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After more than 10 years of war in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
U.S. military leaders have embraced the importance of knowing  
all about the human terrain of the battlefield as well as the 
actual terrain.

To add to that knowledge, the military has been turning 
increasingly to a skill set that maps not only the rivers and 
mountains where a force is operating but also the hostile vil-
lages, the hungry or politically turbulent places and the atti-
tudes of the people who live and do business in those places.

It’s a multi-discipline field called human geography that 
uses the tools of language, culture, economics, sociology, his-
tory, anthropology and other fields of study to determine the 
real ground truth of a country or region. The explosion of social 
networking and geospatial imagery on the Internet has added 
new tools for human geographers and intelligence gather-
ers who can now overlay detailed maps created from satellite  
photos with data about cell phone usage, animal migration or 
commercial activity.
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Human geography offers a way to 
avoid costly mistakes, like breaking 
cultural taboos or offending poten-
tial foreign partners and allies, by 
studying problems and consulting 
with locals before building a hospi-
tal, school or road. It can help iden-
tify opinion makers and leaders in  
a community. 

That skill set, perfected by spe-
cial operations forces (SOF) in Viet-
nam, was largely neglected by the rest  
of the military until the counterinsur-
gency demands of Iraq and Afghani-
stan. Now the U.S. Army’s Training 
and Doctrine Command has estab-
lished a Human Terrain System to 
develop, train and integrate “a social 
science-based research and analysis 
capability to support operationally rel-
evant decision-making, to develop a 
knowledge base, and to enable socio-
cultural understanding across the  
operational environment.”

And the U.S. Military Academy at 
West Point, N.Y., has a thriving geography program that includes 
some of the socio-cultural disciplines of human geography. The 
department’s webpage describes it as one of the most popular 
majors in the last decade, with about 150 graduates working as 
human geographers.

As the United States reduces the size of its military after a 
decade of war and grapples with funding constraints 
imposed by sequestration and other budget wran-
gling in Congress, it needs “to build partner-nation 
capacity so that others can shoulder more of the bur-
den of international security,” Deputy Defense Sec-
retary Ashton B. Carter told a Washington think tank  
audience June 5.

In that strategic shift, SOF capabilities will be 
essential, he said, adding: “Whether they’re working 
with civil society and tribes, training local security 
forces, helping villagers stand up radio broadcasts, 
or supporting intelligence and law enforcement 
operations, SOF give the United States an enormous 
competitive advantage over our adversaries.”

And U.S. Special Operations Command’s stra-
tegic vision, “SOCOM 2020,” underscores the 
importance of human geography, stating “we must 
re-balance the force and tenaciously embrace indi-
rect operations in the ‘human domain,’” which the 
document describes as “the totality of the physical, 
cultural and social environments that influence 
human behavior in a population-centric conflict.”

SOCOM 2020 asserts that the human domain 
“is about developing understanding of, and nurtur-
ing influence among, critical populaces,” adding that “operating 
in the human domain is a core competency for SOF.”

But there’s more to human geography than knowing not to 
extend your left hand to someone in a Muslim country or show 

the soles of your feet, according to retired Army Lieutenant 
Colonel Craig Beardsley. He is administrator of a Kansas State 
University program that trains National Guard teams from farm 
states how to teach improved farming methods in war-wracked 
Afghanistan. In pre-deployment training about Afghan culture, 
he told a human geography conference in Arlington, Va., last fall, 

“there were things taken as gospel.” 
But once in country, he and others learned 

they weren’t always the gospel truth. One thing 
his soldier farmers and ranchers did learn was that 
women play a big role behind the scenes in Afghan 
village life, which is why both the Army and Marine 
Corps have trained female engagement teams to 
accompany patrols into Afghan villages to reach 
out and connect with the women, who are 
often a source of intelligence about what 
goes on in the area.

