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The prevailing view in the intelligence and public safety communities is that forestalling�ðñ�
 major threats such as terrorist attacks or epidemics requires weaving together 

disconnected pieces of information to reveal broader patterns; in more common terms, we call 

this òconnecting the dots.ó In this paper, we argue that connecting the dots is less likely to 
happen unless one takes a prior step: òcollecting the dots,ó that is, bringing scattered pieces of 
information into some proximity

�ôõ�
 to each other to enable pattern recognition. This paper 

is intended to help decisionmakers understand the dimensions of solving the problem of 

“collecting the dots.” Any solution involves identifying what information is important and 

improving its circulation within communities that are in a position to connect the dots so 

collected. The paper describes organizational and informational barriers to “collecting the dots” 

and explores the characteristics of potential solutions to overcoming them.  
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There are four major barriers to circulating the right kinds of information within communities. �
 Lack of awareness. People who possess notable information may not be aware of its 

notability and thus may not circulate it widely. As such, an important aspect of awareness may 

involve recognizing when one possesses some of the “dots” and therefore needs to circulate 

information to help others assemble the “bigger picture.” �
 Lack of attention. Attention is the obverse of awareness. Whereas awareness leads to 

information flow, attention focuses on information received. Attention needs to be highly 

selective; paying attention to too many “dots” decreases the likelihood that significant items will 

receive needed attention. �
 Inadequate templates. Templates are generalized patterns based on experience that help 

people understand new situations. In some cases, past experience does not map usefully onto 

new information. Observers may try to squeeze new information into templates prematurely or 

to fit information into inadequate, inappropriate templates, thus closing off potential avenues of 

interpretation. �
 Compartmentalization. Sometimes people in subcommunities tend (for security and 

bureaucratic reasons) to keep information to themselves. This careful guarding keeps 

information from circulating, thereby preventing dot collection. 


