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Chess, Artificial 
Intelligence, and 
War
Chess has been 

teaching military 
strategists the ways of war 
for hundreds of years and 
has been a testbed for AI 
development for decades. 
Military officials have been 
paying attention.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/b200103ai

U.S.–Turkish 
Relations
In recent years, 
the relationship 

between Turkey and 
the United States has 
become strained. A new 
RAND report examines 
why—from U.S. concerns 
about Turkey’s creeping 
authoritarianism to 
shifting dynamics 
between Turkey and its 
neighbors.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RR2589

Medications 
for Alcohol  
Use Disorder  
in Mental Health 
Settings

This tool reviews 
how clinicians who 
work in mental health 
settings can provide 
pharmacotherapy 
treatment for an alcohol 
use disorder that co-
occurs with a primary 
mental health condition.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/TL341

Improving 
Government 
Response to the 
Opioid Crisis

In December 2019, 
senior physician policy 
researcher Bradley D. 
Stein presented testimony 
before the Senate 
Judiciary Committee 
on the value of using an 
integrated systems-based 
approach to address the 
U.S. opioid crisis. Stein 
directs the RAND–USC 
Schaeffer Opioid Policy 
Tools and Information 
Center.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/CT520

The RAND 
Institute for 
Civil Justice 
at 40

Since 1979, the institute 
has been dedicated to 
making the civil justice 
system more efficient 
and more equitable. The 
institute disseminates its 
work widely to the legal, 
business, and research 
communities, and to the 
general public. This four-
minute video celebrates 
its impact over the years.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/v191212
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Countering Violent 
Extremism in  
Australia and Abroad
Like many countries, Australia has spent tens of millions of 
dollars to combat the spread of violent extremism within its 
borders. And like many countries, it has done so without a 
clear understanding of what works, what doesn’t, and what 
could make its programs more effective.

To fill that gap, RAND Australia developed a framework to 
compare counter-extremism programs across countries 
and contexts. Its purpose is to help policymakers learn 
from the experiences of others and identify the most prom-
ising approaches.

“There’s been an increase worldwide in programs to 
counter violent extremism, but it’s not clear that it’s been 
accompanied by a good understanding of what approaches 
are most effective,” according to senior political scientist 
Jennifer D.P. Moroney, who led the study with senior policy 
researcher Andrew Lauland. “Our project begins an at-
tempt to change that.”

Researchers looked at two Australian programs as case 
studies. One of them, an online magazine called The Point, 
covers international conflicts from a local perspective as 

a way to encourage more open discussion among young 
people. The other, Community Awareness Training, seeks 
to help families and service providers recognize early-
warning signs of extremist thought or behavior.

Using the framework, researchers identified a number of 
programs around the world with similar aims and ap-
proaches. In Germany, for example, an online community 
of young people works to counter hate propaganda. A pro-
gram in London trains people to intervene to keep young 
people out of violent gangs.

Those programs should be sharing information and iden-
tifying best practices to help each other counter violent 
extremism in all its forms. The RAND Australia project 
was meant to provide a foundation for that kind of global, 
coordinated effort. The stakes are high, as Australia has 
learned: Per capita, it is one of the largest source countries 
in the world for foreign fighters in Iraq and Syria.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RR2168

Funding for this research was provided by gifts from RAND supporters and income from 
operations.
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Algorithmic Equity
Algorithms are quietly everywhere. They influence car 
insurance rates, decide who should get called in for a job 
interview, and help courts calculate criminal sentences. 
So the question of what makes an algorithm fair has real 
societal weight.

But that’s a deceptively difficult question, researchers said. 
Algorithms are just pieces of computer code that can spot 
patterns and help solve complicated problems. In doing 
so, they might also replicate and exacerbate historical or 
structural unfairness. Complicating the problem: Our 
standards of fairness change depending on the context.

We aspire to equal treatment in the courts, for example—
but not in car insurance policies, where certain group 
characteristics help determine risk and rates. We can’t 
begin to answer whether a given algorithm is fair without 
first asking under what circumstances, for whom, and by 
what standard.

That expanded discussion is urgently needed, the 
researchers concluded. Algorithms have shown that they 
can infer sensitive personal characteristics from un-
sensitive data—guessing a person’s race from his or her 
address, for example. We need to develop frameworks,  
not a framework, to recognize and address equity chal-
lenges like those that come with greater use of algorithms.

That should start with greater transparency whenever an 
algorithm is at play in a decision that affects people’s lives. 

But it also requires a deeper, clearer understanding of the 
risks that algorithms can pose to fair and equitable deci-
sionmaking—and a richer understanding of what we mean 
by fair and equitable in specific social institutions.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RR2708

Funding for this research was provided by gifts from RAND supporters and income from 
operations.

“Medicare for All” Cost Estimates
What would “Medicare for All” really mean for health care 
costs and consumers? The New York Times challenged a 
team at RAND and other top experts to put together their 
best estimates. The RAND team’s top-level finding: 
A plan similar to those that have been discussed in 
Congress could raise overall health care costs by 
around 1.8 percent.

If such a plan were in place right now, total 
health care costs for 2019 would have been around 
$3.89 trillion, the RAND researchers estimated. That 
placed them roughly in the middle of the expert 
assessments.

The RAND team modeled a proposal in which the federal 
government would become the “single payer” in the health 
system. It would provide comprehensive health and long-
term care coverage, replacing private insurance for most 
services. Consumers would pay into the health system 
through taxes rather than insurance premiums. If the new 
taxes were progressive, it’s possible that those in lower in-
come brackets would see overall health care payments fall, 
while those in higher brackets would see them rise.

The government could lower administrative costs and 
try to negotiate lower provider payments and drug prices. 
But the demand for health care would rise, which could 

increase wait times. The RAND team assumed that unmet 
demand would equal half of new demand.

