
VIII. SPECIFIC MINERVA RESEARCH INITIATIVE TOPICS 
 

The Minerva program topics and corresponding subtopics illustrate social science questions of 

specific interest to the DoD. These topics are not intended to be mutually exclusive, and 

proposals may consider issues relating to multiple topics. In many cases proposals may consider 

issues relating to multiple topics, not intended to be mutually exclusive. Researchers should not 

feel constrained to limit proposals to the questions, scope or regions listed. DoD encourages 

innovative submissions that, in addition to the generation of knowledge in critical areas, also 

build new communities, new frameworks, and new opportunities for dialogue. 

 

Proposals may leverage existing data or collect new data.  Preference may be given to studies by 

experts capable of analyzing source material in the original languages and studies that exploit 

materials that have not been previously translated. Collecting viable empirical data relevant to 

context and situation may require field research.  

 

Disciplinary approaches of interest include but are not limited to anthropology, cognitive 

science, demography, economics, geography, history, political science, psychology, sociology, 

and computational sciences. Interdisciplinary approaches are encouraged. Researchers should 

balance the specificity of their proposed research with the generalizability of the expected 

results. Researchers need not focus exclusively on the contemporary period, but they must be 

able to explain the relevance of findings to contemporary political and strategic contexts, 

describe the specific mechanisms (e.g., cognitive, neurobiological, environmental) that support 

the current or emerging contexts, and, where appropriate, help anticipate future trends. 
 



FY2012 MINERVA RESEARCH INITIATIVE TOPIC #1 

Belief Formation and Movements for Change 

Recent developments throughout the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, for example, highlight the need for a 

better understanding of religious and cultural norms in order to build and sustain peace within those 

regions. Understanding the various cultural “climates” is important for engaging different cultures and 

finding resources and new avenues to more effectively promote rule of law, social justice and decreases in 

political violence and terrorism. 

 

Beliefs and cultural norms are not static. If these are factors in motivating specific behaviors it is 

important to understand what drives individuals and groups to mobilize and how they influence change in 

an increasingly connected world, particularly when it comes to tendencies toward political violence and 

terrorism. It is therefore essential that the United States gain a greater understanding of these cultural 

dynamics in order to craft communications and operations that successfully convey their intended 

meanings and fulfill their intended purposes with a sophisticated understanding of the potential 

unintended consequences.   

 

Primary regions of interest: South Asia, North Africa, Middle East, Latin America 

 

Subtopic 1-A: Belief formation and influence 

Research on belief formation and emotional contagion may provide analysts, policy makers, advisors, and 

training developers the knowledge necessary to develop better tools to understand the impact of 

operations on the seemingly disparate populations. This research may also contribute to countermeasures 

to help reduce the likelihood of militant behaviors.   

 

Themes of interest: 

 Intracultural variability in belief systems. 

 Changes in individual and group identities and social structures due to globalization, if any (e.g., 

role transitions, identity crises, merging and division of networks). 

 Factors that govern the perception of and inferences regarding outgroups. For example: 

o The schemas used by populations to interpret actions by the United States or other local 

actors. 

o The perceptions and impacts of government communications related to national security on 

international and domestic audiences, including members of diaspora communities. 

 Trends in processes spreading ideologies across culturally diverse populations as well as beyond 

membership in specific organizations.  

 Identification of the factors that make specific individuals influential within a particular cultural 

context.   

 The role of social networks and social media as an influence on collective behavior. Measures of 

influence: How might the effectiveness of influence mechanisms – e.g. change in attitude 

distributions across population – be measured and verified? (Research investigating these 

questions would be expected to include mixed models of 3-4 data types/methods using available 

data.) 

 

  



Subtopic 1-B: Group identities and cultural norms 

 

Themes of interest: 

 Social, economic, and political vulnerabilities across regions of interest and the role, if any, of 

religion and culture in modulating these vulnerabilities.  

