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Introduction

It is a human trait to apply rules of thumb to situa-

tions we have confronted repeatedly. This can certainly 

be of assistance to us, since we can essentially apply 

existing formulas proven by experience and save time 

and effort by doing so. This behavior can, however, turn 

out to work against us as well. For example, if we ob-

serve something to hold true for a long time, we may 

not pay careful enough attention because we think we 

already know what we will see, and end up failing to 

notice change. For business leaders, failing to notice 

change in the external environment can be detrimental.

A recent Master’s Thesis at Aalto University 

studied the relationship between market intelligence 

teams and management at four multinational corpora-

tions and uncovered new evidence on the significance 

of such teams in organizations. In short, intelligence 

teams can have the capacity to notice prevailing beliefs 

in the organization and to recognize when those beliefs 

are unsound in respect to their underlying evidence 

in the environment. The teams are then able to direct 

organizational attention to these issues and facilitate 

change in beliefs through the use of concrete evidence. 

There are, however, important organizational structures 

and processes that need to be in place for this to occur. 

Firstly, the organization must ensure 

that the teams have the opportunities to interact with 

others – they cannot, after all, know what others think 

unless they are engaged in activities and discussions 

with them. Secondly, a decision making culture that in-

corporates views and reasoning that is justified by data 

is conducive to the teams’ actions. Thirdly, there are 

negative factors that must be acknowledged as well. 

Individuals might, for example, disregard the teams’ 

views, which can work against the teams and prevent 

them from reaching their goals. In other words, the 

teams can face preconceptions and attitudes that inhibit 

their progress. Drawing on the findings of a recent Mas-

ter’s Thesis, this Paper provides in-depth perspectives 

on intelligence teams through real-life examples and 

outlines implications on how business leaders can fully 

capitalize on the capabilities of their intelligence team.
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The purpose and operation  
of intelligence teams

Specialized intelligence teams 

were gaining popularity in large corporations already in 

the 1980’s. The teams were responsible for the collec-

tion of external intelligence that the company needed 

to reach its targets and perform its activities. It was also 

suggested that such teams could operate as a “warning 

system” that would raise important considerations to 

the attention of managers, who are generally occupied 

in tasks other than monitoring the environment. Around 

the turn of millennia, the Internet expanded at a phe-

nomenal rate, management information systems saw 

widespread adoption and the general amount informa-

tion available for companies exploded. Suddenly com-

panies had an abundance of information right at their 

fingertips.

While the amount of work for intelligence 

teams has increased, many studies on the topic have 

come to the conclusion that the positive impact of in-

telligence work is still unclear, especially when it comes 

to recognizing threats or changes in the environment. 

Ensuring that the intelligence produced by the teams 

is relevant and is put to use has been a key concern. It 

is important to recognize that the main asset of intel-

ligence teams is the external intelligence they gather, 

often manifested in hard, quantifiable data. However, 

business leaders generally want the teams to interpret 

this data and to explain what it signifies for the future, 

but achieving organizational conditions that would pro-

mote such behavior has been a difficult task. Moreover, 

Intelligence teams can often find themselves in a con-
tradictory position where their goal is to provide inter-
pretations of the environment but where they operate 
under conditions that don’t support such behavior.

intelligence teams can suffer from a lack of influence 

inside their organizations and confront skepticism or 

even neglect, and there is evidence of managerial pre-

conceptions and attitudes discouraging the teams from 

interpreting the environment. Intelligence teams can 

often find themselves in a contradictory position where 

their goal is to provide interpretations of the environ-

ment but where they operate under conditions that 

don’t support such behavior.

Furthermore, an important consider-

ation is to achieve a sense of trust between intelligence 

teams and business leaders. Generally speaking, com-

municating personal inferences is typically not accom-

panied by an exhaustive presentation of the actual evi-

dence that they are drawn from. The recipients of such 

inferences are unable to verify them on their own and 

must trust the person behind the inferences in order to 

accept them. Hence, intelligence teams should not only 

be able to interpret the environment but should also 

have business leaders’ trust if they wish to be effective.

In addition, achieving a shared under-

standing of the business environment between intelli-

gence teams and business leaders is crucial to business 

leaders’ perception of the teams’ value. In an extreme 

case of an intelligence team being disconnected from 

the rest of the business, it would not be able to accu-

mulate the underlying knowledge necessary to interpret 

information specific to the business. ing problem is the degree of freedom these teams are 

granted; giving too much autonomy is perceived to risk 

the teams’ relevance to the organization, while giving 

too little would compromise their ability to interpret the 

environment and to detect changes.