The researchers were not looking at any single pro-
posal when they drew up those estimates, but on the 

broad outlines of several proposals that have been 
floated. They cautioned that, with few specifics to go on, 

their analysis required a number of assumptions about 
what such a plan would look like.

MORE AT
www.rand.org/t/RR3106

This research and analysis was made 
possible by generous gifts from for-
mer trustee Paul O’Neill and the 
Alcoa Foundation. Through 
these gifts, RAND estab-
lished the Paul O’Neill 
Alcoa Chair in Policy 
Analysis, which 
has been held 
by Christine 
Eibner since 
2017.
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Anu Narayanan is a specialist in what-
ifs. She’s an engineer at RAND whose 

research focuses on critical infrastructure 
and national security. Her work has helped 
the military assess and build resilience to a 
range of risks to missions and installations, 

including those from adversary attacks, 
critical infrastructure failures, and climate 
change. Some of her most recent research 

has looked at the power grid: What if a 
cyberattacker tries to take it down?

She studied math as an undergrad, worked 
for a time as a computer programmer, 

then joined a program at Carnegie Mellon 
University that pairs technical training with 
public policy. At the time, the industry was 
buzzing about the future “smart” grid. She 

started looking at how to minimize risk 
to the power supply as the grid becomes 

more automated, work that continues 
today. “We’ve built our lives around this 
commodity,” she says. “Any risks that it 

faces are not going to be niche problems.”

The Q & A

Thinking 
Outside 
the Grid

Research in the 
Public Interest

Deterring Attacks 
Against the 

Power Grid: Two 
Approaches for the 
U.S. Department 

of Defense is 
available for free 

download at 
www.rand.org/t/

RR3187

Funding for this study 
was made possible by the 
independent research and 
development provisions 
of RAND’s contracts for 
the operation of its U.S. 
Department of Defense 

federally funded research 
and development centers. 
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ncreased reliance on intelligence processing, exploitation, 

and dissemination; networked real-time communications 

for command and control; and a proliferation of electronic 

controls and sensors in military vehicles (such as remotely 

piloted aircraft), equipment, and facilities have greatly 

increased the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD)’s dependence 

on energy, particularly electric power, at installations. Thus, 

ensuring that forces and facilities have access to a reliable 

supply of electricity is critical for mission assurance. However, 

most of the electricity consumed by military installations in the 

continental United States comes from the commercial grid— 

a system that is largely outside of DoD control and increasingly 

vulnerable to both natural hazards and deliberate attacks, 

including cyberattacks. In this report, researchers explore two 

approaches that DoD might consider as options for deterring 

attacks against the power grid: enhancing resilience and 

reliability to deter by denial and using the threat of retaliation 

to deter by cost imposition. The report represents a first 

step in developing frameworks and context to support DoD 

decisionmaking in this area.
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Q How vulnerable is the 
grid today?

A There’s really a whole spec-
trum of threats and hazards. 
The grid is becoming more 
automated, with more smart 
technology to make it more 
efficient, but that also increases 
the attack surface for adversar-
ies. At the same time, it’s facing 
more climate-related effects, 
natural disasters, and ongoing 
issues that stem from human 
error. And a lot of the infra-
structure is just old.

Your latest report looked 
at what the military can 
do to deter attacks on its 
power supply. What made 
you want to answer that 
question?

Over the past few years, we’ve 
been doing research for the U.S. 
Air Force, looking at what it 
can do to boost the resilience of 
the power supply to its bases. 
For the most part, the military 
uses the same commercial grid 
that we all rely on, and we had 
been looking at what it can do 
inside the fence line to improve 
mission resilience to power 
disruptions. We wanted to look 
outside the fence line, at what 
the military can do to help 
safeguard the grid from attack. 
Because this project was not 
funded by a research client or 
sponsor, we were freed up to 
pose those different questions 
and pursue different angles.

What did you find?

We explored two categories of 
potential response. The first is 
to strengthen the grid itself and 
boost its reliability—for exam-
ple, by striking agreements with 
grid operators. The idea is to 
signal to the bad guys, “Come 
at us if you want, but look, 
we’re doing all these things 
to strengthen our resilience to 
disruption, so you’re not going 
to have the effect you desire.”

The second aspect we looked 
at is cost imposition: “If you at-
tack us, there’s going to be re-
taliation, there are going to be 
consequences.” One of the key 
problems there is attribution. It 
can be hard to pinpoint the bad 
actor in a cyberattack. But that 
really determines what levers 
you can pull under international 
law. We tried to constrain some 
of that ambiguity, to say, “De-
pending on who is attacking, 
who is being attacked, and the 
severity of the attack, here’s a 
set of options.”

What made you decide to 
focus your research on the 
electric grid?

What’s interesting for me al-
ways is how ubiquitous electric-
ity is. It’s not like there’s some 
subset of the world that doesn’t 
need electricity. It’s 
everywhere, all the 
time, and we have 
made ourselves so 
inextricably 
linked to this 
asset that, 
if we lose 

it, life comes to a grinding halt. 
We assume the lights will work 
when we want them to, but 
what happens if they don’t?

I grew up in India until I was 
11 years old. We lived on an 
island, so we were very familiar 
with cyclones. I lived through a 
couple of pretty large-duration 

power outages, so I know how 
bad it can be. What appeals to 
me as a researcher is looking 
ahead and saying, “Depending 
on where in the world you are, 
things might look pretty good 
now, but we’ve got a looming 
climate threat, we’re seeing 
the intensity and frequency of 
disasters increase, we’ve got 
this question of cyberattacks. 
How might things change? And 
how do we respond?”

What do people misunder-
stand about the grid?