 The relationship, if any, between religious ideologies and the behavior of sub- or trans-state 

actors bound by ethnic, tribal, and regional identities.  

 The role of identity in building or undermining political unity and coalitions. 

 Perceptions of credibility, trust, and internal and external security in a society and its constituent 

groups. 

 Methods and strategies for maintaining coalitions and cooperation across disparate communities 

and religious groups.   

 Other drivers for and impacts of group identities and cultural norms. 

 

Subtopic 1-C: Movements for change 

 

The Department of Defense is interested in better understanding what drives individuals or groups to 

mobilize in order to institute change, especially when this mobilization relates to radical ideologies and 

violent extremism. For example, models that explain and explore factors that motivate or inhibit 

individuals and groups to adopt organized violence as a tactic will be especially helpful in understanding 

where organized violence is likely to erupt, what factors might explain its contagion, and how one might 

circumvent its spread. 

 

Themes of interest: 

 The psychological, economic, and political factors, if any, that foster an individual’s transition 

from passive support of fringe social movements to active political mobilization. 

 Micro level studies of psychological, economic, or other factors that differentiate those that join 

violent organizations from others, or that differentiate roles within violent organizations. 

 Mid-level theories of intra-group and intergroup dynamics, and studies on the use of established 

social, cultural, political and religious institutions and symbols to justify violence or promote 

resilience to emergent movements. 

 Macro level analysis of how community or state level variables that promote or inhibit the 

popularity of violent ideologies and tactics. 

 “Counter-dialogues” within cultures and communities that account for why radicalism and 

militancy are found more in some places than others. 

 The role of both traditional communication mechanisms and new media technologies in influence 

and political mobilization, including radicalization, de-radicalization, and terrorist recruitment. 

 Other approaches exploring mechanisms of influence and political mobilization. 

 

  



Subtopic 1-D: Collaboration and competition between violent groups 

 

Over the last decade or so, the world has witnessed the expansion and merging of violent extremist 

organizations (VEOs) and transnational criminal organizations (TCOs). This phenomenon is largely based 

on economic factors rather than ideology, yet this change may bolster the ideologically oriented VEOs, 

and additional symbioses may further enhance the growth of and collaboration between these 

organizations. A fresh evaluation of these phenomena on a global scale will help DoD in its effort to 

anticipate and blunt this threat convergence.   

 

Themes of Interest: 

 The role of profit-motivated violent non-state actors – including both TCOs and similar groups 

lacking formal structure – in regional stability, migration, corruption, and informal economies.  

 The role of informal illicit economies in the formation and continuation of terrorist group 

operations. 

 Drivers and second-order effects of maritime piracy. 

 Game theory-based studies of group dynamics. 

 Topologies/power structures of blended groups. For example: 

o Characteristics of groups that merge and the conditions under which they merge. When 

do mergers not work? What insights can game theory–based analyses elicit? 

o Do such mergers contribute to processes leading to "state failure," or is a "failed state" 

fertile territory for such merging?   

o What ideological, operational, and strategic goals, if any, are most likely to change after 

the merge/transition? 

o Who are the decision makers and what are consensus mechanisms within these "blended" 

organizations? What cognitive systems underlie these decision making processes? 

 Rare events models and assessment methods to predict relatively rare events relative to the total 

size of any given population, such as acts of terrorism and social conflict. 

 Other approaches exploring mechanisms of influence and political mobilization. 

 

 

Research Topic Chiefs: 

(Subtopics A&B) Dr. Joseph Lyons, 703-696-6207, joseph.lyons@afosr.af.mil  

(Subtopics C&D) Dr. Elisa Bienenstock, 703-696-2530, elisa.j.bienenstock.ngo@mail.mil 

mailto:joseph.lyons@afosr.af.mil
mailto:elisa.j.bienenstock.ngo@mail.mil


FY2012 MINERVA RESEARCH INITIATIVE TOPIC #2 

Models of Societal Resilience and Change 

The objective of this research track is to develop new insights into the social dynamics within states in 

general and authoritarian states in particular, including new approaches to defining and understanding 

factors impacting societal resilience and collapse. Research may assess perturbing and stabilizing external 

pressures related to governance, resources, environmental stressors, economies, geography, 

demographics, and other factors. Also of interest are any causal factors complicit in societal change which 

might help explain recent events in North Africa and the Middle East or provide insights for national 

policy and engagement with states before, during, and after similar transformations. 

