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The challenge of technical intelligence is that more data often does 
not reduce situational complexity and ambiguity

It’s 0300 Sunday morning 
and the three questions 
are:

Has something changed?
What could happen next? 
Are we still prepared?

The surprising bottom-up solution in this technical, formal environment: 
more informal sensemaking via social media…

“Who can we dialogue with?”

LMC

Top-Down Solutions:
More process
More hardware
More software
More bits of precision
More quantification
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Collaboration allows situational awareness 
and sensemaking across semi-cooperative 
organizations

Boundary brokers access organizational 
experts while maximizing organizational 
return on attention

This talk explains how virtual teams form across 
organizational boundaries to make sense in time to respond

Network brokers cultivate weak ties that 
induce cooperative behavior
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The universal need for dialogue: 

“People look beyond information to triangulate reliability”*

Situational Awareness is necessary but insufficient in 
complex, adversarial contexts

Situational Awareness:
mental model of what 
has happened and is 
happening in your 
threat/opportunity 
environment

*Brown & Duguid, 2000, The Social Life of Information.

Problem: Situational awareness cannot explain 

contradictory information and multiple causes and effects 
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Sensemaking is collaboratively assembling fuzzy -- often contradictory --
evidence into a sharper story that is slightly predictive of who is up to what 
and where to look for more clues to what might happen next* 

Collaborative dialogue allows sensemaking across semi-
cooperative organizations

Sensor ops
tribe 

Crisis Cell
tribe 

All-Source 
Analysis
tribe 

*based on Weick, et al., 2005, others
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“The straw that stirs the drink”: Disinhibition of the over-
formalized by network brokers

Hints at reliability or 
utility of information

Collective
gratitude

Gratitude 
and praise

Modeling altruistic behavior: 
share what you have



“Weak ties”* = 
acquaintances.

Orienting 
conversat
ions: 
“What’s 
going 
on?”

Communicat
ion of 
explicit 
knowledg
e: “We
have a 
report
you might 
like to 
see”
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Other rooms

Network brokers cultivate special weak ties that induce 
cooperative behavior over social distance

“Strong ties” = colleagues.
‘Crucial conversations’: our 
risks, our decisions

*Granovetter 1973, 1983
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Boundary brokers access organizational experts while 
protecting their time and working memory

Informal Formal

Network Hierarchy

High Noise Low Noise

Market Organization

High Diversity Lower Diversity

Weak ties Strong ties

Divided attention Focused attention

Boundary
Broker

*Hagel, Brown & Davison, 2010, The Power of Pull.

“Return on 
attention”* 

Access to tacit 
knowledge (know-
how) 
and 
Just-In-Time 
services

Co-production of intelligence 
utility and value
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Facilitator (professional 
network broker) steps into 
role of initial conversant 

Network and boundary brokers often cooperate to catalyze 
dialogue

Boundary broker represents a 
focused analyst in her organization

Result: Initial review of analyst’s results and 
strong positive feedback on importance of topic

Facilitator signals 
surprise, ignites dialogue
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Chat brokering induces cooperative cross-cultural sharing 
and sensemaking that is synergistic with formal processes
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Sensemaking can help 
reconcile divergent evidence 
into a predictive story

Brokers use weak and strong 
ties to tap dispersed and 
focused expertise with good 
return on attention

Questions?

Paradox of situations is that more technical data requires 
more informal, social sensemaking to respond at the speed 
of need
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