People sometimes think of it as 
this monolith. But there’s not 
one massive entity sitting at 
the top of it making everything 

work, like an electricity god 
taking care of us all. It’s such 
a complex set of systems that 
have to work together every 
single day. That’s sometimes 
opaque to the average user. 
Plus, you don’t worry about 
things breaking; you just take 
for granted that the power’s al-
ways on. But it could very easily 
not be, and I think this fragility 
sometimes gets overlooked.

What’s next for you?

I’m drawn to the boundary 
between national security and 
critical infrastructure. I do a lot 
of work that looks at the resil-
ience of military installations 
more broadly, not just related 
to electric power disruptions. 

I’m increasingly tilting toward 
national security and climate 
change: As we look ahead at 
how to harden these installa-
tions, let’s not just think about 
missile attacks or cyberattacks; 
let’s also think about the very 
real consequences of climate 
change. Building on the work of 
others at RAND and elsewhere, 
we’re working on a tool that 
shows climate projections and 
climate effects for different 
installations around the globe, 
to help military decisionmakers 
account for these risks as part 
of their short- and long-term 
planning. 

We assume the 
lights will work 
when we want 
them to, but 
what happens 
if they don’t?
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Commentary

M
y personal and 
professional lives 
collided in the 
middle of the 
night last October 

when my neighbor pounded on our 
front door.

Had we received the warnings of 
the growing Getty fire? We hadn’t. 
Our neighbor shouted that manda-
tory evacuations had been issued for 
much of our Pacific Palisades com-
munity in Los Angeles.

I study climate change risk manage-
ment for a living, helping organiza-
tions from local cities to the United 
Nations understand how best to 
prepare for the impacts of climate 
change.

Our 3 a.m. warning was a visceral 
reminder of the challenge of prepar-
ing for climate change.

We had taken many steps to protect 
ourselves and our home. Amidst 
the fear and confusion over the next 
few days, we wondered whether our 
half-completed preparations would 
be enough.

The experience emphasized the chal-
lenges of adapting to climate change, 
not merely because it is hard, but 
because it makes the familiar become 
unfamiliar in unexpected ways.

Ovver the last year, our neighborhood 
has tried to become more resilient 
to the increasingly severe wildfire 
hazard. Our community is well 
organized and we have lots of good 
information to go on.

One of our neighbors received a 
grant to run a three-day training 
program taught by a world-renowned 
fire safety expert for community 
members and local firefighters. I 
had two newly trained friends from 

the program independently walk 
our property. Comparing their 
suggestions, I made a list of high-
priority steps that could reduce the 
fire danger to our house.

The basic message is simple. Once 
you’ve established a 100-foot barrier 
between your home and the brush, 
houses mostly burn because of blow-
ing embers. Think of your house like 
the big log in a campfire. The wind 
blows a shower of lit matches. But the 
matches only ignite the log if there is 
kindling.

You’ll likely be evacuated for several 
days and firefighters may be over-
whelmed. So any kindling around 
your house may smolder for days. 
That’s why you need to eliminate all 
kindling far closer than your brush 
barrier, to within 5 feet of your house.

Yet putting this advice into practice 
is hard. It requires most people to 

A version of this 
commentary originally 
appeared on 
CalMatters (calmatters.
org) in December 2019. 
Commentary gives 
RAND researchers a 
platform to convey 
insights based on their 
professional expertise 
and often on their 
peer-reviewed research 
and analysis. Brush 

with 
Wildfire

A Climate Scientist’s

By Robert J. Lempert
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Robert Lempert, pictured here on 
the deck of his home, is a principal 
researcher at RAND and director of 
the RAND Pardee Center for Longer 
Range Global Policy and the Future 
Human Condition.

DIANE BALDWIN/RAND PHOTOGRAPHY

work well outside the scope of their 
experience, even someone like me, 
who is well-versed in adaptation and 
resiliency science.

One of the most vulnerable parts of 
our house is our wood deck which 
extends out over the hill where we 
can get even more beautiful views of 
the Santa Monica Mountains. It’s our 
favorite place, and where we spend 
much of our time during summer.

We developed a plan to protect our 
deck and hired our contractor to im-
plement it. But watching him imple-
ment it by hanging fine wire mesh to 
prevent blowing embers from lodging 
under the deck left me uneasy.

When we renovated our bathroom, I 
knew our contractor had seen hun-
dreds of such jobs. He knew all the 
ways bathrooms could go wrong and 
how to make sure they don’t. But he 
had never previously installed wire 

mesh to thwart wind-blown embers 
from igniting a wood deck.

Did he inadvertently create crevices 
that would trap embers? Did he allow 
for sufficient drainage? Was a wire 
mesh really the most risk-reducing 
investment compared with the other 
things we might have asked him to do?

I couldn’t help but recall the story of 
one of our neighbors who had installed 
and extensively tested an expensive 
sprinkler system to douse any embers 
that might lodge on his house. A visit-
ing firefighter with vast experience 
deflated our neighbor’s confidence 
by asking whether the sprinklers had 
ever been tested in 70-mile-per-hour, 
firestorm-driven winds to see where 
the water would go.

As California and our nation head 
into uncharted territory due to 
climate change, all of us—not just 
climate experts—will need to learn 

how to adjust in response to chang-
ing risks. We will all need to become 
more adaptive by acting, learning, 
and responding. We will all need to 
share information about what works 
and what doesn’t.

Cities and states will need to help 
contractors to learn how to imple-
ment protections against fire (and 
flood, heat, drought, and storms) 
without waiting a lifetime to learn 
from the experience of their mentors.

The hills around my house have re-
turned to their long-standing, unfail-
ingly spectacular, golden hue. But to 
survive our changing climate, we will 
need to understand that even what 
looks familiar no longer is.. 

