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An Organizational View of 9/11 

I was not surprised. I was horrified. 
—General Brent Scowcroft, 

former national security advisor1 

IN JANUARY 2000, al Qaeda operatives from around the world 
gathered secretly in Malaysia for a planning meeting. The Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) was watching. Among the partici-
pants was a man named Khalid al-Mihdhar, one of the Septem-
ber 11 hijackers who would later help to crash American Airlines 
Flight 77 into the Pentagon. By the time the meeting disbanded, 
the CIA had taken a photograph of al-Mihdhar, learned his full 
name, obtained his passport number, and uncovered one other 
critical piece of information: al-Mihdhar held a multiple-entry 
visa to the United States.2 It was twenty months before the Sep-
tember 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and 
Pentagon. George Tenet, the director of central intelligence 
(DCI), later admitted that the CIA should have immediately 
placed al-Mihdhar on the State Department’s watch list denying 
him entry into the United States, and it should have notified 
other government agencies such as the FBI.3 But the CIA did not 
do so until August 23, 2001, just nineteen days before the attacks 
and months after al-Mihdhar had entered the country, obtained 
a California motor vehicle photo identification card—using his 
real name—and started taking flying lessons. 

The case of Khalid al-Mihdhar provides a chilling example of 
the subtle yet powerful effects of organization—that is, the cul-
tures, incentives, and structures that critically influence what 
government agencies do and how well they do it. Why did the 
CIA take so long to put this suspected al Qaeda operative on the 
State Department’s watch list, especially given Director Tenet’s 
earlier declaration that the United States was “at war” with al 
Qaeda,4 his clear public warnings to Congress—for three consec-
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utive years—that Osama bin Laden was determined to strike 
major blows against American targets,5 and when intelligence 
chatter about preparations for a “spectacular” attack was spik-
ing in the spring and summer of 2001?6 

The simplest answer is that the agency had never been in the 
habit of watch listing al Qaeda operatives before. For more than 
forty years, the Central Intelligence Agency and the twelve other 
agencies of the U.S. Intelligence Community (IC) had operated 
with Cold War procedures, priorities, and thinking, all of which 
had little need for making sure foreign terrorists stayed out of 
the United States.7 Before September 11, there was no formal 
training program, no well-honed process, and no sustained level 
of attention given to ensuring that intelligence officers would 
identify dangerous terrorists and warn other U.S. government 
agencies about them before they reached the United States.8 As 
one CIA employee told congressional investigators after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks, he believed it was “not incumbent” even on 
the CIA’s special Osama bin Laden unit to place people such as 
al-Mihdhar on the State Department’s watch list.9 

No one will ever know whether the World Trade Center and 
Pentagon attacks could have been prevented. Evidence suggests, 
however, that the right information did not get to the right 
places at the right time. Many of the agonizing missteps and 
missed clues have been widely publicized. There is the star 
Phoenix FBI agent who warned in a July 2001 memo that Osama 
bin Laden could be training terrorists in U.S. flight schools, a 
warning that never made it to the top of the FBI or a single other 
intelligence agency. There is the refusal by FBI headquarters to 
seek a search warrant for the computer files of Zacarias Mous-
saoui, a foreign flight school student who Minneapolis field 
agents were convinced was plotting a terrorist attack with a 
large aircraft and who later became the only person convicted 
in the United States for his connection to the 9/11 attacks.10 And 
there is the president’s August 6, 2001, CIA briefing entitled “Bin 
Laden Determined to Strike in U.S.” which gave the impression 
the FBI had the threat covered, erroneously suggested that Ye-
meni tourists taking photographs were terrorists casing federal 
buildings in New York, and made no mention of crucial pieces of 
information that should have been pursued aggressively. These 
included the Phoenix memo, the al Qaeda summit in Malaysia, 
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al-Mihdhar’s U.S. visa, and the CIA’s discovery that a second 
September 11 hijacker who had attended the summit, Nawaf al-
Hazmi, had also entered the United States.11 Thanks to the ex-
traordinary work of the 9/11 Commission and the House and 
Senate Intelligence Committees’ Joint Inquiry into the attacks, 
most Americans have a good idea of what went wrong in the 
weeks and months before September 11.12 The challenge now is 
to explain why it went wrong. 

