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Executive Summary

BOTTOM LINE
Publication date is not knowledge date. Evidence disclosed after an intelligence assessment may illuminate
collection gaps, calibration, warning value, or institutional learning, but it must not be silently inserted

into the evidence available to the original analysts.

Key Judgments

Every evidentiary item requires four dates.
At minimum, record when the underlying activity occurred, when it was collected or reported, when it was demonstrably

available to the relevant analytic team, and when it became public.

“The government knew” is analytically insufficient.
Information may exist somewhere in the Intelligence Community without reaching a particular production team,

surviving compartmentation, or arriving before a product cutoff.

Later evidence has legitimate but bounded uses.
It may test an earlier judgment’s calibration, warning value, collection posture, or need for revision. It may not

retroactively transform an unsupported historical inference into a contemporaneously supported conclusion.

Contemporary quality and retrospective performance are separate questions.
An assessment may have been reasonable when written yet incomplete in light of later evidence. An early warning may

prove directionally valuable without having been mature enough to replace the baseline.

The baseline and the warning judgment should not always compete for the same analytic space.
A stable baseline can remain the best-supported current judgment while emerging indicators justify collection,

monitoring, or a separately labeled warning overlay.

What This Product Provides

A time-gated evidence model for reconstructing the record available to an analyst or institution at a defined cutoff.

A knowledge-availability taxonomy separating government possession, author access, later disclosure, subsequent behavior, and

retrospective technical context.

A Production and Judgment Reconstruction Matrix that can be used by journalists, researchers, oversight bodies, and analytic

teams.

A deconfliction workflow and publication checklist designed to prevent hindsight contamination, source circularity, and false

evidentiary equivalence.
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1. The Tradecraft Problem

Public controversies involving intelligence products commonly blend three different records: what happened, what the
government collected, and what later became public. Those records overlap, but they are not interchangeable. A document
declassified years later may describe activity that occurred before an assessment was written, yet the public release alone does
not establish that the assessment’s authors possessed the same reporting, understood it in the same form, or could cite it at the

time.

The result is a recurrent analytical error: later evidence is projected backward until an earlier judgment appears either
obviously prescient or obviously negligent. That method replaces tradecraft review with hindsight. It also obscures the
questions that matter most: what was known, by whom, in what form, at what confidence, before which cutoff, and with what

collection limitations?

The Controlling Rule

TIME-GATED EVIDENCE RULE
Each intelligence product must be evaluated against the evidence reasonably available to its authors by the
product’s stated information cutoff. Later evidence may evaluate calibration, warning value, updating, and

institutional learning; it may not rewrite what was supportable at the time.

Four Common Deconfliction Failures

Failure Why It Matters

Publication-date Treating the date a document became public as the date the underlying information entered the analytic

substitution record.

Institutional Assuming that information held anywhere in government was available to every analyst, coordinating

omniscience agency, and senior consumer.

Retrospective certainty  Using a later indictment, technical report, or declassification to claim that an earlier hypothesis was already
established.

Effect compression Treating a finding of “no material effect” as proof that there was no capability, collection, preparation,

attempted action, or influence activity.

Scope Discipline

This framework does not decide whether an assessment’s substantive conclusion was correct. It reconstructs the evidentiary
environment in which the conclusion was made, then permits a separate retrospective review of how the judgment performed.

Those two reviews should inform one another without being allowed to contaminate one another.
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2. Four Dates for Every Evidentiary Item

Publication date alone is inadequate for evidence deconfliction. Each item should carry four temporal fields. When a date

cannot be established, the gap should remain explicit rather than being filled by assumption.

Temporal field Definition Analytic purpose

1. Event date When the activity, communication, intrusion, assessment, or Locates the evidence in the historical sequence.

observable condition occurred.

2. Collection or reporting date When information concerning the event entered a reporting, Distinguishes occurrence from discovery.
investigative, technical, diplomatic, judicial, or journalistic
channel.

3. Earliest demonstrated availability When the evidence can be shown to have been available to the Defines the proper evidence gate for
relevant IC element, production team, or institutional contemporary review.
consumer.