Some of the problems of early intelligence 

teams were caused by the fact that they operated in 

too an isolated fashion collecting news and writing 

reports, and had only a weak connection to the ranks 

where business decisions took place. A truly effective 

intelligence team is incorporated in the concrete activi-
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Despite the challenges outlined above, 

it is generally accepted that an intelligence capability 

is vital for companies. Having the teams conform to 

explicit planning procedures is likely to help ensure rel-

evance of the teams in the eyes of management. This 

can, however, be counterproductive as well. Practically 

speaking, the teams then risk adopting a role where 

they apply standardized procedures and definitions to 

everything they do. Such a role would be characterized 

by repetition and inhibit unconventional thinking about 

the environment that would be valuable if the teams 

wish to be effective in detecting changes. The underly-
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A practical example from  
a modern intelligence team

The thesis sought to understand the role of 

intelligence teams in large, multinational corporations.  

At one of the companies interviewed for the thesis, a 

company operating in the consumer products industry, 

the CEO had been a leading force in establishing an in-

telligence team with the purpose of satisfying the com-

pany’s information needs in decision making. The CEO 

had promoted a culture where decisions and views are 

justified by concrete data and knowledge and endorsed 

this culture through his own behavior. Specifically, an 

interviewee described him as a person who wants de-

cisions backed up with information and who also insists 

others to ground their views in facts. Practically speaking, 

the CEO had simultaneously initiated a culture where de-

cisions are justified by facts, and established a team with 

the objective of serving this principle by scanning the 

market and collecting data. The team was well integrated 

into activities and decision making processes where the 

team would, for example, assist in product development 

projects, assess markets and identify growth opportuni-

ties. As a result, the team was able to impact decisions 

directly through the conclusions they made.

The same intelligence team displayed 

an initiative that is worthy of further attention. The team 

recognized that their company and their sales organization 

in particular, believed their products to be more expensive 

than their competitors’, and a discussion of lowering pric-

es ensued. The intelligence team, however, having collect-

ed actual data on prices, was able to tell that this was not 

the case. The team took part in discussions and explained 

through concrete evidence how the company’s products 

were not, in fact, more expensive than the competitions’. 

The original belief did initially endure, but after repeating 

their view they managed to change the inaccurate belief 

concerning the company’s pricing level. The intelligence 

team’s vigilance and initiative was, therefore, responsible 

for facilitating change in the belief and the company could 

continue operating on a more accurate conception.

This example highlights the role of 

intelligence teams in reviewing the consistency be-

tween organizational beliefs and the environment they 

observe. It’s important to recognize that the resources 

that enabled the team to achieve their goal were not 

only the price data they used to explain their view but 

also the people behind the initiative and the persistence 

they displayed in explaining the rest of the organization 

where the organization’s belief was inaccurate. Equally 

important is the fact that they were included in commu-

nications and meetings that allowed them to recognize 

the belief in the first place and then exert influence in 

order to facilitate change in the belief.

Furthermore, the team exhibited a 

state of mind where they continuously asked the ques-

tion: how accurately does our company understand the 

external environment? Effectively, the team had the 

objective of detecting misunderstandings and then ar-

guing against the misunderstandings through the use of 

concrete data. The occurrence described above was of 

specific interest because it had a direct impact on orga-

nizational beliefs and the future decisions the company 

would make based on them. What made this occurrence 

especially rewarding from the intelligence team’s point 

of view, was that they were subsequently asked to 

monitor prices more carefully, which indicates that man-

agement recognized the team’s initiative, and wanted 

to ensure that the team contributes to maintaining an 

accurate picture of their pricing in the future. This is also 

a practical example of how the team’s initiative enabled 

them to strengthen their position in the company.

M-Brain White Paper  I  What Business Leaders Should Think About Market Intelligence Teams M-Brain White Paper  I  What Business Leaders Should Think About Market Intelligence Teams

ties and communication channels of their organizations. 