This book argues that the answer lies in organizations, more 
specifically, in the deeply rooted organizational weaknesses that 
have afflicted U.S. intelligence agencies for decades and in the 
enduring impediments to fixing them. The single most im-
portant reason the United States remained so vulnerable on Sep-
tember 11 was not the McDonald’s wages paid to airport secu-
rity workers, the Clinton administration’s inability to capture or 
kill Osama bin Laden, or the Bush administration’s failure to 
place terrorism higher on its priority list. It was the stunning 
inability of U.S. intelligence agencies to adapt to the end of the 
Cold War. 

During the 1990s, for example, intelligence officials repeatedly 
warned of a grave and growing terrorist threat even while they 
continued old funding patterns that favored electronic surveil-
lance—ideal for counting Soviet warheads—over human intelli-
gence efforts better suited for penetrating terrorist groups. Al-
though details about U.S. intelligence spending are classified, 
conservative estimates based on the declassified 1997 intelli-
gence budget put annual human intelligence spending at $1.6 
billion, a little more than the cost of building and launching a 
single spy satellite.13 The amount of money spent directly to sup-
port human intelligence operations in the field was even less. As 
one official with access to the CIA’s human intelligence budget 
put it, once pensions, salaries, and other expenses were paid, the 
“The James Bond fund that people think we’re doing came 
down to $500 million,” or less than 2 percent of the annual intel-
ligence budget at the time.14 

Counterterrorism efforts were as scattered as they were un-
derfunded, split among forty-six different agencies without a 
central strategy, budget, or coordinating mechanism. Director of 
Central Intelligence George Tenet declared war on Osama bin 
Laden in a December 1998 memo and urged that “no resources 
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or people [be] spared” to fight him, but proved unable to mass 
his troops in the right places.15 Although Tenet tried to increase 
dramatically the size of the Counterterrorist Center, he failed,16 

leaving only five analysts assigned to Osama bin Laden on Sep-
tember 11.17 

The CIA was not alone. The FBI formally declared terrorism 
its number one priority as early as 1998.18 Yet on September 11, 
2001, only 6 percent of FBI personnel were working on coun-
terterrorism issues,19 new agents still received more time for va-
cation than counterterrorism training,20 and the vast majority of 
the FBI’s intelligence analysts—precisely the people who were 
charged with connecting the dots across different FBI cases— 
were found to be unqualified to perform their jobs.21 Steeped in 
an eighty-year-old culture that prized searching houses more 
than searching databases, the agency lacked basic computer 
capabilities to see whether the words “flight training school” 
showed up in any of its case files and even the FBI Director, 
Louis Freeh, ordered the computer removed from his office be-
cause he never used it.22 In the words of one FBI official, the pre-
vailing attitude was, “real men don’t type. The only thing a real 
agent needs is a notebook, a pen, and a gun, and with those three 
things you can conquer the world.”23 Just weeks before the at-
tacks, a highly classified internal review of the bureau’s coun-
terterrorism capabilities gave failing grades to every one of the 
FBI’s fifty-six U.S. field offices.24 

These problems were not isolated mistakes, failures of fore-
sight, or the result of poor decisions by individuals asleep at the 
switch. Instead, they were symptoms of three deeper and more 
intractable organizational deficiencies: (1) cultural pathologies 
that led intelligence agencies to resist new technologies, ideas, 
and tasks; (2) perverse promotion incentives that rewarded intel-
ligence officials for all of the wrong things; and (3) structural 
weaknesses dating back decades that hindered the operation of 
the CIA and FBI and prevented the U.S. Intelligence Community 
from working as a coherent whole. It was these core weaknesses 
that caused U.S. intelligence agencies to blow key operational 
opportunities—such as watchlisting al-Mihdhar or searching 
Zacarias Moussaoui’s computer files—that might have dis-
rupted the September 11 plot. And it was these core weaknesses 
that kept U.S. intelligence agencies from getting more chances 
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to defeat al Qaeda in the first place. With FBI agents keeping 
case files in shoe boxes rather than putting them into computers, 
with CIA operatives clinging to old systems designed for re-
cruiting Soviet officials at cocktail parties rather than Jihadists 
in caves, with career incentives that rewarded intelligence offi-
cials for staying cloistered in their own agencies rather than 
working across agency lines, and with a forty-year-old intelli-
gence structure that gave no person the power to match re-
sources against priorities and knock bureaucratic heads to-
gether, the U.S. Intelligence Community did not have a fighting 
chance against al Qaeda. 