A vertical wire mesh panel was installed 
to prevent embers from blowing under the 

wooden deck.
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The American criminal justice system 
is ill-equipped to improve the well-
being of people with mental illness. 
RAND is evaluating the impact of 
supportive housing programs, and 
the results are promising.

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Sarah B. Hunter, Stephanie Brooks Holliday, Nicholas M. Pace, 

Neil Gowensmith, Ira Packer, Daniel Murrie, Alicia Virani,  
Bing Han, and Adam Scherling

DIANE BALDWIN/RAND PHOTOGRAPHY

By Doug Irving, Staff Writer

The 
Value 
of a 
Home

The 
Value 
of a 
Home
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T
anya Beverly 
thought she could 
communicate 
with her televi-
sion. She heard 

birds and dogs finishing her 
thoughts for her. One mis-
take, one bad decision to go 
without her pills, landed her 
in the Los Angeles County 
Jail. That’s where her story 
begins.

Hundreds of thousands of 
people like her, with seri-
ous mental illnesses, cycle 
in and out of American jails 
every year. Sheriffs around 
the country have complained 
that their local lockups now 
double as psychiatric hos-
pitals. By any number of 
measures—costs, health out-
comes, recidivism rates—the 
system is a failure.

Researchers at RAND have 
been tracking a different ap-
proach in Los Angeles. The 
effort is still small, com-
pared with the need, but it 
has helped several thousand  
people stay in treatment, in 
housing, and out of trouble. 
One of them is Tanya Beverly.

“If it wasn’t for this program,” 
she says, “I pretty much 
would have been homeless, 
out on the streets, trying to 
find a shelter to go to.”
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It’s been decades since news exposés and popu-
lar portrayals like One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest helped inspire a national crusade to 
deinstitutionalize people with mental illnesses. 
Fewer than 40,000 people remain in state psy-
chiatric hospitals today. Around ten times that 
many are in prison or in jail.

They are twice as likely as other inmates to 
have been homeless. Most have substance-use 
disorders in addition to their mental health 
problems. By some estimates, fewer than half 
get the psychiatric treatment they need behind 
bars. And when they get out, they are far more 
likely to commit another crime and cycle right 
back into the system.

Communities nationwide have started look-
ing for other options. Hundreds have pledged 
to do more to keep people with mental health 
problems out of jail as part of a campaign called 
Stepping Up. But what that should look like is 
still an open question.

“Our jails simply were not built as treatment 
centers and with long-term treatment in 
mind,” then–Los Angeles County Sheriff Jim 
McDonnell said in 2015, as county officials 
detailed a sweeping effort to change their 
approach. “For too long, jailing those who 
are dealing with mental illness has somehow 
passed as an acceptable way of keeping out of 
sight and out of mind human beings who need 
our help.”

On any given day, nearly a third of the people in 
Los Angeles County jails are in mental health 
housing units or taking psychotropic medi-
cines—more than 5,000 people in all. One recent 
study, by the ACLU of Southern California, esti-
mated that Los Angeles spends around $48,500 

a year to treat an inmate with mental illness, 
versus around $38,000 for an inmate without.

As part of their work with the county, research-
ers looked at how many of those inmates could 
be diverted into supportive housing or com-
munity treatment programs. They reviewed 
criminal records, ruling out inmates with most 
serious felonies, and evaluated mental-health 
histories. They concluded that at least 61 per-
cent would be appropriate candidates for diver-
sion. Put another way: More than 3,300 people 
in the jail could be better served elsewhere.

Until a lucky break, Beverly was one of them. 
She’s 52 now, with a history of schizophrenia 
that impacted her marriage and forced her 
daughter to grow up with other relatives. She 
doesn’t like to talk about what happened when 
she tried to live without her medication and got 
arrested—she’s adamant that it not define her—
except to say nobody got hurt.

“I ended up doing something that I regret hor-
ribly,” she says, and leaves it at that. “I want 
to put it in my past and not have it brought up 
again. Try to have some closure, and get all that 
behind me.”

Her lucky break came in the form of a piece 
of paper slid across a table at the jail for her 
signature. She agreed to plead no contest to 
the charges against her; in return, the county 
released her into a supportive housing program 
where she could get the treatment she needs.

The county has diverted more than 2,300 
people from the jail through that supportive 
housing program since 2015. They include some 
of the heaviest users of county social services, 
people struggling with psychotic disorders, 
bipolar disorders, and other severe mental ill-

Our research 

shows 

that there 

are many 

individuals 

who are 

involved 

with the 

criminal 

justice 

system 

who, with 

the right 

intervention, 

can live 

in the 

community.
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nesses. Many would likely be homeless oth-
erwise. The program is a calculated bet that 
getting them into housing and into treatment 
will stabilize their lives.

The county asked RAND to assess how well  
that bet is paying off.

Researchers analyzed the data on more than 
300 people who were among the first to move 
from the jail into the supportive housing pro-
gram. They found that 91 percent were still in 
stable housing after six months, and 74 percent 
were still there after 12 months. Around  
14 percent had returned to jail with new felony 
convictions within their first year in the pro-
gram. The 86 percent who didn’t represented  
a significant—if early—victory.

“There’s been some skepticism over whether 
this population can successfully live in the 
community and not just be cycling in and out 
of jail,” said Sarah Hunter, a senior behavioral 
scientist at RAND and a professor at the Pardee 
RAND Graduate School, who led the study. 
“This shows that there are, truly, many individ-
uals who are involved with the criminal justice 
system who, with the right intervention, can 
live in the community.”

Her team is still following the program’s prog-
ress, to see whether those outcomes hold. It also 
is taking a closer look at how much of the costs 
are offset by savings from moving people out 
of the jail. An earlier study led by Hunter found 
that a similar housing program for chronically 
homeless people saved Los Angeles County 
$1.20 in health care and social service costs for 
every $1 it spent.

