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Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 1: Introduction

Relevance, Aim, Topic and Paradigm of this Research

1.1. Relevance
1.1.1. The Importance of International Intelligence Cooperation

‘I believe there has been too little public explanation of the depth and quality of intelligence and security
cooperation within Europe. [...] I've heard our European partnerships characterized dismissively in
terms of ‘simple’ intelligence sharing [...]. But this totally misrepresents the advanced arrangements,
systems and structures that European security services have together built, and that we need to
continue to build on to keep pace with shifting threats and technologies.”

In may 2018 Sir Andrew Parker, Director-General of the UK Security Service MI5, spoke at
the yearly conference organized by the German Bundesamt fiir Verfassungsschutz (BfV).
He did so in the presence of key officials from the international intelligence community,
amongst others Arndt Freiherr Freytag von Loringhoven, NATO’s Assistant Secretary-General
for Intelligence, and Sir Julian King, the EU’s Commissioner for the Security Union. It
might thus come as no surprise that Parker spoke warmly about intelligence cooperation
between intelligence services from across Europe. Likewise, it could be dismissed as mere
professional courtesy that he spoke of his German host Dr. Hans-Georg Maaf3en as his ‘close
colleague and friend’. Nevertheless, his statement is clear. He asserts that there is too little
public explanation of the depth and quality of intelligence cooperation within Europe.
For him, the relevance of cooperation for intelligence work is beyond doubt. His words
carry strong indication that times have changed since his predecessor Sir Stephen Lander
described international intelligence cooperation as ‘something of an oxymoron’ in a lecture
fifteen years earlier.?

While international cooperation between intelligence services has been a common feature
of intelligence practices in the last century, now its prevalence is rising.? Without exploring
the effects of globalization in detail, it is safe to acknowledge that the current security
environment qualifies as highly complex, meaning that it forms a diverse, interconnected,

|
1 Parker, ‘Speech to BfV Symposium’, May 2018, Berlin.
2 Lander, ‘International Intelligence Cooperation’, 481.

3 Alexander, Knowing Your Friends, 1-17; Aldrich, ‘Global Intelligence Co-Operation versus Accountability’, 27; Rathmell,
‘Towards Postmodern Intelligence’, 92; Svendsen, ‘Connecting Intelligence and Theory’, 700; Herman, Intelligence Power
in Peace and War, 200.

13



14

The Social Ties That Bind: The role of social relations and trust in EU intelligence cooperation

interdependentand adaptive system.*To copewith this highlydemandingreality, intelligence
services turn to cooperation to increase their capabilities.> Multiple examples exist. A month
before Sir Andrew Parker made his speech at the BfV, multilateral intelligence cooperation
had a significant role in bringing down five Russian spies in a counterintelligence operation
by the Netherlands’ Defence Intelligence and Security Service, the Militaire Inlichtingen- en
Veiligheidsdienst (MIVD).® A month after the speech cooperation between the Netherlands’
General Intelligence and Security Service (Algemene Inlichtingen- en Veiligheidsdienst;
AIVD) and various international partners resulted in the arrest of three suspected terrorists
planninganattackin France.” On their publicwebsitesand in theirannual reports intelligence
services themselves underline the importance of international cooperation in terms like
‘significant’, ‘vital’, ‘crucial’, ‘irreplaceable’ and as ‘a mandatory condition for the success of
their specific missions’.®

Studying international intelligence cooperation is relevant for two reasons. First, it will
complement theoretical understanding of intelligence as a function of government.® As
such, examining international intelligence cooperation between intelligence services could,
for example, provide insight in state behavior in the complexity of the current international
security environment. Second, studying current-day international intelligence cooperation
has a practical value. It offers insight in how intelligence cooperation can best support
decision advantage for policymakers. Theory could, as Treverton puts it, help practitioners
‘do better’.” For this PhD thesis the scientific relevance is pivotal, but that does not exclude
practical considerations. As far as this research is concerned, studies on intelligence can
go hand in hand with studies for intelligence. A better understanding of intelligence will
undoubtedly help practice as well. However, notwithstanding its scholarly and operational
relevance, international intelligence cooperation has long been a neglected topic within
Intelligence Studies (IS). In 2012 it was still ‘substantially under-theorized." Chapter 2
demonstrates that this picture has changed significantly since then, but it will also show
that there are still important conceptual blind spots in the study of intelligence cooperation.
These blind spots blur our understanding.
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1.1.2. Research Puzzle

International intelligence cooperation poses a dilemma that puts intelligence services ‘in
something of a mental split’.”* On the one hand, cooperation is a risky business. Intelligence
services deal in secrets and disclosing these could diminish the competitive advantage they
bring. There is no guarantee that partners will return the help given in kind. In addition,
by opening up intelligence services show what they are capable of and allow partners to
come close. It makes them vulnerable to exploitation, manipulation or even subversion.
On the other hand, cooperation is an essential activity that increases capabilities in a time
that no intelligence service can do its job alone. The number and diversity of threats these
organizations are facing is growing. Moreover, the threats are increasingly transnational and
non-state.” Instead of being in total competition, national intelligence services now often
are strongly interdependent for their task accomplishment. It challenges the predominance
of simple and direct partnerships and redirects attention to more strategic and normative
arrangements; partnerships in which cooperation is broader and more long-term.