The existence of these organizational deficiencies, and the ur-
gent need to fix them, was no secret in Washington before the 
September 11 attacks. Between 1991 and 2001, intelligence prob-
lems and counterterrorism challenges were the subject of at least 
six classified reports25 and a dozen major unclassified studies.26 

The unclassified studies alone issued more than 500 recommen-
dations for reform across the U.S. government. Two-thirds of 
these recommendations, or 340 in total, targeted the CIA, FBI, 
and the rest of the U.S. Intelligence Community. Yet only 35 of 
these 340 intelligence recommendations were successfully imple-
mented before September 11, and most—268 to be exact—re-
sulted in no action whatsoever.27 In January 2001, nine months 
before the attacks, the bipartisan blue-ribbon Hart-Rudman 
Commission offered the most comprehensive assessment of U.S. 
national security challenges and deficiencies since World War II. 
The commission issued stark conclusions: “the dramatic changes 
in the world since the end of the Cold War,” it noted, “have not 
been accompanied by any major institutional changes in the Ex-
ecutive branch of the U.S. government.”28 The commission pre-
sciently predicted that institutional deficiencies left the United 
States homeland exceptionally vulnerable to catastrophic terror-
ist attack. 

No system is failure-proof. As Richard Betts wrote in Foreign 
Affairs shortly after September 11, “The awful truth is that even 
the best intelligence systems will have big failures.”29 Evidence 
suggests, however, that U.S. intelligence agencies were nowhere 
close to being the best before 9/11, and that they could have 
been better. When the Soviet Union fell in 1991 and the principal 
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threat to U.S. national security changed, the Intelligence Com-
munity was slow to change with it. 

Why? What is it that prevented the CIA, the FBI, and other 
agencies from adapting to the rising terrorist threat during the 
1990s? To date, no one has provided satisfying answers. Aca-
demics have avoided the subject, concentrating instead on re-
search topics that have more readily available data, fit more 
squarely into existing theories, and do not require delving into 
the controversial business of spying. At the same time, politi-
cians and journalists have preferred to point fingers, focusing on 
who failed to do what and when. The result is a prevailing wis-
dom that mistakenly attributes the failures of September 11 to 
individuals. 

THE FINGER POINTING FALLACY 

Everyone has someone to blame for 9/11. Democrats such as for-
mer Clinton National Security Advisor Samuel Berger and Sec-
retary of State Madeleine Albright have faulted President Bush 
and his administration for giving terrorism short shrift com-
pared to missile defense and other foreign policy issues.30 Re-
publicans, including Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and 
Vice President Richard Cheney, have charged the Clinton ad-
ministration with failing to develop an effective counterterror-
ism strategy and emboldening bin Laden by responding weakly 
to earlier terrorist attacks.31 Some, such as former Senate Intelli-
gence Committee Chairman Richard Shelby (R-AL), have laid 
responsibility squarely on the shoulders of George Tenet, who 
served as director of central intelligence from 1997 to 2004.32 The 
most blistering criticism came in the spring of 2004, when Rich-
ard Clarke, the White House counterterrorism czar under both 
Presidents Clinton and George W. Bush, accused Bush and his 
top aides of dropping the ball on terrorism.33 Although different 
accusers have found different culprits, their point is the same: 
individual leadership failures are the root cause of the World 
Trade Center and Pentagon attacks. 

