For example, book-based scholarship is more 
common in some contributing disciplines to the field, such as history, than others, like criminology. 
The results then might not fully represent themes and scholars from book-focused fields. Second, the 
study data omitted many citations from journals that do not index citations with the significant 
bibliographic sources, especially those from professional associations, such as the International 
Association of Law Enforcement Intelligence Analysts. To address this limitation, we supplemented 
our data with Google Scholar, which incorporates many sources missed by traditional bibliographic 
databases like the Web of Science. Still, we accept that our dataset cannot claim to be 
comprehensive.

There are several ways that this research can be built upon by future research projects. The 
dataset could be expanded to be more inclusive. To be clear, this dataset is not exhaustive of all 
intelligence scholarship. Future scholarship could improve this dataset and refine the keyword search 
to make it more exhaustive. Additionally, books can also be added to the dataset. Another possibility 
is to expand this data to examine scholar-level attributes. A future study could build on Van Puyvelde 
and Curtis (2016) work with the current study’s dataset to provide richer insights on diversity in the 
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field. Network analyses of scholar-level demographic data could reveal patterns related to how 
gender, nationality, and other traits impact co-authorship networks and scholarly impact. Finally, 
scholars could examine scholarly discourse beyond citations and utilize social media data. Twitter 
data, for example, could provide a window into ‘invisible colleges’ of likeminded scholars not 
captured in citation data through examining retweets and connections between accounts. 
A content analysis of social media data could also provide additional insights into the topics scholars 
are discussing and how those align with conversations in journals.

Conclusion

Since Sherman Kent called for literature on intelligence almost 70 years ago, writing on the topic has 
grown at a steady rate. With the growth of research production, scholars have examined the key 
debates, and methodological issues and introduced new theoretical frameworks and disciplinary 
perspectives. In this regard, this work is valuable and addresses some key questions. Specifically: 1) 
what is the magnitude of growth in the field? 2) has the focus of scholarship shifted and, if so, to what 
topics? 3) Who are the most impactful articles and authors? and 4) what are the core collaborations in 
the field?

We answered the research questions using bibliometric methods on a novel dataset of almost 
6,000 citations to answer these questions in a grounded, systematic fashion. We relied on citation 
data because, according to Chen (2006), ‘the intellectual base of a research front is its citation and co- 
citation footprint in scientific literature’.68 The results show that intelligence scholarship is growing 
not just rapidly but exponentially on various topics with core foci on intelligence services, the impact 
of intelligence on society, and intelligence practice. Still, much of this growth has not been 
integrated with the most prominent scholars working in productive but disconnected islands. We 
argue that a shift towards more interdisciplinary work in the field could strengthen the relevance and 
impact of intelligence scholarship. However, we recognize that significant institutional barriers will 
have to be overcome. Future research can build on this study by examining additional data sources, 
such as Twitter and other social media data, to uncover scholarly influence and collaboration not 
captured in citation data.
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Appendix

Web of Science Search Query

(((TS= ((Intelligence AND (‘intelligence analysis’ OR ‘covert action’ OR ‘Intelligence collect*’ OR ‘counterintelligence’ OR 
‘Intelligence oversight’ OR ‘homeland security’ OR ‘national security’ OR ‘law enforcement’)) NOT (Bibliomet* OR 
Artificial OR content OR empirical OR statistical OR Computational OR meta* OR emotion* OR Children OR Chemi*’ 
OR schizophrenia)))))

Dimensions Search Query

Intelligence AND (‘intelligence analysis’ OR ‘covert action’ OR ‘intelligence collect*’ OR ‘counterintelligence’ OR 
‘Intelligence oversight’) AND (‘homeland security’ OR ‘national security’ OR ‘law enforcement’)

Search settings: Abstract search, date range: 1950–2020, Articles only

List of Intelligence Journals

The authors compiled a list of intelligence journals by Stephen Coulthart and Stephen Marrin for a commentary article 
in Intelligence and National Security.69

American Intelligence Journal
Cryptologic Quarterly
Global Security and Intelligence Studies
INSCOM Journal (US Army Intelligence and Security Command or INSCOM)
Intelligence and National Security
Intelligencer
International Journal of Intelligence and CounterIntelligence
International Journal of Intelligence, Security, and Public Affairs
Journal of the Australian Institute of Professional Intelligence Officers
Journal of European and American Intelligence Studies
Journal for Intelligence, Propaganda, and Security Studies
Journal of Intelligence and Analysis
Journal of Intelligence History
Journal of Policing, Intelligence, and Counterterrorism
Journal of Strategic Intelligence
Journal of Strategic Security
Romanian Intelligence Studies Review
SIGNAL Magazine
Studies in Intelligence
The Journal of Intelligence, Conflict and Warfare
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