Scholars struggle to understand the conditions under which intelligence services cooperate
despite the vulnerability and uncertainty involved. Traditionally, explanations in IS focus
on the importance of egoistic self-interest and geopolitical rivalry by states. Contrary
to the (new) institutionalist and constructivist turns in International Relations (IR) and
Security Studies, these publications still hold a predominantly neorealist presumption.
In this setting, intelligence services seem to have no other choice than to shirk away from
full cooperation, holding back and achieving no more than suboptimal results.”> Yet,
this perspective is unable to fully explain what is happening in international intelligence
cooperation ‘against all odds™, especially in multilateral arrangements. For this reason,
an increasing number of intelligence scholars advocates a more sociological approach to
international intelligence cooperation; focusing on the interaction between institutions
and individuals and examining the way their relations construct preferences in (cooperative)
behavior."” They depart from a purely rational approach based on control measures and the
mitigation of risk. The breadth and depth of current-day intelligence cooperation cannot
be explained based on these considerations alone. As General Jan Swillens, former director

2 Swillens, Former Director of Netherlands Defence Intelligence Service, ‘Introduction to Lecture on Intelligence Cooperation
inthe EU’, December 2022.

13 Seeforexample: Bigo, “Shared SecrecyinaDigital Ageand a Transnational World”; Shiraz, “Globalisation and Intelligence”;
Degaut, “Spies and Policymakers.”

14 Reseth, “How to Classify Intelligence Relations,” 57; Sims, “Foreign Intelligence Liaison,” 196-200.

15 See for example: Walsh, “Defection and Hierarchy in International Intelligence Sharing”; Sims, “Foreign Intelligence
Liaison”; Richelson, “The Calculus of Intelligence Cooperation.”

16 Davis Cross, International Cooperation Against All Odds.

17 Seeforexample: Hoffmann, Chalati, and Dogan, “Rethinking Intelligence Practices and Processes”; Nolan, “A Sociological
Approach to Intelligence Studies”; Bigo, “Sociology of Transnational Guilds.”
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of the MIVD, put it when still in office: ‘intelligence cooperation is not just about Quid pro
Quo’.®

Trust is often mentioned as one of the most important facilitators for international
intelligence cooperation.” Yet, at present we know little about the underlying conditions
shaping trust among intelligence services and personnel. Despite its presumed importance,
trust has hardly been conceptualized in this context, let alone operationalized for use in
empirical research. It hampers a nuanced understanding of this activity and runs the risk of
getting stuck in oversimplified dichotomies like ‘friend or foe’. When turning to publications
outside the field of intelligence, trust is generally accepted as a central belief that enables
the acceptance of uncertainty and vulnerability. An in-between for effective social relations
in cooperation. Interorganizational relations are seen to rely heavily on trust, especially in
diffuse multilateral settings and among organizations operating in secret. Trust enables
these organizations to suspend their vulnerability, not because they are not aware of
being vulnerable, but because they believe that their partner will not (overly) exploit this
situation.>® Reasonable expectations based on trust are seen to lead to a situation in which
organizations are in ‘coopetition’, being competitors and co-operators at the same time.

By addressing this research puzzle on a very important topic, this study provides a valuable
addition to the existing body of knowledge. It offers a strong conceptual and empirical basis.
Contrary to many studies on international intelligence cooperation, the research works
from a conceptual framework that systematically unravels trust in conditions and factors of
influence. It uses this frame to critically examine the beliefs and perceptions of intelligence
practitioners working in national intelligence services and EU intelligence organizations.
This inside perspective is absent from most research in IS. It enables this study to include
relations and interaction on the organizational and personal levels, providing a more
nuanced insight in the dynamics of international intelligence cooperation than so far has
been achieved.

|
18 Swillens, “Director of the MIVD General Swillens Visits ISGA to Talk about Intelligence Cooperation.”

19 See for example: Omand, How Spies Think; 10 Lessons in Intelligence; Ballast, “Merging Pillars, Changing Cultures”; Fagersten,
For EU Eyes Only?; Bures, “Informal Counterterrorism Arrangements in Europe”; Aldrich, “US-European Intelligence Co-
Operation on Counter-Terrorism.”