Integrating the teams into activities and communica-

tions is important because it allows the teams to accu-

mulate knowledge of the business, to demonstrate their 

competence and to exert influence. Having the teams 

integrated in this manner is the responsibility of senior 

management, who makes decisions concerning orga-

nizational design and processes. Furthermore, a critical 

component is the culture of decision making imposed 

by senior management, and whether it supports the in-

telligence team’s purpose or not. If carried out carefully, 

senior management can take measures that dramatical-

ly improve the effectiveness of their intelligence teams.

From the intelligence teams’ point of 

view, it is important for senior management to pro-

mote a culture of decision making where judgement is 

backed by concrete data and evidence. Here, the initia-

tive of the CEO is important as he or she has influence 

over organizational procedures and culture, and can 

effectively create a demand for the intelligence team’s 

services through his or her own example. Generally 

speaking, the influence of the CEO can induce organi-

zational behavior that utilizes and values intelligence 

teams’ capabilities.

A truly effective intelligence 
team is incorporated in  
the concrete activities and  
communication channels  
of their organizations.

Intelligence teams only have a limited 

influence over their own existence; they must receive 

help from business leaders, who can lay a fruitful ground 

for their operations.  Incorporating the teams to specific 

activities, where they are, for example, utilized in analyz-

ing markets and assessing growth opportunities, give the 

teams a distinct purpose inside organizations. Once they 

are integrated with organizational activities and commu-

nications they have the opportunity to interact effectively 

and to make meaningful contributions, and the perception 

of the teams’ value increases. Furthermore, the teams 

can foster themselves as a legitimate source of judge-

ment through successful projects and initiatives where 

they demonstrate assertive, change-oriented behavior.

The team had the objective of 
detecting misunderstandings 
and then arguing against the 
misunderstandings through 
the use of concrete data.
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Practical implications for business 
leaders and intelligence teams
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It is imperative for business leaders to rec-

ognize that intelligence teams can facilitate change 

in organizational beliefs. A business leader seeking to 

ensure an accurate perception of the external envi-

ronment can find a solution from an intelligence team, 

while remembering to properly integrate the team into 

organizational activities and communications. It is also 

important for business leaders to pay attention to the 

culture surrounding decision making, and to support a 

culture where data is appreciated and where the or-

ganization is open to alternative considerations of the 

environment. Intelligence teams willing to strengthen 

themselves inside the organization can, in turn, try to 

influence business leaders and especially the CEO to 

endorse a culture and processes that work to their ad-

vantage. 

Conclusion
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Altogether, a thorough integration of 

intelligence teams to organizational activities and com-

munications coupled with a supportive decision making 

culture can lead to an arrangement where the intelli-

gence team is able to identify where the company’s 

thinking fails to reflect the environment accurately, and 

then facilitate change in organizational beliefs through 

the use of concrete evidence. This does, however, call 

for an organizational culture where business leaders 

are mindful of their own limitations and are open to 

others challenging their thinking. Furthermore, com-

munications and activities where perceptions between 

the intelligence teams and the rest of the organization 

are exchanged provide the teams the opportunities to 

observe organizational beliefs and to explain their own 

views.

For business leaders, the main considerations  

to be drawn from this paper are:

 •  Intelligence teams can have the capacity to  

  identify inaccurate organizational beliefs and to  

  facilitate change in those beliefs

 •  In order to achieve this, intelligence teams  

  must be thoroughly engaged in the everyday  

  conduct of business activities and  

  communications

 •  The role of the CEO and senior management is  

  instrumental in achieving an organizational  

  culture that values and supports the teams  

  in this behavior

Intelligence teams  
can facilitate change  
in organizational  
beliefs.

In addition, it can be worthwhile for the teams to pay 

attention to the image they project of themselves 

inside the organization in order to attract positive at-

tention from management. Last but not least, it is im-

portant for the teams to recognize the power of their 

own initiative and how it can improve their position in 

organizations.
TO THE READER 

This white paper provides in-depth 
perspectives on intelligence teams 
through real-life examples and outlines 
implications on how business leaders 
can fully capitalize on the capabilities 
of their intelligence team. This paper 
provides evidence that the role of 
intelligence teams can go beyond what 
has been previously suggested. 

In addition, the paper explains the 
purpose and operation of intelligence 
teams and gives a practical example 
from a modern intelligence team

We hope you enjoyed reading this white 
paper. If you want to learn more about 
M-Brain intelligence solutions, please 
visit our website.
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