For Beverly, the program was a turning point. 
She doesn’t know where she’d be otherwise—on 

Los Angeles County Office 
of Diversion and Reentry’s 

Supportive Housing Program: 
A Study of Participants’ 
Housing Stability and 

New Felony Convictions is 
available for free download at  

www.rand.org/t/RR3232.

Estimating the Size of the 
Los Angeles County Jail 

Mental Health Population 
Appropriate for Release 

into Community Services is 
available for free download at  

www.rand.org/t/RR4328.

Above: Tanya Beverly at her home in Los Angeles. Without the county’s supportive 
housing program, she says, “I pretty much would have been homeless.” Below: Beverly 
shows off a box of note cards with blessings and affirmations.

her own, in a shelter if she were lucky, struggling 
to keep the voices at bay. Instead, she lives in a 
studio apartment east of downtown Los Angeles, 
where she can cook her own meals, do her own 
laundry, and take her medicine twice a day. She 
keeps a book on her nightstand to remind her of 
where she’s been and where she is now: A Bou-
quet of Beautiful Blessings to Warm Your Heart.

“I’m in a very good state of being,” she says. “I 
keep a journal, I read my affirmations in the 
morning, I try to keep myself busy. I only enter-
tain good thoughts now, leave the bad thoughts 
alone.” 
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Technology
and the
Self-Sufficiency 
of Refugees By Doug Irving, Staff Writer

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Shelly Culbertson, James Dimarogonas, 
Katherine Costello, and Serafina Lanna
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Approximately 71 million people globally are  displaced by 
conflict and persecution. Strategic use of technology can 
solve problems in the international humanitarian system.

Shelly Culbert-
son learned 
how valuable a 
phone can be 

from a cab driver thread-
ing his way through the 
streets of Beirut.

She’s a senior researcher 
at RAND. He was a refu-
gee from Syria who had 
lost almost everything 
to the civil war there. As 
they chatted, he brought 
out his phone to show 

her pictures of a home 
that no longer stood, 
and a life that no longer 
existed.

“It was really striking to 
me,” said Culbertson, 
who has spent years 
working in the Middle 
East and elsewhere 
to improve the lives 
of refugees like him. 
“Here’s this person who’s 
displaced, impoverished. 
He’s lost his home. And 

yet, he still manages to 
have a smartphone, be-
cause it holds his history, 
his identity. He’s able to 
use that phone as a life-
line, not just to commu-
nicate with friends and 
family, but to maintain 
his past.”

The experience stuck 
with her. Back at RAND, 
she teamed up with a 
researcher who had fled 
Greece as a child to look 

at how displaced people 
around the world use 
technology—and how 
technology could better 
serve them. The research 
spanned four continents, 
drew upon scores of 
interviews, and came to 
one inescapable conclu-
sion: There’s a disconnect 
between what displaced 
people need, and what 
investors and innovators 
think they need.
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The United Nations has called the past ten years the 
decade of displacement. Nearly 71 million people 
have fled conflict and persecution, filtering into cit-
ies far from home or crowding into refugee camps. 
Almost one in every 100 people around the world is 
now a refugee, an asylum seeker, or otherwise dis-
placed by force or fear.

The mobile phone has become such a vital part of 
their lives that refugees have been known to trade 
food rations for airtime and data. A recent survey 
found that refugees often prioritize their phone and 
internet connections above education, clothing, and 
health care. As one interviewee told RAND research-
ers, “Their phone is all they have left.”

Culbertson had seen that dynamic up close, from 
the city centers of Iraq to the sprawling refugee 
camps of Jordan. She partnered with fellow re-
searcher Jim Dimarogonas to conduct one of the 
most comprehensive studies to date on the role 
technology plays in the lives of displaced people. 
He’s an engineer by training, a specialist in nuclear 
command and control—but it was his personal 
story that brought him to the project. He and his 
parents fled the 1967 military coup in Greece when 
he was a child; several generations of his family had 
also fled persecution and conflict.

He and Culbertson convened focus groups of dis-
placed people in Colombia, Jordan, Zambia, Greece, 
and Pittsburgh, Pa. They interviewed officials with 
the United Nations, humanitarian groups, tech 

companies, and refugee organizations. They thought 
they would find gaps in the technology available 
to displaced people, areas where more investment, 
more innovation, could help more people.

What they found was the opposite.

“There’s too much,” Dimarogonas said. “There are 
too many organizations trying to pursue technology 
to solve problems. In many cases, they’re enamored 
with the technology first, and then trying to find a 
problem they can apply it to.”

A few years ago, for example, as news reports filled 
with images of desperate migrants risking every-
thing to cross the Mediterranean Sea, app develop-
ers rushed to help. They churned out apps to help 
new arrivals find their way around unfamiliar cities, 
navigate national bureaucracies, even find a place to 
eat based on their home cuisine. Most of these apps 
were inactive within a year or two.

It wasn’t for a lack of need. Refugees in the focus 
groups said they rely on their smartphones to com-
municate with family and friends, look for jobs, edu-
cate their children, preserve photos and documents, 
read the Bible or Quran, and learn new languages. 
The problem is that those apps already exist. The ref-
ugees didn’t need a flashy new app to communicate 
with friends; they needed a good internet connection 
and a link to Facebook.

All those new tools too often ended up as “digital lit-
ter,” a trail of broken links and abandoned apps. Ref-
ugees looking for help in a strange, new place might 
think they’ve found a source of reliable information, 
when really it’s just another piece of outdated litter.

“What we’ve seen in the past couple of years is an 
app craze, where a lot of different entities want to 
create apps specifically for refugees,” Culbertson 
said. “But refugees use technology like everybody 
else. There’s been tremendous investment in devel-
oping apps, and a lot of it has been wasted.”