20 See for example: Lewicka and Zakrzewska-Bielawska, “Interorganizational Trust in Business Relations: Cooperation
and Coopetition”; Raza-Ullah and Kostis, “Do Trust and Distrust in Coopetition Matter to Performance?”; Kollock, “The
Emergence of Exchange Structures: An Experimental Study of Uncertainty, Commitment, and Trust”; Todeva and Knoke,
“Strategic Alliances And Corporate Social Capital.”
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1.2. Research Aim and Questions

The primary aim of this research is to contribute to an empirically informed understanding
of the conditions for international intelligence cooperation. Examining this activity through
thelens of social relations and trust will produce a more nuanced understanding and one that
has so far been largely absent from the debate. Itwill do so following the avenues for closing
the research gap thatwill be further elaborated on in chapter 2; including the organizational
and personal levels, looking at the interaction once a cooperation arrangement is decided
upon, and applying a sociological approach. It will take EU intelligence cooperation as its
subjectof study. This bringsinatype of arrangementin which these three avenues are thought
to come together and which traditional approaches have the hardest time explaining. The EU
will provide a deviant case of intelligence cooperation; a context of structural and repeated
interaction in which it is expected that - if present - trust issues will appear at multiple levels
and beyond the initial phase of cooperation formation. As such it will offer fertile soil for
studying cooperative behavior from a relational point of view. The argument for using this
particular case will be discussed in-depth in chapter 4.

Unravelling trust in the context of EU intelligence will introduce sociological notions
into the debate on intelligence cooperation, complementing the now prevailing rational
perspectives. The core assumption is that social relations and trust play an important role in
determining cooperative behavior in intelligence. Yet, it is unclear how. Therefore, the main
question that this thesis will answer is:

How do social relations and trust influence EU intelligence cooperation?

The first sub-question this raises is how this mechanism of social relations and trust relates
to the mechanism of rational calculations mostly used in explanations of international
intelligence cooperation. How does it work? Is it a totally different way of achieving
cooperative behavior or can an overlap with the traditional mechanism be distinguished? A
second and related sub-question is about the exact role of trust in this mechanism. What is
trust exactly and what function does it have in achieving cooperative behavior in a relational
setting? The third sub-question then is about what trust is made of. What are the conditions
on which trust is built and maintained? It is interesting to evaluate how these conditions
play out on the different levels identified. To see what adding the interorganizational and
interpersonal levels does for our potential understanding of international intelligence
cooperation. The fourth sub-question then is how the conditions for trust materialize in the
context of EU intelligence cooperation. It requires an understanding of the contextual setting
of the EU intelligence system and a thorough examination of the beliefs and perceptions
of practitioners in that particular setting. A last sub-question is what the insights produced
mean for international intelligence cooperation in general. This study will be wary of

17
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extrapolating its findings into general theory, but it does provide general notions. Although
strictly outside the scope of the main research question, it will answer how the empirical
results contribute to conceptual understanding on international intelligence cooperation.
It will produce a more refined substantive theory that can be applied to other cases in future
research.

1.3. Demarcating the Topic
1.3.1. Defining Intelligence

A solid definitional foundation is a prerequisite for any conceptual study of intelligence and
the start of any delineation of the topic. The term intelligence holds an important place in
the research question. Yet, among scholars in IS there is no agreed definition of intelligence
to go with. It is telling that ‘virtually every book written on the subject of intelligence begins
with what intelligence means, or at least how the author intends to use the term’.>' Apart
from the traditional distinction between intelligence as a product, process or organization,
two debates stand out. First, there is a difference of opinion about the place secrecy holds
within intelligence. Although secrecy is agreed to be central to many kinds of intelligence
work, itis disputed whether or notitis essential.** Second, there is a debate over the inclusion
of covert action in intelligence. Although direct action aimed at collecting information or
countering an adversarial service is at the heart of intelligence, it is disputed whether this
means that intelligence also encompasses clandestine operations or other controversial
activities that governments would like to keep secret or at least plausibly deny. Whereas the
first is supportive to knowledge building or safeguarding it, the latter is a separate task.>* In
the absence of consensus about what intelligence is, many scholars have tried to clarify the
topic by adding a wide variety of adjectives to the word. Nevertheless, instead of simplifying
whatwe mean with intelligence, these adjectives often complicate the discussion furtherand
‘[diminish] explanatory power across a number of case studies at the outset of the twenty-
first century’.>* In the face of this unclarity, a workable definition for intelligence needs to
seek the middle ground. It must find a frame that is specific enough to be discriminate,

N

Lowenthal, Intelligence; Phythian, “Intelligence Theory and Theorie of International Relations,” 55; Wheaton and
Beerbower, “Towards a New Definition of Intelligence”; Warner, “Wanted: A Definition of ‘Intelligence.””

22 Breakspear, “A New Definition of Intelligence,” 685-87; Phythian, “Intelligence Theory and Theories of International
Relations: Shared World or Separate Worlds?,” 57; Shulsky and Schmitt, Silent Warfare: Understanding the World of
Intelligence, 3rd ed., rev:171; Warner, “Wanted: A Definition of ‘Intelligence.””