4. Public release date When the evidence became accessible to journalists, researchers,  Defines the public record, not necessarily the
litigants, or the public. original intelligence record.

The Rule in Practice

A 2024 indictment may expose communications from 2020. The event date may therefore be 2020, the investigative or
collection date may span several years, the analytic team’s access may be unknown, and the public release date may be 2024.
The indictment may be excellent retrospective evidence. It is not, without additional proof, evidence that the 2020 assessment

team had the same material before its cutoff.

QUARANTINE RULE
When the date of author access cannot be established, classify the evidence as “IC availability uncertain” or

“later disclosure.” Do not silently promote it into the contemporaneous evidence set.

Recommended Date Notation

Use a compact four-part notation in working matrices: EVENT / REPORTED / AVAILABLE / PUBLIC. Unknown
dates should be shown as “UNK,” and bounded estimates should be labeled as such. Example: 2020-07 / 2020-08 / UNK /
2024-03.
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3. Knowledge-Availability Classification

The phrase “the Intelligence Community knew” conceals the most important evidence-handling problem. Intelligence is
distributed across agencies, compartments, legal authorities, technical systems, and production timelines. The following

classification separates existence from usable analytic access.

Class Status Meaning Permitted forensic use

A Demonstrably available to The product cites, incorporates, responds to, or May be used directly to evaluate the authors’
product authors clearly reflects the evidence. reasoning and communication.

B Available somewhere in the  The information existed in a government channel, May reveal dissemination, compartmentation,

IC; author access uncertain 1, public evidence does not show that it reached the  integration, or collection-management gaps. It may
responsible team before cutoff. not automatically be used to criticize the authors’
logic.

C Contemporaneous activity The conduct occurred before or during the May test warning value, calibration, detectability, or
'c!ent'f'ed through later assessment period, but evidence became visible only  collection performance. It may not be inserted
disclosure . . . . . .

through later declassification, prosecution, backward into the original evidence set.
investigation, or technical review.

D Subsequent behavior The activity occurred after the product cutoff. May support baseline change, forecasting review,

Y p y supp g g
indicator validation, or institutional learning. It is not
evidence of the earlier event without an independent
bridge.

E Retrospective contextual or  Later work improves understanding of May refine interpretation and collection
technical evidence vulnerabilities, organizational models, feasibility, or ~ requirements. It does not independently prove

tradecraft. historical action or intent.

Access Is a Proposition That Requires Evidence

A source report may have been collected before a product cutoff but withheld from a coordinating agency, restricted by
compartment, recalled for validation, or delayed in dissemination. Each possibility produces a different tradecraft question.
The review should therefore record not only whether the information existed, but whether author access is demonstrated,

inferred, disputed, or unknown.
Judicial and Prosecutorial Records

Charges, pleas, convictions, dismissals, and sentences are source-status metadata rather than an analytic credibility
hierarchy. The underlying evidentiary substrate—communications, technical records, financial trails, admissions,

corroboration, source access, and alternative explanations—should be evaluated proposition by proposition.
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4. Temporal Analytic Bands

A complex public record should be divided into analytic bands tied to information cutoffs and production milestones. The

bands below were developed for the 2020 PRC election-threat record, but the method is portable to other cases.

r N ™ ™ ™ N ™
BAND | BAND II BAND Il BAND IV BAND V BAND VI
FOUNDATIONAL DEVELOPING WARNING | | DISSENT & FINAL ASSESSMENT VALIDATION & RETROSPECTIVE
BASELINE ADJUDICATION CHANGE LAYER
Through Apr 2020 May-Aug 2020 Aug-Dec 2020 Through 31 Dec 2020 2021-2024 2025-2026

N J/ J PN AN J/

Later evidence may test calibration and warning value; it may not be silently inserted into an earlier analyst's evidence file.

Band | - Foundational baseline
Establish the prior threat, vulnerability, capability, and behavioral context. Include only information demonstrably available by the
foundational product cutoffs.

Band Il - Developing warning environment
Evaluate new reporting and collection against the baseline. Distinguish collection, preparation, preference, capability, intent, action, and
effect.