“Refugees use technology like 

everybody else. There’s been 

tremendous investment in 

developing apps, and a lot of it 

has been wasted.”
SHELLY CULBERTSON
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The same uncoordinated approach to technol-
ogy has also hampered the aid agencies and 
nongovernmental organizations that work with 
refugees. They can now gather vast amounts of 
information about the people they serve—but 
often lack the skills or security protocols to 
manage it. Refugees in the focus groups said 
they feel especially vulnerable, having fled 
violence and persecution, but often have no 
choice but to provide their data to get the help 
they need.

There have been some real advances in how aid 
agencies use technology. The World Food Pro-
gram has started using iris scans to streamline 
its distribution of cash assistance. Greece al-
lowed incoming migrants to register for asylum 
over Skype. But innovations like those have too 
often been fragmented, without a larger vision 
for how they could expand to help more people 
in more places.

That’s a challenge, and an opportunity, for the 
United Nations. It should consider establish-
ing worldwide frameworks for the ethical and 
effective use of technology in refugee settings. 
At a minimum, it should set standards for data 
security to protect refugees and other dis-
placed people.

The researchers also recommended a “wed-
ding registry” approach to developing new 
technology. International organizations like the 
UN could establish wish lists of technological 
needs—better internet connectivity in far-flung 
refugee camps, for example, or more reliable 
digital identifications. Rather than competing 
to rush out the latest soon-to-be-forgotten app, 
investors and tech companies could choose 
projects to work on from the registry.

“We really need to take a step back, understand 
the problem, look at what needs to be solved, 
and then try to identify the right solutions,” 

Dimarogonas said. “Not identify the technol-
ogy first and then look for problems it can be 
applied to. We need to put the focus more on 
refugees and what they really need.”

Celestin Mpagaze doesn’t need much more 
digital technology than what he already has on 
the iPhone 6 he keeps in his pocket. He’s a refu-
gee from what is now the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo. He spent three days fleeing gun-
shots and explosions after rebel fighters overran 
his village, then another 20 years in a sparse 
refugee camp in neighboring Uganda. He lives 
now in Pittsburgh with his family, works as a 
machine operator and part-time interpreter, 
and was one of the participants in the RAND 
focus groups.

“It would be worse if I didn’t have my phone,” he 
said. “The situation wouldn’t be good, the way I 
see it. I wouldn’t be connected; I wouldn’t know 
what is happening.”

But, aside from a news feed that leans toward 
the Congo, nothing on the home screen of his 
phone hints at his refugee background. He’s got 
Facebook and WhatsApp to stay in touch with 
friends, Apple Maps to get him around Pitts-
burgh, a video chat app for family meetings. “I 
wouldn’t even know how to get a specific app 
for refugees,” he said. And besides, he added, “If 
I need anything, I can just go on Google.” 

Philanthropy in Action

Crossing the Digital Divide: Applying Technology to the 
Global Refugee Crisis is available for free download at  

www.rand.org/t/RR4322.

Funding for this research was provided by Schmidt Futures, a 
philanthropic initiative founded by Eric and Wendy Schmidt, which 

seeks to advance society through technology, inspire breakthroughs 
in scientific knowledge, and promote shared prosperity.

Celestin Mpagaze, a 
refugee from what is 
now the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, 
says he wouldn’t be as 
connected without his 
phone.
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“Tweet All 
About It”? 

A survey of more than 2,500 Americans explores 
trends in modern-day news consumption

A FOCUS ON THE RESEARCH OF  
Michael Pollard and Jennifer Kavanagh

By Doug Irving, Staff Writer

The numbers don’t look good for American journalism right now. 
Public opinion polls place the media somewhere above Congress, 

but not much else, when it comes to trustworthiness. Asked to name 
one news source that they consider objective, 56 percent of the 
people in a recent survey came up empty. 

Researchers at RAND have been looking for 
solutions to the diminishing role of facts and 
analysis in public life, a problem they call “truth 
decay.” It’s the swirl of argument, opinion, 
bombast, and bias that too often passes for 
public debate in this country. And getting to the 
bottom of it requires getting to the bottom of 
our broken relationship with the media.

Their latest study flips the lens back on 
consumers of news. They asked 2,543 people 
where they get their news, how reliable 
they think it is, and whether they seek out 
viewpoints that are different from their own. 
The results provide some new clues to help 
diagnose, and treat, our current bout of truth 
decay.
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41%
 

think the news is 
less reliable than it 
used to be
There are two ways to look at this one. 
On the one hand, a significant part of 
the American public thinks the news 
media is slipping in its core duty to 
provide reliable information. On the 
other hand, 44 percent think it’s as 
reliable—or unreliable—as it ever 
was, despite cataclysmic changes in 
the news industry. And 15 percent say 
it’s actually gotten better.

Those respondents who say the 
news is more reliable now tend to be 
women, black or Hispanic people, 
and people with less than a college 
education. Those are some of the 
same demographics that have histori-
cally been under-represented within 
news organizations, and by them.

“It’s possible these respondents 
think the news is more reliable now 
because they have more of a stake in 
it, they have more of a voice in it, they 
see themselves reflected in it,” said 
Jennifer Kavanagh, a senior political 
scientist at RAND who has led the 
research initiative. “It’s important not 
to get so caught up in the negatives of 
the new media space that we forget 
about that really positive aspect.”

28%
 

get their 
news from 
sources 

they acknowledge 
are unreliable
Most Americans seek out reliable 
sources for their news. But more 
than a quarter—potentially tens of 
millions of people—don’t bother. 
They continue to get their news from 
sources they themselves rate as less-
reliable, like friends or social media. 
They know there are better sources 
out there; they just don’t use them.

Those same respondents tend to say 
the news overall has become less reli-
able. It’s possible some of them have 
just given up on the news entirely, 
and no longer see any sources as par-
ticularly reliable.