23 Stoutand Warner, “Intelligence Is as Intelligence Does,” 518; Gentry, “Toward a Theory of Non-State Actors’ Intelligence,”
469; Hulnick, “The Future of the Intelligence Process: The End of the Intelligence Cycle?,” 54; Tucker, The End of Intelligence,
31; Wheaton and Beerbower, “Towards a New Definition of Intelligence,” 327.

24 Rogg, “‘Quo Vadis?,” 544, 546.
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while avoiding to become so detailed that it diminishes its explanatory value in comparative
cases.”

ForthecaseoftheEU, thisresearch definesintelligenceas ‘acompetitive knowledgeadvantage
for decision-makers deliberately brought about by a range of partially secret activities
concerning the collection and enhancing of data and information’. This definition combines
elements from a number of leading publications.?® First, it places knowledge building at the
heart of intelligence. In general, scholars agree that intelligence has something to do with
the acquisition and use of information.*” Nevertheless, most also think that ‘information
alone does not constitute intelligence’.?® These scholars see intelligence as a form of
knowledge for its purpose of understanding and its attributes of validity and plausibility.*
Addressing intelligence as a specific form of knowledge transforms it from a mere product to
include the processes and organizations leading to this product. In similar fashion Sherman
Kent understood intelligence to be useful knowledge that for him was intrinsically linked to
the originating activity and the enabling organization.?° Second and related, the definition
used emphasizes the deliberate nature of intelligence. Intelligence is not just any kind of
knowledge.?' It is ‘targeted, actionable and predictive knowledge for specific consumers’.3
Intelligence does not just happen by accident and not for any purpose. It is an organized
attempt by dedicated organizations to reduce levels of uncertainty by a range of planned
activities, from planning and information collection to analysis and dissemination. In
addition, intelligence is supposed to generate action. It excludes knowing for the sake of
knowing or for just being informative or educative as can be the case with for example
journalism and science. Even when not acted upon, intelligence provides consumers with
‘competitive’ or ‘decision’ advantage.® Third, it states that intelligence is at least partially
secret. The exclusivity of intelligence leads to a business model that involves keeping secrets
in achieving relative gain. That is not to say that all steps of the intelligence cycle are - or
need to be - secret. The increasing importance of open-source intelligence (OSINT) and the

|
25 Regnn and Heffding, “The Epistemic Status of Intelligence,” 700; Sims, “Defending Adaptive Realism: Intelligence Theory
Becomes of Age,” 159, 161.

26 Derived from, among others, Warner, ‘Wanted: A Definition of “Intelligence”’; Wheaton and Beerbower, ‘Towards a New
Definition of Intelligence’; Breakspear, ‘A New Definition of Intelligence’; Warner, ‘Theories of Intelligence’; Lowenthal,
Intelligence, 10; Gill and Phythian, Intelligence in an Insecure World, 7, 29; Walsh, The International Politics of Intelligence
Sharing, 5-8; Svendsen, Understanding the Globalization of Intelligence, 10-16.

27 Rennand Heffding, “The Epistemic Status of Intelligence,” 697.

28 Wheaton and Beerbower, “Towards a New Definition of Intelligence,” 321, 329; Lowenthal, Intelligence, 2; Breakspear, “A
New Definition of Intelligence,” 679-80.

29 Gill and Phythian, Intelligence in an Insecure World, 34.
30 Kent, Strategic Intelligence for American World Policy, vii, 3, 69, 151.

31 Lowenthal, Intelligence, 2; Breakspear, “A New Definition of Intelligence,” 679-80; Rgnn and Hgffding, “The Epistemic
Status of Intelligence,” 709-11; Wheaton and Beerbower, “Towards a New Definition of Intelligence,” 321, 329; Agrell,
“When Everything Is Intelligence - Nothing Is Intelligence,” 702-9.

32 Rathmell, “Towards Postmodern Intelligence,” 88-89.

33 Omand, Securing the State, 23; Warner, “Intelligence as Risk Shifting,” 17; Wheaton and Beerbower, “Towards a New
Definition of Intelligence,” 329; Sims, “Defending Adaptive Realism: Intelligence Theory Becomes of Age,” 154.
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use of external knowledge shows that it is perfectly feasible for intelligence organizations
to be open or outreaching in certain steps of the process.3* Yet, even when doing so, the
mechanism for processing, analyzing or dissemination will be at least partially secret. An
opponent, once aware of the intelligence you have, will be able to change his stance and thus
deprive intelligence of its actionability, degrading it to general knowledge.>

1.3.2. Defining Social Relations, Trust and Cooperation

The remaining concepts mentioned in the research question will be explicated in detail when
constructing the conceptual framework for this study. Yet, at this point a brief introduction
is helpful. First, there is ‘social relations’. Two words often used in general speak, but like
‘intelligence’ hardly defined as a concept. The term serves a wide range of related concepts,
all describing some form of social connection and interaction. This research defines a
social relation as ‘a relatively durable match of mutual expectations between a set of
interconnected actors’.3® Social relations require a succession of interactions between two
(or more) individuals.3” They are often described in terms of their effects, for example social
support and social cohesion, two terms that will return in chapter 8. Social relations can be
classified at different levels, ranging from the micro-level of relations between individuals,
to the meso-level of communities and the macro-level of states.3® These levels will play an
important role in this study.