Attributing failure to individuals is both understandable and 
dangerous. Casting blame after moments of great tragedy is a 
natural human response. It also makes for good politics and 
great journalism. No one should be shocked that politicians 
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from both parties rushed to accuse and defend, and the press 
rushed to cover them. Nor is it surprising that nearly all of the 
9/11 books penned by journalists since the attacks have focused 
on the human causes of tragedy, dissecting the power plays and 
personality clashes between various intelligence officers in the 
field and policymakers in Washington.34 It is the nature of the 
business: journalists usually place individuals at the heart of the 
story rather than examining the forces that transcend them and 
tend to rely on anecdotal evidence to meet tight deadlines rather 
than studying a single problem in systematic and gory detail 
over a number of years. The best of this genre—such as Steve 
Coll’s Ghost Wars and Lawrence Wright’s The Looming Tower— 
have much to offer, yet nevertheless emphasize individual fail-
ures more than systemic ones. The worst in the genre suffer from 
what Malcolm Gladwell calls “creeping determinism,” a ten-
dency to view pre-9/11 warnings through post-9/11 lenses.35 In 
hindsight, of course, smoking guns are everywhere—a 1995 re-
port sent to the CIA from Philippine authorities noting that a 
captured terrorist had plans to fly an airplane into CIA head-
quarters,36 or an al Qaeda telephone call intercepted during the 
summer of 2001 that mentions a “terrifying” attack using an air-
plane.37 But proving that intelligence officials could and should 
have seen these signals as ominous warnings beforehand is 
quite another matter. 

As the above discussion indicates, highlighting the role of in-
dividuals is also dangerous because it suggests the wrong causes 
of failure and the wrong remedies to address them. We are left 
to think that if only the right people had been heard, if only a 
few important officials had connected a few obvious dots, if only 
more leaders inside the corridors of power had had their hair 
on fire, tragedy could have been averted. As Bob Woodward, the 
dean of journalist nonfiction, once wrote, “Decision making at 
the highest levels of national government is a complex human 
interaction. . . . This human story is the core.”38 

Actually, the human story is the problem. What is missing from 
these accounts is a sense of context, the underlying constraints 
and forces that make it likely talented people will make poor de-
cisions. It is easy, for example, to blame intelligence officials for 
overlooking warnings about a terrorist attack in an intercepted 
telephone conversation. It is much harder when one considers 
that several million such conversations are intercepted by intelli-
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gence officials every day of every week of every year.39 Journal-
ists, the old saying goes, write the first draft of history. In the 
case of September 11, however, journalists have provided the only 
draft of history. The fault is not theirs, but ours in the academy: 
political scientists have devoted almost no attention to studying 
U.S. intelligence since 9/11.40 The result is that the role of individ-
uals in September 11 has been grossly overstated, while the orga-
nizational causes of failure have gone largely unexamined. 

Consider the strongest case that has been made for the impor-
tance of individual leadership: the Clinton administration’s suc-
cessful prevention of terrorist attacks during the Millennium cel-
ebration. The 9/11 Commission found that from December 1999 
to January 2000, things were clearly different. Told that there 
would be between five and fifteen terrorist attacks on domestic 
targets, senior Clinton officials were at battle stations.41 The na-
tional security advisor, the FBI director, the director of central 
intelligence, the attorney general, the secretary of state, Penta-
gon officials, the NSC staff—all of the federal government’s se-
nior most officials were focused as never before on one goal: pre-
venting a terrorist attack inside the United States. National 
Security Advisor Samuel Berger held White House meetings 
with top officials every day for a month.42 Information was 
flowing, both across agencies and up the chains of command. 
The commission concluded that the weeks surrounding the Mil-
lennium constituted the “one period in which the government as 
a whole seemed to be acting in concert to deal with terrorism.”43 

During the summer of 2001, by comparison, the commission 
found no corresponding senior level push inside the Bush ad-
ministration to focus and shake up the bureaucracy.44 

In the eyes of many, this sense of urgency and attention at the 
senior levels made all the difference: The presence of high-level 
leadership led to success in thwarting the Millennium attacks, 
while its absence in the summer of 2001 led to failure on Septem-
ber 11. As Berger put it, “Things happen when the number one 
person is in the room. . . . When the principal spends an hour a 
day at the White House or more, he goes back or she goes back 
to his agency or her agency and he or she shakes that agency for 
whatever it has.”45 Berger told the 9/11 Commission that he was 
“convinced that our sustained attention . . . prevented signifi-
cant losses of life.”46 Former counterterrorism czar Richard 
Clarke was more blunt, suggesting that if only the Bush admin-
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istration had urged senior officials to “shake the trees” in the 
summer of 2001, as Clinton officials had done during the Millen-
nium period, they would have discovered what lower-level 
agents in the FBI already knew: that al Qaeda operatives were 
in the United States.47 “If Condi Rice had been doing her job and 
holding those daily meetings, the way Sandy Berger did, if she 
had a hands-on attitude to being national security adviser, when 
she had information that there was a threat against the United 
States, that kind of information was shaken out in December 
1999, it would have been shaken out in the summer of 2001,” 
Clarke declared on CNN’s Larry King Live.48 

