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The SWARM Platform is a new online system designed to 
improve analytical reasoning through the use of 
“crowdsourcing” and structured analytical techniques. 
The SWARM project has major funding from the US 
Intelligence Advanced Research Projects Activity (IARPA).  

In 2018 will be conducting a major test of the new system. 
We have been beta testing for six months; this has 
included piloting with teams from an intelligence 
organisation. We now plan a larger exercise, which will be 
open to intelligence organisations, or organisations with 
intelligence functions.  

What is the research trying to find out? 

 Does SWARM work? That is, do analysts using 
SWARM produce better reasoning than they would 
using their normal methods? 

 How well do analysts rate their own work? How do 
analysts’ ratings of their own work compare with 
those of a trained expert panel? 

 Do analysts like it? Would analysts choose to use 
SWARM, if it was available to them in their 
workplace? 

 How can it be improved? What changes would make 
SWARM more effective and attractive?  

When is it happening? For how long? 

The exercise will commence on June 25 and run for a 
month. Participants will be asked to complete an entry 
survey before the exercise starts. 

Who can participate? 

We are inviting organisations to enter teams of analysts. 
Members should be people who have some level of 
training and experience as analysts in intelligence or 
similar domains such as criminal investigation or strategic 
analysis. A team should have around 12 members, with 

around 8-16 an acceptable range. An organisation might 
contribute a whole team (or teams), or contribute 
participants who are randomly assigned to teams which 
may include participants from other organisations or 
participants from the internet. 

The performance of a team from an organisation can be 
compared with that of teams from other organisations or 
teams recruited from the internet. 

What will participants be doing? 

The main activity is working on the SWARM platform as 
part of a team to collaboratively solve challenging 
intelligence-type problems and producing reports 
presenting their findings and reasoning.  

 Complete an entry survey (60-90 mins) 

 In week 1, tackle a problem using normal methods 

 In week 2, complete SWARM training (15 mins) and 
tackle one problem as a team on the SWARM 
platform 

 In week 3, tackle another problem 

 In week 4, tackle a final problem, and complete two 
exit surveys (<60 mins) 

What are the problems like? 

The problems are fictional exercises designed to target 
specific reasoning challenges of kinds intelligence analysts 
routinely face. They are “constrained” in the sense that all 
information relevant to solving the problem is provided in 
the problem statement itself. While fictional, they are 
intended to feel realistic.  

When do they participate? 

Participation is purely online, and is asynchronous; an 
individual can flexibly fit their participation around their 
other activities.  

Does this have ethics approval? 
The research project has been approved by the relevant 
University of Melbourne human research ethics 
committee.  Ethics requirements include that participants 
must be volunteers and must give their informed consent 
(which can be handled without their disclosing their 
identity).  
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To get involved in the SWARM 2018 Challenge, please get in touch with us: 

• Dr Tim van Gelder, Principal Researcher  

• E: tgelder@unimelb.edu.au P: +61 (03) 9035 5047 

• Sujai Thomman, Challenge Coordinator 

• E: sujai.thomman@unimelb.edu.au P: +61 (03) 8344 8485 

What time commitment is required? 

We expect each participant to spend 3 hours per week on 
average. Participants will be free to schedule their 
involvement around their other activities. Participation 
within a team is asynchronous.  

How is reasoning performance assessed? 

The reports generated by individuals or teams will be 
assessed by a panel of trained raters using scoring rubrics 
adapted from the generic Quality of Reasoning guidelines 
provided by the US Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence.  

What feedback will participants get? 

 Scores for their reports with brief comments 

 Model answers to problems 

 Information about their team’s performance (quality 
of reasoning) ranking in the 2018 Challenge  

 Information about their team’s rating ranking (i.e. 
how well they were able to rate the quality of their 
own work, compared with other teams). 

What information will organisations get? 

 Participants’ products and feedback (as above) 

 Summary data about team performance in both 
reasoning and rating dimensions 

 Debriefing session with SWARM researchers 

Is this purely online? 

Yes, the whole exercise is conducted online. There is 
generally no need for participants to contact SWARM 
Project staff directly, though they might choose to lodge a 
request for assistance on the SWARM Help Center.  

Are there any technical requirements? 
The SWARM platform is designed to be accessed using 
Chrome, though other browsers will generally work. It is 
best to use a large monitor, but the platform is usable on 
a laptop. Participants can also use the SWARM iPhone and 
Android apps, though these don’t have some of the 
functionality of the desktop browser version.  

How are participants’ identities 
protected? 

Participants are automatically assigned pseudonyms such 
as Wombat77 as usernames. Participants’ identities can 
be completely concealed, where even SWARM can’t know 
who they are.  

Can an organisation’s involvement be 
kept confidential? 

Organisations can participate at whatever level of 
confidentiality they feel is appropriate. In particular, they 
can participate without their involvement becoming 
public or being revealed to other participating 
organisations.  

What are the benefits of participating? 

1. Professional development. Participants will learn 
about analytical reasoning, and will likely improve 
their skills in reasoning and analytical teamwork.  

2. Benchmarking. Organisations can gain insight into 
how their analysts perform relative to teams from 
other organisations and from the internet.  

3. Learning about state of the art. Participating 
organisations will learn about new developments in 
collaborative analytical reasoning.  

4. Input. Participating organisations will have the 
opportunity to influence the development of the 
SWARM approach and system.  

Is there any cost? 
No financial commitment is expected from participants or 
their organizations. No payment is being offered for 
participation. 

How do we register a team? 

A liaison for each team should contact the Challenge 
coordinator, Sujai Thomman.  Details are below.  
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Technical information 
 

What type of platform(s) do research 
participants need to access (e.g. 
proprietary software, application 
download, public website, other online 
platform etc.)? 

Participants access the SWARM system using a web 
browser.  The system is designed for Chrome. Other 
browsers should generally work but may not support all 
functionality. 

Optionally, participants can also use the SWARM iOS and 
Android apps.   

Participants will access a mix of platforms:   

 The main SWARM platform.  This is built by the 
SWARM Project at the University of Melbourne, on 
open source software (Python based) and runs on the 
Australian research cloud (NeCTAR).  

 The SWARM Learning Center (powered by Thinkific) 
The SWARM Help Center (powered by Zendesk)  

 Qualtrics is survey platform that we use to deliver 
entry and exit surveys. 

 

How do participants register for and 
login to the research platform? 

We will provide to each organisation (coordinator) a list of 
usernames and passwords that the coordinator can 
distribute to the participants.  Each participant can log in 
to the SWARM system with the username and password 
that they are given by the coordinator. No other 
communication with the SWARM Project is necessary. 

 

 

What credentials do participants need to 
provide to register or login? 

Users will only need the username and password they 
were given by their coordinator. 

What registration and login information 
is retained or stored in any ICT systems? 

Only the anonymous account (username and password) is 
retained on the SWARM infrastructure.  Please note that 
browsers that the users use to access the SWARM 
platform may retain cookies generated by the SWARM 
system.  The cookies are only used for navigation, 
notifications, etc. while using the SWARM platform and 
can simply be deleted with “clear cache” on the browser 
after finishing the participation. 

How will participant details be 
aggregated and anonymised? 

All activity is anonymised from the start, because we 
don’t know the identity of people that log in with the user 
accounts. 

The SWARM platform does log all user activity (e.g. 
creating answers, comments, ratings, and chat activity). 

Aggregated basic statistics of user activity (e.g. how many 
answers created, average ratings, etc.) are calculated 
from the logged activity 

 

 

 

Please feel free to contact us if you feel further steps 
might help to ensure security. 
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