The second concept mentioned in the research question is trust. It is the key concept in
this study and will be covered in detail in chapter 3. Schilke et al. see trust as essential in
understanding the dynamics of social relations. They define trust as ‘the willingness of an
entity (i.e., the trustor) to become vulnerable to another entity (i.e., the trustee) [under
the presumption] that the trustee will act in a way that is conducive to the trustor’s welfare
despite the trustee’s actions being outside the trustor’s control’3® In doing so, they are
consistent with many authoritative publications on this topic.4° Trust stands at the forefront
of sociology and is seen to influence various relational outcomes, like collective action and

|
34 Wheatonand Beerbower, “Towards a New Definition of Intelligence,” 326; Sims, “Defending Adaptive Realism: Intelligence
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solidarity. Cooperation is also one of these relational outcomes, often seen as a behavioral
manifestation of trust.*

Cooperation is a well-covered academic topic outside the field of IS and it would be
preposterous to try to sum up the entire debate here. Like trust, the concept of cooperation
will be addressed in more detail when constructing the conceptual framework for this study.
For now, it is sufficient to bring forward a simple working definition; cooperation is the
practice of people or entities working together for mutual benefit, with commonly agreed-
upon goals and possibly methods.* First, cooperation is for a common goal. This means
that the parties involved all benefit in some way, albeit perhaps not in the same manner
or degree. There is always some reciprocity involved in the activity. Simply giving someone
what he wants out of fear does not qualify as cooperation, because it does not involve a
mutual benefit (except from avoiding punishment). Second, it involves actions by more than
one participant. This research will focus on collective action for collective gain; cooperation
by all for all. It helps delineating EU intelligence cooperation.

1.3.3. Delineating EU Intelligence Cooperation

Intelligence cooperation is a complex multidimensional phenomenon. It occurs in all phases
of the intelligence process, encompasses a range of activities at multiple levels and is done
by a variety of actors. First, although the focus will be on joint analysis, this research will
include other parts of the intelligence process as well. Cooperation can be advantageous in
collection, processing as well as in dissemination. For example, in the case of dissemination,
issuing a joint threat analysis can bolster its eloquence with decisionmakers and possibly
ease an intergovernmental response. Second, although the emphasis will be on information-
exchange, this research will include position alignment and co-creation as well. The latter
two are often associated with coordination and collaboration, but these concepts are closely
related and are often used intermingled with cooperation.®* Cooperation can produce
mutual benefit through a range of activities. For example, in the case of coordination, an
orchestrated division of labor can produce both efficiency and bring in fresh perspectives.
Third, and already mentioned, cooperation plays out at multiple (interrelated) levels; the
international, the organizational and the interpersonal. They cannot be seen in isolation.**
For example, the political stance of a Member State with regard to EU integration will have

|
41 Seeforexample: Molm, Collett, and Schaefer, “Building Solidarity through Generalized Exchange”; Ostrom, “A Behavioral
Approach to the Rational Choice Theory of Collective Action.”

q2 Khamis, Kamel, and Salichs, “Cooperation.”
43 Castafier and Oliveira, “Collaboration, Coordination, and Cooperation Among Organizations.”

44 Koops, “Inter-Organizationalism in International Relations: A Multilevel Framework of Analysis,” 207.

21



22

The Social Ties That Bind: The role of social relations and trust in EU intelligence cooperation

its effect on the directives given to its bureaucracies and possibly the attitudes of Brussels-
based personnel. This research will include all these levels.

The complex reality of EU intelligence cooperation obliges to keep an open mind, but before
starting the study it is important to further delineate this subject of study. The discussion
on what ‘real intelligence’ means lies at the heart of this research into trust, as will be
shown mainly in chapter 8. Therefore, the broad definition of intelligence presented above
holds few restrictions in itself. The same goes for social relations, trust and cooperation.
Their meaning in the context of the EU intelligence system will take center stage in the
remainder of this thesis. As for intelligence in the setting of the EU, this research will focus
on intelligence aimed at supporting strategic and operational decision-making in the realm
of defence and external security issues; the fields of ‘war, diplomacy and security’.*> The
study will therefore include counterterrorism only in as far as external (outside EU borders)
action is involved. Domestic intelligence and criminal intelligence are excluded, although in
practice connections exist with the research topic. In sum, for this research EU intelligence
cooperation is reduced to ‘collective action by EU intelligence organizations and Member
State intelligence services aimed at establishing a competitive knowledge advantage for EU
decision-makers in the realm of Defence and External Security’.