The problem here is not facts, but logic. It seems clear that 
senior Clinton officials devoted more attention to thwarting im-
minent terrorist attacks during the Millennium period than their 
Bush administration counterparts did in the summer of 2001. 
The question is, did that attention matter? It could be that indi-
vidual leadership made all the difference, forcing the system to 
move information to the right places and preventing disaster. Or 
maybe not. When it comes to cause and effect relationships, 
looks are often deceiving. In public policy 101, this is called the 
“correlation versus causation” problem: two trends can coincide 
without strong causal connections between them. If I said, for 
example, that my hair length historically corresponded to the 
rise and fall of the U.S. stock market, surely no reader would 
start adjusting his investments according to my hair styles. 
Leadership is obviously more connected to counterterrorism 
than hair length is to the Dow. But the point is the same: causal 
relationships cannot be assumed. Instead, they must be deter-
mined through careful analysis of facts. 

In this case, closer examination suggests the individual leader-
ship argument is not so convincing. The Clinton administra-
tion’s own after-action report of the Millennium attacks con-
cluded that the crucial break stemmed from luck and the 
experience of a low-level customs agent, not planning and the 
leadership of high-level officials.49 On December 14, 1999, an 
alert customs inspector named Diana Dean noticed a fidgety 
passenger driving his rental car off a ferry traveling from Can-
ada to Port Angeles, Washington. Dean decided to detain the 
passenger for a secondary inspection. When she began patting 
him down, the passenger panicked and tried to flee. He turned 
out to be Ahmed Ressam, an Algerian Jihadist who was plan-
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ning to blow up Los Angeles International Airport (LAX). When 
inspectors examined Ressam’s car, they found hidden explosives 
and timing devices.50 Counterterrorism Chief Richard Clarke 
wrote that “strings from Ressam” led to a sleeper cell of Algerian 
mujahadeen in Montreal, which in turn led officials to what 
looked like sleeper cells in Boston and New York.51 

Dean testified at Ressam’s trial that it was her “training and 
experience” that led her to notice and stop Ressam.52 “I don’t 
recall any specific threats,” she later told reporters. “I don’t recall 
anybody saying watch for terrorists.”53 Her recollections turned 
out to be accurate. U.S. customs records reveal that the agency 
was not under any heightened state of alert.54 Senior officials in 
Washington, DC may have been at battle stations to stop a ter-
rorist attack when Ressam’s ferry crossed the Canadian-U.S. 
border, but Diana Dean and every other customs agent in the 
field were not. The 9/11 Commission concluded, “It appears 
that the heightened sense of alert at the national level played no 
role in Ressam’s detention.”55 In this particular case, the leader-
ship of senior officials contributed much less to the outcome 
than most people believe. 

My point is not that individual leadership never matters, but 
that the harder-to-see aspects of organizational life—such as 
training, procedures, cultures, and agency structures—often 
matter more. This is important, both for our understanding of 
the past and our expectations of the future. Indeed, if individual 
leadership determined counterterrorism success and failure, 
then fixing U.S. intelligence agencies would be easy. One need 
only identify the few bad apples and toss, or vote, them out. The 
reality is much worse. Yes, individuals made mistakes, but it 
was the system that failed us. 