“It does beg the question, Do they 
think there’s any value to the news?” 
said Michael Pollard, a sociologist 
at RAND and coauthor of the study. 
“Educating people to have better 
news-consumption habits is often 
proposed as one way to address truth 
decay, but clearly that’s not sufficient. 
These people know what they should 
do, but they may not have the time or 
ability to do it.”

20%
  

say they always 
seek news from 
sources with 
different viewpoints 
than their own
These respondents were more likely 
to have voted for Donald Trump in 
the 2016 election. In fact, Trump 
voters were three times more likely 
than others to say they “always” seek 
out news sources with opposing 
viewpoints from their own. But 

“Educating people 
to have better news-
consumption habits is 
often proposed as one 
way to address truth 
decay, but clearly 
that’s not sufficient.”
— MICHAEL POLLARD

they were also about as likely to 
say they “never” seek out opposing 
viewpoints.

People who voted for Hillary Clinton 
were more likely to say they “some-
times” or “infrequently” get their 
news from sources with viewpoints 
different from their own.

The results shed some new light on a 
phenomenon known as the echo-
chamber effect. 

With our choose-your-own-news 
media environment, conservatives 
can always find a conservative outlet 
to follow, and liberals can always 
find a liberal outlet. Yet the survey 
found that 74 percent of Americans 
always or sometimes get their news 
from an outlet they don’t always 
agree with. Only 17 percent said 
they infrequently seek out other 
voices, and 9 percent said they never 
do. One caveat: It’s possible some 
respondents may have reported that 
they seek out alternative viewpoints 
more than they really do.

Trump voters were  

3x more likely  
than others to say they 
“always” seek out news sources 
with opposing viewpoints from 
their own.

41%  
think news is 
less reliable

15%  
say it’s 
better 44%  

think news 
is reliable
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More 
Americans 
get their 
news from 
broadcast 

television, but…
More and more people are turning to 
online news, even though fewer than 
a third of the respondents thought it 
was among the most reliable sources. 
In all, 24 percent said they rely on 
broadcast television as their primary 
source of news, followed by online 
sources (23 percent) and cable news 
(19 percent). The sources considered 
most reliable, meanwhile, were broad-
cast news, cable news, and print.

Not surprisingly, there were stark 
differences across the political divide. 
Trump voters were more than twice 
as likely to say cable news is more 
reliable than broadcast news. People 
who voted for Clinton or third-party 
candidates were more likely to trust 
print news.

The researchers were able to identify 
four distinct consumption profiles, 
based on news habits and demo-
graphics. Respondents who were 
younger, women, with lower educa-
tion and lower incomes were more 
likely to rely on social media and 
news from their peers. Newspaper 
readers were significantly older. 
Those who relied on radio news 
tended to be working men with col-
lege degrees. And the online news 
crowd was younger, better educated, 
and higher income.

Married people have 
very different news 
habits
Married people were nearly three 
times more likely to think the news 
they get from friends, family, and 
other peers is the most reliable. They 
were half as likely to seek out opposing 
viewpoints, less likely to use print or 
broadcast news, and much more likely 
to get their news from sources they 
know are less reliable.

Those findings may point to a key 
challenge in fighting truth decay. 
Study after study has shown that 
married people—women, especially—
don’t have as much free time as their 
unmarried equals. It might be that 
news habits are as much a function of 
time and convenience as of age, edu-
cation, or political leanings.

If that’s the case, then just teaching 
people to be discerning consumers 
of news won’t be enough to counter 
truth decay. Finding new ways to 
get good and reliable information to 
people racing out the door might be 
just as important. 

Profiles of News Consumption: Platform 
Choices, Perceptions of Reliability, and 

Partisanship is available for free download at 
www.rand.org/t/RR4212

Funding for this research was provided by gifts from 
RAND supporters and income from operations.  

This is the latest publication in  
RAND’s series on the triggers and  

consequences of truth decay.  
For more, visit www.rand.org/truthdecay.
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Giving

“If you don’t have the truth, 
if you don’t have a set of 

unassailable facts, then you’ve 
got confusion, you’ve got 

mayhem, you’ve got dissonance, 
and you’ve got corruption.”

TIM WOLF

J
oel Mogy has seen 
“truth decay” spread-
ing through the finan-
cial world. Tim Wolf 
has seen it creeping 
into big business. And 
Karen Elliott House has 

seen it eating away at the foun-
dations of American journalism, 
and American democracy.

What they share is a long com-
mitment to RAND, and support 
for its research on truth decay, 
the diminishing role of facts and 
analysis in public life. They have 
pledged a combined $1 million 
to push that work forward and 
help it reach as broad an audi-
ence as possible. Each of them 
described it as essential at this 
moment in American history.

“If you don’t have the truth, if 
you don’t have a set of unas-
sailable facts, then you’ve got 
confusion, you’ve got mayhem, 
you’ve got dissonance, and 

you’ve got corruption,” Wolf 
said. “There’s really no more 
important cause. Without 
truth, you can’t address climate 
change, you can’t address poor 
education or health. The list is a 
mile long.”

For Mogy, it was a challenge from 
his rabbi, Sharon Brous, that 
convinced him to get involved. 
Don’t sleep through life and then 
wake up one day and ask your-
self what the heck just happened, 
she told him. Get out there and 
do something.

He is an investment counselor, 
the founder of Joel R. Mogy 
Investment Counsel, Inc., and 
a supporter of RAND for more 
than 20 years. He sees truth 
decay as an existential threat 
to America, metastasizing in 
financial scandals and lurking 
at the root of geopolitical crises. 

He pledged $500,000 to establish 
the Joel and Joanne Mogy Truth 
Decay Fellowship, to support 
research on truth decay, civ-
ics, and democracy. He said he 
hopes it allows a researcher to 
not just focus on the causes and 
consequences of truth decay, 
but to work across fields to iden-
tify potential solutions.