In terms of product, intelligence in this case provides a knowledge advantage for the
formulation and execution of EU policies aimed at enhancing external security or exploiting
opportunities in foreign relations. In the case of the EU intelligence system, cooperation
must directly or indirectly help the relevant decision-makers within the European Union,
specifically the European External Action Service (EEAS). In terms of organizations, this
research will be limited to those organizations dedicated to produce this kind of intelligence
for the EU. This means that it will focus on the intelligence services of EU Member States
and the EU intelligence organizations EUMS INT and INTCEN. The latter organizations will
be discussed in detail in chapter 5. Other (non-EU) arrangements and organizations like the
Counter Terrorism Group (CTG) and NATO will only be included by comparison and when
mentioned by the respondents. In terms of process, there will be no limitation upfront on the
exactintelligence activity concerned. Nevertheless, as will also be explained in chapter 5, the
nature of the EU intelligence system dictates that in practice this research is primarily about
analysis and dissemination. Covert and clandestine action hold no place in this research at
all. Although intelligence services are certainly engaged in these activities, either in service
of their own process or as part of foreign policy, actionable intelligence in the context of the
EU is (for now) limited to providing useful knowledge based on earlier collection.?®

|
45 Stoutand Warner, “Intelligence Is as Intelligence Does,” 519.

46 Degaut, “Spies and Policymakers,” 516; Omand, “The Future of Intelligence: What Are the Threats, the Challenges and the
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1.4. Research Paradigm: Ontology and Epistemology
1.4.1. A Post-positivist Stance to Finding ‘Truth’

This research takes a post-positivist stance towards scientific progress. This stance is
important as it determines what is actually meant when aiming - as this research does - for
a ‘more comprehensive understanding’. The most fundamental questions to be answered
are what the study considers to be reality and to what extent this reality can be objectively
measured. Whereas the first involves the ontological issue of ‘truth’ (whatis true), the second
concerns the epistemological issue of ‘knowledge’ (what can be known). Of course, the two
are intimately linked. Together they constitute the research paradigm, defined by Kuhn as
‘a cluster of beliefs and dictates which for scientists in a particular discipline influence what
should be studied, how research should be done, [and] how results should be interpreted’.*
This paradigm forms the basis for the research design and - ultimately - the methods used.
In the social sciences the prevailing paradigm varies, depending on the discipline at hand.
In general, a dichotomy exists between positivists on the one side, and post-positivists#®
on the other. The former group believes in the existence of an objective, static and lawlike
reality, whereas the latter believes that reality is a subjective construct built by people who
attach meaning to events. For post-positivists, multiple, even conflicting, truths may exist
that together shape reality and can vary over time depending on context and antecedents.

Intelligence Studies harbors a predominantly positivist tradition thatislinked toits neorealist
presumption, one that will be explored in depth in chapters 2 and 3.%° Intelligence scholars
in this tradition object to stating value over facts, as this would make all knowledge relative.
This, in in their opinion, makes any attempt for scientific progress irrelevant.>° Some of these
scholars simply question the added value of post-positivist approaches, like Lillbacka who
claims that ‘non-realist-perspectives have hitherto been unable to present anything that
would benefit IS”.5' Few go as far as to outright denounce post-positivists as dangerous to the
field. Instead, they argue that gaining knowledge is about finding intelligence theories that
can objectively explain reality and enhance the intelligence trade. This emphasis on general
theory might stem from the practical origins of IS where a debate by and for practitioners
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was to retain and further professional standards and tradecraft.>* A trade in which ‘speaking
truth to power’ has been paramount for a long time.>

The view that research can be conducted completely free of values and subjective meaning
is losing ground in the social sciences, for example in IR and Security Studies.>* By
comparison, for quite some time there has existed only a ‘small, mostly undifferentiated
group of constructivists, critical, and post-structuralist theories’ in the margins of IS.>° Yet,
in recent years their numbers seem to be growing. Instead of searching for a grand theory
of intelligence, these scholars advocate the use of theories in understanding multiple and
overlapping narratives, address the complex nature of intelligence, acknowledge fluid
boundaries and knowledge networks and recognize the effect of challenged identities.>® For
example, Davies states that ‘while one might benefit from making use of selected tools of
theory, one is always best-off avoiding schools of theory’.>” In similar fashion, Spoor and
Rothman claim that a ‘positivist monoculture’ stands in the way of ‘diversity of theory
[..] necessary to explore alternative explanations to engage with modern intelligence
complexities’.>®