The post-9/11 efforts by FBI Director Robert Mueller to mod-
ernize the bureau’s information technology capabilities illustrate 
just how powerful these organizational forces can be. By all ac-
counts, Mueller had everything he needed to succeed. He had 
been on the job just one week when the September 11 attacks 
occurred, so could not be held responsible for the bureau’s past 
failings. A decorated ex-Marine and former federal prosecutor, 
Mueller had high internal credibility as a no-nonsense law en-
forcement advocate and charismatic leader.56 At the same time, 
he was a savvy political operator who had the full support of 
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both Congress and the White House, especially after the Sep-
tember 11 attacks. The new director also was well aware of the 
bureau’s computer problems—as one member of Congress put 
it, everyone knew that the FBI “was communicating by smoke 
signal and calculating by abacus”57—and he was determined to 
fix them, declaring information technology one of his top reform 
priorities soon after 9/11.58 Perhaps most important, Mueller 
had something that no other FBI director ever had: urgency. As 
Mueller himself later reflected, “9/11. . . was the catalyst for trig-
gering the urgency in all of us to change immediately.”59 In short, 
Robert Mueller appeared to be the right leader at the right mo-
ment to lead the FBI out of the information Dark Ages. 

But even he did not succeed. In February 2005, more than 
three years after the attacks, Mueller told a flabbergasted and 
furious Congress that the bureau’s first major technology initia-
tive, converting paper files to a new electronic case file system, 
was two years overdue, had cost $170 million, did not work, and 
had no prospect of succeeding any time soon.60 The problem 
wasn’t Mueller, it was the FBI: according to the Justice Depart-
ment’s own review, the bureau had never developed the man-
agement structures, standards, processes, capabilities, or talent 
to manage information technology well, and was completely ill-
equipped to develop and oversee such a large-scale project.61 

“My greatest frustration,” declared Mueller in 2007, “is the tech-
nology.”62 In the end, Mueller’s information technology initia-
tive was undone by his own organization. 

THE ENDURING IMPEDIMENTS TO ADAPTATION 

In the pages that follow, I take a different approach, examining 
the systemic forces that prevented the CIA and FBI from re-
sponding to changes in the threat environment between the end 
of the Cold War and September 11. It is important to underscore 
that this book looks backward, not forward. It is a study of past 
adaptation failure, not a blueprint for future reform. Far too 
often, policymakers formulate solutions that fail to address the 
root causes of failure. But as Roberta Wohlstetter argued in her 
classic analysis of the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor forty-five 
years ago, root causes are everything.63 Understanding the ori-
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gins of past failures is the first, most important, and most often 
overlooked step toward future success. 

Chapter 2 begins by making the case for adaptation failure. I 
ask whether the U.S. Intelligence Community adapted as well 
as could be expected after the Cold War given the challenges and 
constraints that it faced. The heart of the chapter is an analysis of 
every major unclassified study of U.S. intelligence and coun-
terterrorism efforts between 1991 and 2001. Examining what 
these studies found, and what happened to their recommenda-
tions, provides a window into what intelligence officials and 
policymakers knew before the September 11 attacks rather than 
afterward, in the glare of hindsight. It turns out there were many 
canaries in the coal mine: a dozen studies issued hundreds of 
recommendations to fix crucial intelligence shortcomings, yet al-
most none were implemented. What’s more, we now know that 
these recommendations were right on target, focusing on pre-
cisely the same failings that the 9/11 Commission and the House 
and Senate Intelligence Committees’ Joint Inquiry into Septem-
ber 11 found in their postmortems. 

Chapter 3 delves into theory, examining a wide body of aca-
demic research and developing a general model to explain intel-
ligence agency adaptation failure. Although the chapter is in-
tended primarily for an academic audience, I encourage general 
readers to resist the urge to skip it. For those who must, how-
ever, let me make the most important point here: theory matters. 
Academics often make theory inaccessible, loading it with jar-
gon, mathematical models, and abstract ideas. At its best, how-
ever, theory is not the indulgence of university professors, but a 
vital tool for understanding everyday life. The purpose of theory 
is to simplify complexity, to identify cause-and-effect relation-
ships, and to suggest why and how some causes are more im-
portant than others. In the case of September 11, I attribute the 
adaptation failure of U.S. intelligence agencies to three enduring 
realities: (1) the nature of organizations, which makes internal 
reform exceedingly difficult; (2) the rational self-interest of presi-
dents, legislators, and government bureaucrats, which works 
against executive branch reform; and (3) the fragmented struc-
ture of the federal government, which erects high barriers to leg-
islative reform. These three underlying factors explain why dif-
ferent officials at different times all failed to fix critical 
intelligence deficiencies that had been well known for years. 
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Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7 apply this general model to specifics. 
Chapter 4 presents a case study of the CIA’s adaptation efforts 
between 1991 and the 2001 terrorist attacks and shows how the 
nature of organizations, rational self-interest, and the frag-
mented structure of the American political system kept them 
from succeeding. Chapter 5 traces the connection between the 
CIA’s failure to adapt and its failure to perform. I argue that lin-
gering deficiencies in the CIA’s structure, culture, and personnel 
incentive systems crippled the agency’s ability to capitalize on 
eleven different opportunities to penetrate and possibly disrupt 
the September 11 attacks. 

