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W e may never know the full extent of Edward Snowden’s leaks. But one
consequence is obvious: plummeting public confidence in the work of

America’s intelligence agencies. In a recent poll, 53 percent of
Americans disapproved of the National Security Agency’s collection efforts, and
almost 60 percent of young people did, even after President Barack Obama

implemented changes to reassure a skeptical American audience.

The young’s skepticism is not surprising. A recent Pew survey showed that
Millennials (those aged 18 to 33) show extraordinarily low levels of social trust (only
19 percent say most people can be trusted), espouse libertarian views on a range of

political issues from abortion to marijuana legalization and are far less moored to
traditional political and religious institutions than other generations. Reviewing the

polling data, one columnist called the Millennial generation “a wave of liberal-
minded detach-ees” to whom “institutions are subordinate to the individual and
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[whose] social networks are digitally generated rather than interpersonally accrued.”

So it is no wonder Edward Snowden received an enthusiastic reception when he
appeared (via Google Plus video chat) at this month’s South By Southwest

Conference in Austin, Texas, the festival that has become the “Davos-for-the-
digerati” of the Millennial generation. Attendees sat in “rapt” attention and often
“broke into applause and cheers” as Snowden spoke. If that’s the kind of response
Snowden’s ideas are getting among young techies, it stands to reason that bringing
this generation’s best and brightest into the intelligence world has gotten much
harder.

Some of this skepticism toward the NSA and the rest of the U.S. intelligence
community derives from a genuine and deep-seated misunderstanding of how
espionage works in general and how America’s vast intelligence apparatus operates

in particular—basically, too many in our generation now think CIA Director John
Brennan is reading their tweets. The truth is more reassuring: Every country that

has the means to collect intelligence does, too. That America does these tasks well,
and under strict legal guidelines, should be a point of national pride, not shame.

What can be done to bridge the chasm between the dark myths some believe about
intelligence work and reality? While the work of intelligence is too sensitive to be
shared with complete openness (the nation’s secret services are secret for a reason),
the more Americans could learn about the way intelligence really works, the more
comfortable they would be with it.

We speak from personal experience. We started working in the intelligence
community as wide-eyed 20-somethings when all we knew about espionage came
from Mission: Impossible and James Bond films. We left several years later and
entered other careers with a practical understanding of the reality behind the hype.
And, we like to think we’ve helped deepen such an understanding among our friends,
dispelling myths, providing perspective and giving a face to an otherwise faceless,
menacing bureaucracy.

What the intelligence community needs are more ambassadors—unofficial envoys
like us to help bridge that gap. At the same time, the intelligence community needs to
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attract and retain exceptional government servants to its ranks. But if young people
think agencies like the NSA and CIA are running roughshod over the law and
Americans’ civil liberties, attracting that kind of talent is going to be harder.

As one small step toward those twin goals, we propose a special program to bring
innovative thinkers from business, academia, the media and elsewhere into the
intelligence field for two-year fellowships. This Intelligence Community Fellowship
could start small, with a dozen positions in important offices across different
agencies. The fellowship would not be a post-graduate internship program or meant
to funnel the young into traditional public sector careers; instead, it would seek out
promising thinkers in a range of fields for a sabbatical-like tour in the intelligence
community. The ideal candidates would be people in their late 20s or early 30s, who,
having demonstrated excellence in the private sector, would be willing to bring their
talents to government while gaining a valuable understanding of the reality of
intelligence work.

Each position would be specifically tailored to the fellow, and each fellow would be
given real responsibility and charged with accomplishing discrete projects. For
instance, an expert on Persian history would be assigned to a tour with the National
Intelligence Council, the community’s flagship analytic arm. A data scientist adept at
developing programs that sift through Big Data to pick out relevant pieces of
information—at finding needles in haystacks—would work for the CIA’s Directorate
of Science and Technology. And a privacy lawyer would take a tour with the NSA’s
general counsel’s office. All fellows, of course, would have to pass the same
background checks and sign a non-disclosure waiver, like anyone else. Fellows would
commit to serve their country, not gather material for their memoirs.

Some of these fellows would have the opportunity to remain in government after
their tours conclude. Most, though, will return to their previous professions. It has

been said that members of our generation follow a “career lattice” not a traditional
“career ladder.” Instead of a slow, steady climb within one organization, we tend to
seek out varied experiences that build a broader range of skills, and we pursue a non-
linear path through varying fields. The two of us have followed that kind of path, and
the intelligence community could benefit from recognizing that many others in our
generation will, too.
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A similar fellowship is already working well in the public sector in local communities

across the country. It is called Fuse Corps, and it pairs innovative entrepreneurs
with governors, mayors and community leaders to work on a wide range of social
challenges from education to healthcare. Fuse Corps Fellows take time out from their
traditional careers for the challenge of introducing fresh thinking into government
and then bring that experience with them when they return to the private sector.

In a much different context, Teach For America has succeeded in creating both a
cadre of high-energy young teachers who serve in needy schools for two years and a

powerful network of alumni who, having gone on to other fields, remain
interested in and committed to education reform. TFA has created a constituency for
educational improvement in this country, and the intelligence community could
benefit from building a similar network of alumni committed to its success.

In his most recent speech on the NSA, President Obama laid out an inherent tension
in the work of intelligence. “[I]ntelligence agencies cannot function without secrecy,”
he said, but “for our intelligence community to be effective over the long haul, we
must maintain the trust of the American people, and people around the world.”
Resolving that tension will not be easy. But bringing more innovative young people
into the fold could be an important step.

Matthew F. Ferraro, a former intelligence officer with the Director of National
Intelligence, is a law clerk with the federal courts. Daniel Dolgin, a former strategic
operational planner with the National Counterterrorism Center, is the co-founder

of United Purpose. The views expressed here are those of the authors alone.
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