Band lll - Adjudication and emerging dissent
Examine whether later reporting reinforced the baseline, created an emerging warning, or warranted formal revision. Preserve
coordination disputes and source-weighting differences.

Band IV - Final assessment
Assess the final coordinated product against its stated cutoff, scope note, confidence, alternative views, and collection posture.

Band V - Validation, change detection, and calibration
Use later behavior and disclosures to evaluate warning direction, indicator performance, baseline change, and institutional learning
without retroactively proving earlier claims.

Band VI - Retrospective technical and documentary layer
Use later declassifications, technical reports, and judicial records to identify earlier collection or dissemination gaps, refine mechanisms,

and test the durability of prior judgments.
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5. Two Parallel Readings of Every Product

Every major intelligence product should receive two separate reviews. Combining them produces hindsight bias; separating

them allows later evidence to improve understanding without erasing the original evidentiary environment.

CONTEMPORARY TRADECRAFT ASSESSMENT RETROSPECTIVE PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT

Given evidence reasonably available by the cutoff, was the How well did the judgment perform as a baseline, warning, or
judgment properly framed? forecast?

Were evidence and inference separated? Did later evidence support, weaken, or complicate its reasoning?
Were source access, independence, and limitations visible? Were collection gaps or detectability assumptions exposed?
Were probability and confidence used correctly? Was the judgment updated when the evidentiary environment
Were dissent and alternatives represented fairly? changed?

Could the consumer understand what would change the Did later behavior validate indicators without proving earlier

. i ?
judgment? intent?

What should the institution learn for future production?

Possible Outcomes

Reasonable then; durable later: The judgment was well-supported at the time and remains resilient after later evidence.

Reasonable then; incomplete later: The judgment met contemporaneous standards but later evidence exposed a missing
pathway, collection gap, or behavioral change.

Weak then; later supported: The original reasoning was underdeveloped, but later evidence moved in the same direction. Later
support does not retroactively repair the original tradecraft.

Strong warning; insufficient baseline replacement: The warning identified a consequential trajectory but lacked the maturity
required to displace the established baseline.

Incorrect or poorly calibrated: The product overstated confidence, relied on nondiagnostic evidence, or failed to account for

plausible contrary activity.

BASELINE-WARNING DISTINCTION
The baseline describes the best-supported current condition. A warning overlay identifies credible
indicators that the baseline may be changing. Retaining the baseline does not make the indicators

insignificant; publishing a warning does not mean the baseline has been superseded.
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6. Production and Judgment Reconstruction Matrix

The matrix is the principal working instrument for evidence deconfliction. One row should be completed for each major

product, dissent, coordination record, technical report, or later disclosure. The matrix should be maintained before narrative

conclusions are drafted.

Matrix field

Purpose

Product and date

Product type

Scope and exclusions

Analytic cutoff

Principal judgment

Evidence stage reached

Probability language

Confidence

Source characterization
visible

Collection limitations

Alternative explanations

Establish chronology and identify the precise document.

Distinguish coordinated assessment, agency-only product, current intelligence, raw reporting, technical report,

email, indictment, or retrospective note.

Record what the product did and did not assess.

Fix the evidence boundary for contemporary review.

Capture the conclusion without paraphrasing it into a broader claim.

Locate the judgment on the chain: capability, priority, collection, processing, preparation, authorization, action,

or effect.

Record estimative likelihood exactly.

Record stated confidence and the visible basis for it.

Assess whether access, reliability, independence, and corroboration are clear to the consumer.

Record acknowledged or inferable visibility gaps.

Identify whether and how competing interpretations were tested.
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6. Production and Judgment Reconstruction Matrix
(continued)

Matrix field Purpose

Baseline relationship Reinforces, modifies, warns against, or replaces the existing baseline.

Coordination status Coordinated, dissenting, agency-specific, uncoordinated, or retrospective.

Event period Show when the underlying conduct occurred.

Earliest IC availability Record when the information entered a government channel, when known.

Demonstrated author access Classify as demonstrated, inferred, disputed, or unknown.

Maturity at cutoff Raw lead, partially corroborated reporting, finished intelligence, technical finding, or established fact.