 

Anticipating and predicting the emergence of such instabilities requires a basic scientific understanding of 

the complexity surrounding human and natural systems interactions (e.g., positive and negative feedback 

mechanisms, domain-specific environmental triggers, emergent properties, tipping points, cognitive 

systems complicit in both reflective and intuitive inference-making, etc.) that has not yet been achieved. 

This topic specifically declares a scale, individuals through populations, at which the social science must 

be applied to a specific domain.  

 

The Department of Defense is interested in innovative frameworks and new data that may assist 

policymakers in developing improved methods for identifying and anticipating potential hot zones of 

unrest, instability, and conflict and help in strategic thinking about resource allocation for defense efforts 

and humanitarian aid. Where the military or other state institutions play a role in assisting transitions in 

authoritarian states this research will inform strategies and tactics for such contingencies.  

 

Primary regions of interest: Africa, Latin America, South Asia, Middle East, East Asia 

 
Subtopic 2-A: Economic factors 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 The relationship between security, military capability, and national and international economic 

prosperity in the 21
st
 century. 

 The impact of changing economic activity, both formal and informal, on group, societal, state, 

regional, and international stability and security.  

 Economic and political science perspectives on economic reform and global market integration in 

terms of security and societal resilience and instability. 

 Region-specific concepts of corruption and tipping points in perceptions that can foster societal 

outrage and potential social unrest. 

 Informal illicit economies in both physical and cyber domains. For example: 

o Underground markets that sell and buy data, tools, access, and other valuable items that 

enable many nations to acquire their cyber capabilities, resources and talents.  

o Economic models of cyber security, cyber crime, and global economic knowledge 

transfers. 

o What types of informal economies exist in what environments and what are the primary 

drivers for the supply and demand of these informal markets? 

o What are the roles of ideologies in underground markets? 

o How do these underground markets interact with legitimate markets? 

o What are the roles of government and of international organizations in monitoring, 

regulating, and understanding these markets? 

 



Subtopic 2-B: Energy, environment, and resource factors 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 The social and political response of populations to resource scarcity or imbalance, including food 

and water insecurity. 

 The relationship between changes in energy technology and the environment, perceptions of risk, 

and subsequent human behavior. 

 Early indicators of increased stress stemming from scarcity and associated cognitive and 

behavioral changes. The relationship, if any, between extractive mineral wealth, economic and 

social inequality, and conflict, especially at a sub-national level. 

 Defining and modeling the critical variables of state instability due to food security.  

 Effect of increased frequency or intensity of natural disasters on civil-military relations in 

strategically significant countries.  

 Other interdisciplinary analyses of relevant human and natural system processes and complex 

interactions among human and natural systems at diverse scales. 

 

Subtopic 2-C: Other factors impacting societal stability and change 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 The impact and strategic implications of demographic changes (youth bulge, urban trends, 

gender, race, age, mobility, home ownership, employment status, increasing per capita wealth, 

etc.) on internal and external stability. 

 Political, military, and social environments in rising regional powers and their implications for 

regional stability. 

 Dependency network analyses to identify key relationships for conflict mitigation and (in the 

developing world) selection of development strategies. 

 The potential role, activities, and impact of organized crime in creating and/or perpetuating 

fragility at the state and transnational level. 

 Non-governmental alternatives to formal state institutions for the provision of security and goods 

and their effect on state legitimacy.  

 The relationships between government institutions (e.g., military, police) and the population and 

various subpopulations in areas such as generalized trust, social integration, corruption, etc. 