He selected RAND, he said, 
because of its independence, 
integrity, and commitment to 

By Doug Irving

Three donors have pledged 
a combined $1 million to 

support RAND’s research on 
truth decay

Joanne and Joel Mogy, Tim 
Wolf (holding a photo of his 

father, Charles Wolf, Jr.), and 
Karen Elliott House
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“This was a way 
I could act on 

my value system. 
I’m making an 

investment to 
ensure we fix what 

we have.”
JOEL MOGY

this issue. “This was a way I could act 
on my value system,” he said. “I’m 
making an investment to ensure we 
fix what we have.”

Wolf saw the opposite of truth decay 
growing up. He’s the son of the late 
Charles Wolf, Jr., whose storied 
career at RAND made him one of the 
world’s most respected international 
economists. He learned early to mar-
shal facts to fight fiction.

He’s now the president of Wolf Inter-
ests. His resume includes executive 
positions at MillerCoors and Coors 
brewing companies and the Walt 
Disney Company. In the business 
world, he said, “the ability of folks to 
use fable and fiction is astounding.” 
He has pledged $250,000 to sup-
port RAND’s truth decay research. 
He sees it as a continuation of his 
father’s commitment to facts.

“The truth is at the foundation of 
every single relationship, be it inter-
personal, be it commercial, be it 
governmental,” he said. “If you don’t 
have a hardened commitment to fact, 
then everything is just an absolutely 
unmanageable gulash of silliness 
that makes it really hard to make 
progress.”

Or, as House said: “We’re kind of, 
unfortunately, all drowning in a caul-
dron of hot commentary.”

She’s the former publisher of The Wall 
Street Journal and former senior vice 
president of Dow Jones & Company, 

Inc. Before that, she was an interna-
tional reporter for the Journal who 
won a Pulitzer Prize for her coverage 
of the Middle East. She’s also the chair 
of RAND’s Board of Trustees.

She pledged $250,000 to support 
truth decay research as part of a 
$500,000 commitment she recently 
made to RAND.

She sees truth decay as a problem, 
first and foremost, of journalism. 
Good reporters used to be taught that 
they could get to facts, get to truth, 
by digging hard and pushing for 
answers. Today, they too often just 
go on television and talk. The mar-
ketplace of news has become one big 
blur of voices and views.

Countering truth decay is going to 
require not just reversing that trend 
and repairing journalism, but also 
rebuilding the public’s faith in the 
media and other institutions. And 
that is going to require research that 
focuses public attention on the prob-
lem as a first step toward solving it.

“I think everybody—,” she says, and 
then catches herself. “Well, maybe 
not. I was going to say, I think every-
body understands what a mess it is. 
I guess they don’t, actually, because 
if they did they’d try to do something 
about it.” 

“We’re kind of, 
unfortunately, 

all drowning in 
a cauldron of hot 

commentary.”
KAREN ELLIOTT HOUSE

SELECTED TITLES IN 
RAND’S SERIES ON THE

Triggers and Consequences 
of Truth Decay

 A RAND Initiative to Restore 
the Role of Facts and Analysis in 
Public Life

Exploring Media Literacy 
Education as a Tool for 
Mitigating Truth Decay

Download for free at 
www.rand.org/t/RR3050

News in a Digital Age: Comparing 
the Presentation of News 
Information over Time and 

Across Media Platforms 

Download for free at 
www.rand.org/t/RR2960

Truth Decay: An Initial 
Exploration of the Diminishing 
Role of Facts and Analysis in 

American Public Life

Download for free at 
www.rand.org/t/RR2314
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RAND: 
The 
Throne 
of Games

at RANDom

Sources: RAND archives, Chicago Tribune

RAND is well-known for 
its bevy of wargames. It’s 
less known for its gaggle of 
game-show contestants.

Researchers have been 
dialing for dollars since 
1957, when mathematician 
Richard Bellman failed to 
Beat the Genius. Just this 
year, Pam Mueller and two 
teammates took third in the 
Jeopardy! “All-Star Games”—
nearly two decades after 
she won the show’s “College 
Championship” as a student 
at Loyola University Chicago. 

But the most prolific is 
Richard Mason, veteran of 

By Melissa Bauman, Staff Writer

Win Ben Stein’s Money (he 
did, in 1998), Winning Lines 
(2000), Jeopardy! (2002),  
1 vs. 100 (2006), Merv 
Griffin’s Crosswords 
(2007), Who Wants to Be a 
Millionaire (2009), and 500 
Questions (2015). He’s won 
about $85,000 over the years.

Perhaps his most intriguing 
appearance was on the web-
only show The Experts, in 
which contestants competed 
by answering questions 
about their own wildly 
different fields of expertise. 
Mason, a robotics whiz, 
appeared in the 2013 episode 

“Harry Potter vs. Robots vs. 
Parks and Recreation.” “The 
Harry Potter woman won,” 
he said. 

Mason’s approach? He 
looks for patterns in prior 
questions. He noticed, for 
instance, that Win Ben Stein’s 
Money was particularly fond 
of flags, so he studied flags! 
Between shows, Mason 
gets his fix in Santa Monica 
at “probably the most 
competitive pub quiz there 
is,” thanks to a pack of former 
Jeopardy! players. 

Walter Nelson, shown above, 
also won Ben Stein’s money. 

“And he was none too pleased 
about it!” Nelson said.

 “The decisive question 
was one I knew because 
I had worked in military 
intelligence during the 
Reagan era: ‘In what Asian 
country would you find the 
port city of Tripoli?’ Stein 
answered Libya, but of course 
it’s Lebanon. I probably 
didn’t help his mood when I 
gave him driving directions 
from Beirut while the credits 
rolled.” 
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