Later corroboration or contradiction Track later evidence without importing it backward.
Permitted retrospective use Calibration, collection review, warning validation, baseline change, or institutional learning.

Evidence needed for revision State what would confirm, refute, or materially alter the judgment.

Minimum Viable Reconstruction

When time is limited, do not omit the temporal and access fields. At minimum, capture the product, cutoft, scope, exact
judgment, evidence stage, author-access status, source maturity, confidence, baseline relationship, and evidence required for

revision. These fields prevent the most damaging forms of hindsight contamination.

CONSUMER TEST
A competent reader should be able to determine what the authors knew, what they inferred, what
remained disputed, why they expressed their confidence, and what evidence would have changed the

judgment.

Traceability Standard

Every matrix entry should link to the underlying page, paragraph, exhibit, transcript, or source document. Secondary
summaries may orient the review, but they should not replace primary-source verification when the underlying record is

available.
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7.

O

econfliction Workflow for Journalists and Analysts

Define the proposition

Write the precise claim being tested. Separate capability, collection, intent, action, and effect.

Identify the product cutoff

Use the stated information cutoff when available; otherwise establish the latest defensible date.

Build a source chronology

Record event, reporting, availability, and public-release dates for every material item.

Classify knowledge availability

Assign A-E status and identify whether author access is demonstrated, inferred, disputed, or unknown.

Deconflict sources
Determine whether multiple reports are independent or derive from the same underlying source, briefing, or technical

event.

Separate evidence from interpretation

Record what the source directly establishes, what it suggests, and what remains inferential.

Conduct contemporary review

Evaluate the product only against the evidence available by cutoft.

Conduct retrospective review

Use later evidence to assess calibration, warning value, collection performance, and updating.

Preserve competing explanations

State the strongest ordinary or alternative explanation and the evidence that would discriminate among them.

Publish with bounded language

Tell readers which temporal gate supports each conclusion and where evidence remains quarantined.
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8. Evidence-Handling Rules

No backward insertion: Later evidence may illuminate an earlier period, but it cannot be treated as contemporaneously available

without proof of access.
No source multiplication: Five articles quoting the same official or document remain one evidentiary stream.
No effect substitution: “No material effect” does not mean no collection, preparation, attempted action, or influence activity.
No capability-to-intent shortcut: Technical feasibility or access does not establish authorization or operational purpose.

No negative judgment without detectability: Confidence that an activity did not occur should reflect the likelihood that the

collection posture would have detected it.

No legal-outcome scoring: Evaluate the evidence exposed by a judicial product, not the negotiated procedural disposition.

No policy-response corroboration: A law, hearing, sanction, or review expansion is evidence of institutional concern, not
independent proof of the underlying threat.

No false precision: Large numerical claims should remain quarantined until record uniqueness, overlap, acquisition mode, and
aggregation method are resolved.

No redaction speculation as fact: Redactions identify missing information. They do not permit the reviewer to assume that the
hidden material supports either side.

No forced binary: A baseline may remain intact while a warning candidate justifies monitoring, collection, or a separately labeled
alternative view.

Negative Judgments and Detectability

A high-confidence negative judgment requires more than an absence of confirming reports. Reviewers should ask whether
the collection posture had access to the relevant leadership, tasking, operational units, contractors, proxies, and
communications; whether bounded or compartmented activity could remain below detection; and whether the product

distinguished “not observed” from “did not occur.”

The Evidence Ladder

DO NOT COMPRESS STAGES
Capability — Priority — Collection — Processing or fusion — Consumer delivery — Preparation —

Authorization — Operational action — Effect

Evidence that an activity reached one stage must not be treated as proof that it reached every subsequent stage. Conversely,

absence of public evidence about a later stage does not establish that the stage did not occur.
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9. lllustrative Application: The 2020 PRC Election-Threat

Record

The following chronology illustrates how to time-correlate an expanding public record. It is not a substantive conclusion

about the election. Each entry is assigned a role within the evidence architecture and a permitted use in forensic review.