 The links between specific diplomacy, information, military, and economic (DIME) actions and 

escalation or de-escalation of unfolding crises. Researchers should balance the specificity of their 

proposed research with the generalizability of the expected results, and ideally look at the 

combined effect of at least two of the four using observable data. Also of interest include: 

o Defining and identifying tipping points in proposed models and what might cause it to go 

in one or the other direction of instability. 

o Novel approaches for validation of any proposed causal dynamics between DIME actions 

and unfolding crises. 

o Variance of DIME action impacts based on different timescales, addressed both theory 

and data. 

 Other approaches to help better understand the sources of societal resilience and instability and 

the sources of present and future conflict. 

 

 

Research Topic Chiefs: 

(Subtopic 2-C) Dr. Elisa Bienenstock, 703-696-2530, elisa.j.bienenstock.ngo@mail.mil  

(Subtopics 2-A,B) Dr. Jeffery Johnson, 919-549-4209,  jeffrey.c.johnson4.ngo@mail.mil  

mailto:elisa.j.bienenstock.ngo@mail.mil
mailto:jeffrey.c.johnson4.ngo@mail.mil


FY2012 MINERVA RESEARCH INITIATIVE TOPIC #3 

Theories of Power and Deterrence 

The fields of political science and international relations have traditionally emphasized the roles of and 

relationships between formal institutions such as states, inter-governmental organizations, and non-

governmental organizations. Today, however, many conventional assumptions regarding power 

relationships and deterrence theory may no longer hold.  

 

The objective of this research track is to establish new theories, models, and approaches to power and 

deterrence that incorporate strategic behavior between various international actors across domains in a 

globalized, cyber-enabled world. This research will assist planners and policy makers to understand the 

implications of the growing reliance on cyber and space technologies for threat assessments, strategic 

vulnerability assessment, and crisis stability. For countries such as China, Iran, and other rising military 

powers, this research will yield deeper understanding of social, cultural, and historical factors defining 

strategic priorities, driving approaches to international engagement, and shaping state-internal balances of 

power between political, military, and industrial forces. 

 

Primary areas of interest: Rising military powers, potential alliance partners, cyber domains 

 

Subtopic 3-A: The role of the state in a globalized world 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 Governance factors such as reputation, trust, reciprocity, enforcement of compliance, and self-

regulation based on explicit norms, and their relationship to effective governance. What roles if 

any do these factors play in cyber governance and cyber security? 

 The balance of power between the state and other traditional institutions. 

 The range of visions of the state’s future present in its political discourse. 

 Proportionality and legitimacy (norms) versus control as instruments of power. 

 Perceptions and the evolution of national strategic thinking, including on international role and 

military needs. 

 Trends and developments in military growth and modernization, strategic interests, and 

technological advances in rising military powers. 

 The impact of culture on a society’s definition of credibility, and the role of credibility and trust 

in establishing alliances to counter global issues. 

 Perceptions, value structures, and decision-making processes in regions of strategic interest with 

respect to non-traditional threats. 

 Ways in which emerging technologies shape global culture and political dynamics, including 

information diffusion, social structures, and power relationships.  

 Novel theories of society, technological systems development, and economic systems in a 

globally networked world. 

 Drivers and impacts of increasing or decreasing international training exchanges (e.g., 

international students and military officers to be trained in the West).  

 Strategic planning drivers for science and technology (S&T)as they relate both to security policy 

and strategy and to the broader evolution of society 

 

  



Subtopic 3-B: Norms and governance 

 

Security, and “cyber security” in particular, tends to be discussed in terms of developing technical 

solutions – e.g., attribution, protective system architectures, encryption, etc. – but relatively little attention 

has been paid to the social and cultural aspects of this issue, whether assessing the region-specific norms 

of , determining a cyber governance strategy, understanding how and why nefarious actors leverage cyber 

platforms, or even understanding how cyber security, threats, conflicts, weapons, and war are defined and 

distinguished amongst various communities. 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 Cyber governance strategies in terms of policies, organizational and technological changes, 

economic institutionalizations and persuasions, and behaviors.  