Chapters 6 and 7 provide companion case studies of the FBI, 
examining the bureau’s failed counterterrorism efforts from 
1991 to 2001 and tracking how the persistence of organizational 
problems led the bureau to failure. FBI agents had twelve oppor-
tunities to try to derail al Qaeda inside the United States before 
September 11. Like the CIA, the bureau missed them all. 

Finally, chapter 8 examines intelligence reform efforts since 
September 11. Although this book seeks to explain the adapta-
tion failure of U.S. intelligence agencies before disaster struck, 
peering past the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks offers 
a tough test of my model: If ever we would expect to find a cata-
lyst to transform the U.S. Intelligence Community, the worst ter-
rorist attacks in U.S. history should be it. I find, however, that 
intelligence reform has remained elusive. The same enduring re-
alities that prevented adaptation before 9/11 have stymied ad-
aptation even in the aftermath of tragedy. Although intelligence 
reform continues to be a work in progress, improvements to date 
have been slow in coming and painfully difficult to achieve. 
At the time of this writing in May 2007, nearly six years after 9/11, 
the Intelligence Community’s worst deficiencies remain. 

A NOTE ABOUT SOURCES 

This book is based primarily on unclassified government docu-
ments and personal interviews with seventy-five current and 
former government officials. Senator John McCain (R-AZ), for-
mer Senator Gary Hart (D-CO), FBI Director Robert Mueller, FBI 
Intelligence Directorate Chief Wayne Murphy, and former CIA 
clandestine service officer Robert Baer agreed to be interviewed 

13 



C H A P T ER  1  

on the record and are therefore quoted by name. All other 
sources agreed to be interviewed on the condition that they re-
main anonymous. Many were interviewed more than once. I 
have omitted references to specific interview dates and locations 
in order to protect their identities. 

Anonymity comes with benefits and drawbacks. Protecting a 
source’s identity encourages candor and prompts some individ-
uals to speak who otherwise would not. For research about the 
public failures of secret agencies, anonymity is a vital—and 
sometimes the only—route to information. 

On the other hand, anonymous sources are protected from 
having to defend their assertions and confront their biases in the 
light of day. Readers must consider the message without know-
ing the identity of the messenger. This places an added responsi-
bility on the researcher to select sources with care, consider the 
motives and perspectives anonymous sources bring to bear, and 
verify the information they provide. 

I have endeavored to select a group of sources that, together, 
could provide a comprehensive and realistic view of the prob-
lems and politics of intelligence adaptation failure before the 
2001 terrorist attacks. To do this, I sought sources with diverse 
positions and political perspectives but one common trait: exten-
sive experience in the intelligence business between 1991 and 
9/11. The current and former officials I interviewed include 
Democrats and Republicans, come from both the executive and 
legislative branches, and range from cabinet-level officials and 
congressional leaders to working level staff. 

All interviews were either tape recorded or documented with 
written notes. Rather than accepting comments from sources at 
face value, I tried to consider them in light of the individual’s 
likely motives and incentives and weighed interview material 
against the wealth of other information uncovered by the 9/11 
Commission, the House and Senate Intelligence Committees, 
and other documentary sources. 

Personal anecdotes provided by an anonymous source that 
are illustrative in nature are presented without additional veri-
fication. However, assertions of fact—such as the conclusions of 
the FBI’s classified internal counterterrorism assessment before 
September 11 or the state of the CIA’s clandestine service in the 
late 1990s—have been verified by at least two different sources 
or one source with additional documentary evidence. 
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