It is important not to over-emphasize the scientific-philosophical entrenchment within the
intelligence debate, let alone exclude one or the other approach from the academic debate.
De Werd convincingly argues that this would deny the progress that has been made by
several authors and would probably hamper advancement.>® Moreover, it distracts attention
from the reason why these differences are important in the first place. Lacking a common
paradigm, theory and definition of intelligence risks scholars talking past each other rather
than to each other. It hampers a cumulative build-up of knowledge. Already in the early
days of IS Kent insisted that discussions needed to cumulate within the terms of a common
conceptual frame and common terminology.®° More recently Marrin considered the failure
to adequately aggregate knowledge and make it cumulative the primary problem within
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IS.%" For all their differences of opinion, all intelligence scholars make assumptions that are
based on some theory of the world.®? Rather than fight each other’s dogmas, it is important
that authors make clear their position to enable others to evaluate and challenge their
presumptions, methods and findings.®* Therefore, the following subsection will explicate
the approach adopted in this study.

1.4.2.A Critical Realist Approach to Intelligence Practices

This research will turn to the approach of critical realism and the adjoining ‘practices’
to achieve its aim; a more comprehensive understanding of international intelligence
cooperation. In doing so, it takes scientific middle ground. Critical realism, initially
introduced by Bhaskar, is a dualistic approach. It starts from a realist ontology, but advocates
a relativist (critical) epistemology.®* Because of this, it adheres to a stratified perspective
on social reality. Moreover, it acknowledges the notion of a transcendental social reality,
more than the sum of its participants and their actions. Systems of durable dispositions
and ‘generative mechanisms’ govern human behavior, consciously and unconsciously.®>
From this viewpoint, when looking at intelligence and intelligence cooperation, there will
be recurring patterns in what intelligence services and personnel do (and do not do). These
patterns can be observed in the real world and are practical manifestations of the more
abstract realities of intelligence.®® It is possible to gain insight and understanding of the
broader phenomenon by studying these manifestations. Nevertheless, critical realists also
acknowledge that social systems, contrary to natural ones, are open systems by definition.
They ‘do not existindependently of the activities of people’.®” Therefore, the empirical effects
of generative mechanisms are constantly being intermediated by subjective belief systems,
meaning attribution and knowledgeable perception as well as context and circumstances.5®
We can only hope to uncover portions of this reality by using as many perspectives or lenses
as possible.
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Critical realism is well suited for studying the workings of cooperation as a complex
social phenomenon.® Due to its conception of a stratified reality, it meets two avenues of
approach that will be advocated in chapter 2; viewing it as a process and on multiple levels.
First, the existence of multiple levels of reality defies simple (linear) explanations. Instead
of horizontal and linear explanations relating one independent variable to one dependent
other, the introduction of structural - and therefore conditional - intermediates necessitates
vertical explanations linking different levels of understanding.” Trust will be presented as
suchan intermediate belief system. Second, as all levels of social reality are indeed social, this
means they are not immutable. Even the most ‘real’ or objective level is subject to change.
Generative mechanisms have ‘the capacity of changing [their] shape or form’ over time as the
result of repeated social activity. They are only relatively enduring and current processes and
outcomes will influence future mechanisms for behavior.” It opens the floor to dispositions
on intelligence cooperation that have been considered non-existent or marginal for a long
time or that have been overlooked. Moreover, from this perspective human behavior can
only be studied in practices; the result of an interplay between generative mechanism,
individual action and specific circumstances.”

Ina critical realistapproach, practices offera fitting window to study cooperation as a form of
collective action.” Practices are composed of a group of people’s shared skills, competences
and practical understanding.” The members of the group display meaningful behavior
based upon them. Bourdieu, one of the most well-known practice theorists, positions them
as part of what he terms ‘habitus”:

‘Systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures, thatis, as principles which generate and organize practices and representations
that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends’>

As such, practices commute to the lower levels of a stratified social reality; the vanguard
of generative mechanisms so to say. They are ‘a conception of human action or practice
that can account for its regularity, coherence, and order without ignoring its negotiated
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and strategic nature’.’® Through practices it is possible to critically examine the complex
‘interconnections and distinctions between systematic forces and individual judgment and
decision making’ of international intelligence cooperation.”” A turn to practices therefore
transcends the ‘rigid action-structure opposition’, or ‘theory-practice’ divide, associated
with the dichotomy between positivists and post-positivists.”