 Conceptions of cyber conflict across different cultures and geographic regions. 

 Strategies to influence the actions, reactions, and iterative counteractions of allies, partners, third 

parties, and non-state centers of decision making. 

 Implications and challenges to U.S. foreign policy and national security if the majority of the 

global Internet were to be brought into national sovereignty. Is the U.S. model of "Internet 

information freedom" sustainable? What are key benefits and costs to "Internet information 

freedom" (i.e., current Internet) model? 

 

Subtopic 3-C: Beyond conventional deterrence  

 

Since the end of the Cold War, technology developments (particularly in cyber and space domains) 

together with shifts in the geostrategic environment have challenged and stretched traditional models of 

deterrence. Not only do space and cyberspace represent relatively new domains for international actor 

engagement, but information and communications technologies have empowered individuals and non-

state actors to compete with states and potentially threaten state interests across geographic domains as 

well as cyber and space.  

 

The objective of this research track is to establish new theories, models, and approaches to deterrence that 

incorporate strategic behavior among international actors across new and traditional geographic domains. 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 General frameworks for deterrence across different domains, different actor types, and different 

issue areas. 

 Analyses of systems with multiple actors by external parties across multiple domains, and how 

such systems affect calibration considerations. 

 The impact of an asymmetry of stakes and how those stakes change as a crisis or conflict evolves. 

o How can threats be calibrated across different domains for specific actors? How might 

proportionality of responses be determined in cross-domain deterrence? 

o How can misperception of threats and signals across all domains be reduced?  

o How do the organizational structures affect an entity’s ability to send and process signals 

across domains? 

o How can escalation and de-escalation be managed in a cross-domain deterrent approach? 

o What makes deterrence systems stable across multiple domains? 

 The role of population influence (including social media) in shaping deterrence tactics. 

 The effect of unique features of space and cyberspace — related to such factors as information 

availability, infrastructure vulnerability, or attribution — on existing models of deterrence. 

 When the actors have asymmetric value at risk in a given domain, cross-domain deterrence 

approaches are often necessary. States can choose to exercise leverage where they are strongest 



and the target weakest. (e.g., a weak space power leveraging its cyber power). For example, a 

state may attempt to deter cyber attacks by military actions at sea or on the ground, by economic 

means, through participation or non-participation in international treaties, or other approaches. 

Such deterrent actions across domains yield major challenges that may be better understood 

through targeted study. For example, 

 Lawfare refers to positive and negative uses of law as an instrument of warfare. Lawfare often 

advantages those countries that are less law abiding as it allows them to bypass the law to their 

advantage, knowing more law-abiding cultures are bound to behave within constraints.  

o What is the relationship between lawfare and deterrence? 

o How might cultural differences regarding rule of law impacts or threatens US security? 

o How does the degree of lawlessness in a given society correlate with the use of lawfare? 

 

Subtopic 3-D: Emerging topics in power and deterrence 

 

Just as the Cold War gave rise to new ideas and fields of study such as game theory and Kremlinology, 

the challenges facing the world today are prompting a much broader conception and application of 

national power than just military capability. Accordingly, the government and the Department of Defense 

need to explore new approaches and methods in order to better understand what we have overlooked and 

what is on the horizon. 

 

Themes of Interest: 

 Areas of international affairs, international security, and national security that are newly emerging 

or have not been properly understood.  

 Contributions of other disciplines to help us better understand the sources of present and future 

conflict. 

 

 

Research Topic Chiefs:  

(Subtopic 3-A)  Dr. Elisa Bienenstock, 703-696-2530, elisa.j.bienenstock.ngo@mail.mil  

(Subtopics 3-B,C,D) Dr. Harold Hawkins, 703-696-4323, harold.hawkins@navy.mil  
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