Date/cutoff Product or evidence set

15 Jan 2020 NIC memorandum on vulnerabilities
in U.S. election infrastructure

7 Apr 2020 NIC assessment, Cyber Operations
Enabling Expansive Digital
Authoritarianism

Summer 2020 CIA current-intelligence reporting

19 Aug 2020 NIC assessment, Foreign Threats to
2020 U.S. Federal Elections

16 Oct 2020 NIC memorandum presenting an
alternative view on China

30 Dec 2020 Interagency coordination comments on
the minority view

10 Mar 2021; Final ICA on foreign threats to the

cutoff 31 Dec 2020 election

2020

2021-2024 Later internal challenge, 2022 ICA,
prosecutions, technical attribution, and
influence reporting

2025-2026 Later declassifications and CISA/CIA

retrospective products

Role

Foundational baseline

Contemporaneous contextual
and election-relevant
collection

Developing collection picture

Integrated pre-election
baseline

Emerging warning and dissent

Production-process evidence

Final coordinated assessment

Retrospective validation and

change detection

Retrospective technical and
documentary layer

Permitted use

Use to establish capability, vulnerability, detectability, and the
distinction between interference, disruption, and public-

confidence effects.

Use within the April gate because the product existed in 2020,
although it became public in 2022. Its later release date does

not make the underlying assessment retrospective.

Use according to the article’s date and information cutoff;
separate collection enabling future operations from a

judgment that an influence operation had been authorized.

Evaluate against information current as of 19 August and its
stated exclusions. Later evidence may assess calibration but not

rewrite the contemporary record.

Evaluate the evidence supporting the alternative, its
confidence, source characterization, and the gap between

warning value and baseline replacement.

Use to assess source-weighting standards, treatment of intent,
parity between majority and minority views, and whether

coordination clarified or compressed the disagreement.

Evaluate contemporary tradecraft against the 31 December
cutoft. Keep majority and minority judgments distinct and

examine the basis for confidence.

Use to test directional warning, baseline change, detectability,
and updating. Do not use subsequent conduct as direct proof

0f 2020 intent without a bridge.

Disaggregate the date of underlying testing or reporting. Use
to identify earlier gaps and refine mechanisms while preserving

the original evidence gates.

10. Publication Standards and Language Controls

A public-facing review should make its evidence gates visible. Readers should not have to infer whether a conclusion rests

on contemporaneous reporting, later disclosure, subsequent behavior, or retrospective technical analysis.
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Recommended Language

Instead of Use

“The IC knew in 2020 that...” “The information existed within a government channel by [date], but public evidence does/does not

demonstrate access by the authors before their cutoff.”

“The newly declassified document proves  “The later release describes contemporaneous activity that may bear on calibration or collection

the earlier assessment was false.” performance; author access and evidentiary maturity at the original cutoff remain [known/unknown].”
“No interference was found, so no “No material effect on specified election infrastructure or processes was identified; this finding does not
operation occurred.” resolve separate questions concerning collection, influence, preparation, or attempted activity.”

“Later Chinese activity confirmed the “Later activity increased the warning view’s directional relevance but does not independently prove the

2020 minority view.” purpose or authorization of the specific 2020 activity.”

“Multiple reports corroborate the “Multiple reports repeat the claim; source independence has/has not been established.”

claim.”

Quarantining Numerical Claims

Large figures can dominate public discussion even when their meaning is unresolved. Before publishing an aggregate,
establish whether the records represent unique persons; whether datasets overlap; whether the information was public,
purchased, scraped, stolen, or accessed through an election system; whether the number derives from independent sources; and
whether “records,” “files,” and “voters” are being used consistently. Until those questions are resolved, publish the figure as a

claim under review rather than an established fact.
Attribution and Reproduction

This framework may be quoted, adapted, or reproduced with attribution to Tornberg Consulting, LLC;
www.tornbergllc.com. Adaptations should preserve the distinction between contemporary tradecraft review and retrospective

performance review.
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11. Evidence Deconfliction Checklist