Turning to practices in this study will generate shades of grey, providing nuanced insight in
the way trust influences cooperative behavior in EU intelligence. First, practices offer room
to the intangible or abstract. They enable to study trust - and its deeper layers or conditions
- as an intermediate, or empowering effect for the social relations there. Preferences for
(cooperative) behavior are constituted by underlying ‘motives, reasons and meanings, ideas,
rules, norms and discourses [for activities|, and the way these are influenced by the social
context’.” The way people consciously and unconsciously understand and value the world,
influences perceptions about how goals can be achieved in specific circumstances. Second,
practices are field specific. They enable to study the meaning of trust in the specific context
of intelligence. Social actors are like ‘players in a game, actively pursuing their ends with
skill and competence, but always doing so within the bounds of the game’. Nevertheless,
‘as in games, these [rules| only matter to or have meaning for those involved, those who
know how to read the game and have a stake in it. Outsiders can see these practices as
peculiar of even meaningless’.®° Third, practices acknowledge the importance of specific
circumstances. They enable to study trust beliefs and perceptions where they meet practical
considerations.®' Actual events in EU intelligence cooperation are the result of an interplay
between social structure and individual action in a very specific context and circumstance.
In this, social actors negotiate their position and action on an ongoing basis. The analytical
dualism inherently present in critical realism and the study of practices shapes the design
and methods of this study. Both will be presented in chapter 4. The multifaceted nature of
intelligence, the social fabric of meaning, as well as its changing and complex environment
render understanding trust in this context a matter of interpretation and sensemaking.
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1.5. Thesis Structure

There are several building blocks that will help us answer how social relations and trust
influence EU intelligence cooperation. This study is roughly divided in a conceptual and an
empirical part. The conceptual part will provide the framework for studying the empirics,
butisvaluable in its own right as well. It ranges from chapters 2 to 4. Chapter 2 identifies the
research gap. It answers what the current state of the debate on international intelligence
cooperation is, an endeavor that has not been done with the same profundity since the
excellent encyclopedic overview by Timothy Crawford in 2010.%2 By doing a systematic
literature review on leading publications in the period between 1990 to 2019, this research
shows that the debate has evolved considerably both in quantitative and qualitative
terms. Yet, it also makes clear that there still is a research gap stemming from a neorealist
presumption. A gap that can be closed by researching intelligence cooperation at multiple
levels, in the interaction phase, and by using a sociological perspective. Chapter 3 provides
such a sociological perspective by unravelling the role of social relations and trust in
intelligence cooperation, using theories from sociology and interorganizational relations.
It shows how the mechanism of social relations in cooperation is empowered by trust and
what conditions determine the degree of trust. In doing so, this chapter provides a viable
conceptual framework for studying social relations and trust in international intelligence
cooperation. A conceptual approach that has not been applied with the same rigor since -
and is a next step to - the outstanding work by Fagersten, also done in 2010.%3 The theoretical
section ends with chapter 4, in which the research design and methods are discussed. It
substantiates the choices made in strategy, methods for data collection and data analysis, as
well as clarifying the quality indicators used. It answers how this research comes from A to B;
the logic guiding it from questions to conclusions.

The empirical section will zoom in on the case of EU intelligence cooperation, based on the
concepts and methods introduced earlier. It ranges from chapters 5 to 8. Chapter 5 answers
what the EUintelligence system is, where it came from and what the currentideas forits future
are. Primarily based on desk research, it will scrutinize the setting in which EU intelligence
cooperation takes place. Beliefs and perceptions of intelligence practitioners in this system
cannotbe properlyunderstood outside this context. Itinfluences the way their preferences are
shaped and the manner in which these preferences can play out. The following chapters will
then critically examine the role of social relations and trust in EU intelligence cooperation.
Based on in-depth interviews with 47 senior intelligence professionals from national services
and EU intelligence organizations, as well as numerous conversations and focus groups,
these chapters uncover how relational perceptions of trust influence cooperation practices.
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Chapter 6 answers how perceptions of ability influence EU intelligence cooperation. This
first condition for trust is the most cognitive of the three, depicting how well partners in the
network know each other and what reputation does for their cooperative behavior. Chapter
7 answers how perceptions of integrity influence EU intelligence cooperation. This second
condition for trust is the more normative of the three, depicting how partners recognize
each other’s institutions and what acceptable principles do for their cooperative behavior.
Chapter 8 answers how perceptions of benevolence influence EU intelligence cooperation.
This third condition for trust is predominantly affective, depicting to what extent partners
can identify with one another and adjust their cooperative behavior based on attachment.

Chapter 9 concludes this research, answering its main question and inferring its broader
meaning. From a conceptual point of view, this research concludes that social relations
play a far bigger role in international intelligence cooperation than is often assumed. The
mechanism of social relations and trust provides a valuable complement to traditional
explanationsofrational calculationsand control. Fromanempirical pointofview, theresearch
concludes that social relations and trust positively influence EU intelligence cooperation
through benevolence and on a personal level. They provide reasonable expectations about
outcome and vulnerability, compensating for the absence of direct organizational gains and
aformal obligation to share. In addition, this last chapter identifies the contribution of these
conclusions for the study of EU intelligence practice, patterns of cooperation in European
intelligence, the concept of trust in intelligence cooperation, and theories of social relations
in intelligence. In addition, it reflects on the research process, poses recommendations for
future research and holds considerations for practice. The structured outline for this thesis
is summed up in figure 1.
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