QUESTIONS 1-9

O

O

O

1. Have I written the precise proposition being tested?

2. Have I separated capability, priority, collection, preparation, intent, action, and effect?

3. Do I know the product’s information cutoff?

4. Have I recorded event, reporting, availability, and public-release dates?

5. Is author access demonstrated, inferred, disputed, or unknown?

6. Have I separated IC possession from production-team knowledge?

7. Are the sources genuinely independent?

8. Have I characterized raw reporting, finished intelligence, technical findings, and judicial evidence differently?

9. Have I stated what each source directly establishes and what remains inferential?

QUESTIONS 10-18

|

|

10. Have I evaluated the product first without later evidence?

11. Have I used later evidence only for permitted retrospective purposes?

12. Have I tested the strongest alternative explanation?

13. Does a negative judgment account for detectability and collection posture?

14. Have I preserved dissent without granting it automatic evidentiary parity?

15. Have I identified what evidence would revise the baseline?

16. Have I quarantined unresolved numerical claims and source-dependent assertions?
17. Can the reader distinguish the baseline from an emerging warning?

18. Can every important sentence be traced to a primary source or clearly labeled inference?
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PUBLICATION THRESHOLD

Do not publish a definitive claim merely because a coherent narrative can be constructed. Publish the

evidentiary status, the time gate, the remaining bridge evidence, and the strongest unresolved alternative.
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Appendix A. Evidence Deconfliction Worksheet

Field Entry

Proposition under review

Product / source

Product type

Scope and exclusions

Analytic cutoff

Event date

Collection / reporting date

Earliest demonstrated availability
Public release date
Knowledge-availability class (A-E)
Author access (demonstrated / inferred / disputed / unknown)
Evidence maturity at cutoff

What the source directly establishes
What remains inferential

Source independence / dependence
Probability and confidence
Collection limitations / detectability
Alternative explanations

Relationship to baseline
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Field Entry

Later corroboration or contradiction
Permitted retrospective use

Evidence required for revision
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Source Notes

National Intelligence Council, “Vulnerabilities in U.S. 2020 Election Infrastructure,” 15 January 2020. Declassified public-release copy

reviewed in the July 2026 source packet.

National Intelligence Council, “Cyber Operations Enabling Expansive Digital Authoritarianism,” 7 April 2020; declassified by the
Director of National Intelligence on 5 October 2022. Official source

Central Intelligence Agency, WIRe current-intelligence memorandum, summer 2020. Declassified public-release copy reviewed in the

July 2026 source packet.

National Intelligence Council, “Foreign Threats to 2020 U.S. Federal Elections,” 19 August 2020. Declassified public-release copy

reviewed in the July 2026 source packet.

National Intelligence Council Memorandum, “China Steps To Influence Election,” 16 October 2020. Declassified public-release copy

reviewed in the July 2026 source packet.

Interagency coordination email, “ICA Comments Re Minority View,” 30 December 2020. Declassified public-release copy reviewed in

the July 2026 source packet.

Office of the Director of National Intelligence, “Foreign Threats to the 2020 U.S. Federal Elections,” dated 10 March 2021 and
declassified 15 March 2021. Official source

Department of Justice and Department of Homeland Security, “Key Findings and Recommendations: Foreign Interference Related to
the 2020 U.S. Federal Elections,” March 2021. Official source

CIA internal email, “Everyone’s Favorite Topic,” 23 December 2021. Declassified public-release copy reviewed in the July 2026 source

packet.

Office of the Director of National Intelligence, “Intelligence Community Assessment of Foreign Threats to the 2022 U.S. Elections,”
released 18 December 2023. Official source

Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, “Election Report,” as of 13 July 2026. Public-release copy reviewed in the July 2026

source packet.

Central Intelligence Agency, Note concerning selected historical reporting on Venezuelan voting systems and related allegations, 29 June

2026. Public-release copy reviewed in the July 2026 source packet.
Methodological Attribution

The time-gated evidence model, knowledge-availability classification, two-reading review, and Production and Judgment
Reconstruction Matrix are Tornberg Consulting tradecraft developed through a collaborative examination of declassified
intelligence products and public evidence. The framework is intended to improve clarity, traceability, and fairness in public

analysis of intelligence controversies.
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for Evaluating Intelligence Assessments Without Hindsight Contamination, Intelligence Tradecraft Note
2026-01, 17 July 2026.
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