According to Adam Silverman, 
Ph.D., culture and foreign lan-
guage advisor at the U.S. Army 
War College, human geography 
is very important for SOF, par-
ticularly Army Special Forces 
whose key missions include 
working and training local 
resistance groups to either 
throw off an oppressive ruling 
government or support their 
legitimate government against 
insurgents and terrorists. “If 

you’re going to be working with local people, 
you have to understand where the cultural, 
the social and the geospatial—in other words, 
the human geographic—intersect. You’ve got to 

Joe Hillyer

Adam Silverman

A coalition force member talks to a villager about what to feed cattle during a presence patrol in Farah province, Afghanistan. The coalition 
forces conducting the presence patrol are deployed to train and mentor Afghan National Security Forces in their area. Afghan National 
Security Forces have been taking the lead in security operations, with coalition forces as mentors, to bring security and stability to the people 
of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. [Photo courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps]
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be able to understand or come to terms with the 
people you’re dealing with,” said Silverman, who 
stressed he was speaking for himself and not the 
Army or the Army War College. Those terms, he 
added, include where they live, how they interact 
with their environment, and how they and the 
state—if there is one—interact with each other. 

But for SOF veterans, the concept of human 
geography, which has gone by many names over the 
years, is an old one.

“Human geography is nothing new,” said Joe 
Hillyer, director of business development for IDS 
International, a training, consulting and analysis 
firm based in Arlington, Va. A Green Beret officer 
in the 1980s and 1990s, Hillyer said human geog-
raphy is “at the base of everything” Army Special 
Forces and other members of the SOF community 
know and do. “That’s what we were built for: the 
unconventional warfare, foreign internal defense, 
counterinsurgency fight. That’s all about under-
standing the human terrain, understanding human 
geography or whatever buzzword of the decade that  
comes along.”

The bottom line, he added, 
is that “you’ve got to understand the 

target audience country, understand 
the populace you’re working with. 

You’ve got to be able to speak the languages, under-
stand the nuances of the culture, before you can 
ever understand the roots of the conflict or the 
roots of whatever problem is going on there.”

IDS International is one of several companies, 
largely staffed by former servicemembers, that has 
evolved since September 11 to train military and 
civilian officials heading for trouble spots overseas. 
With some 50 full-time employees and a network 
of subject matter experts having military or gov-
ernmental experience in Iraq or Afghanistan, IDS 
International specializes in socio-cultural train-
ing using live role-playing scenarios and online 
tools like “Culture Shock: Afghanistan,” an online 
strategy game played by soon-to-be-deployed U.S. 
soldiers from the point of view of an Afghan village 
elder. “You’re going to see more and more invest-
ment in use of e-learning, things that could be done 
at a desktop rather than a classroom and things 
that can be done by an individual. You’re going to 
see a lot more e-learning platforms that allow for 
better time management,” said Hillyer.

A series of online learning packages called 
“Improving Your Global Skillset” have been devel-

oped by  Humintel, a behavioral science research company that 
provides training in areas ranging from cross-cultural compe-
tence to reading facial expressions and other non-verbal behavior 
to detect deception and possible physical violence.

Founded by David Matsumoto, Ph.D., a San Francisco State 
University psychology professor and researcher, Humintel has 
studied tiny facial expressions—“micro-expressions,” Matsumoto 
calls them—that can give away what a person under stress is 
thinking. Research studies conducted with thousands of par-
ticipants in recent years have shown that the accuracy rate for 

David Matsumoto

Abe Usher

Coalition force members receive high fives from children in a village in Farah province, 
Afghanistan. Coalition forces were conducting a patrol to assess the Afghan Local Police in the 
village. Afghan Local Police complement counterinsurgency efforts by assisting and supporting 
rural areas with limited Afghan National Security Forces presence, in order to enable conditions 
for improved security, governance and development. 
[Photo courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps]
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someone’s ability to separate 
liars from truth tellers is just 
54 percent, little better than 
flipping a coin to decide, Mat-
sumoto said. But he has cap-
tured the fleeting expressions 
that betray emotion on video. 
They’re hard to spot with the 
naked eye but readily vis-
ible when the video is slowed 
down and then stopped. While 
such split-second expressions 
are not a guaranteed indica-
tor of lying, Matsumoto said, 
the person being questioned 
warrants careful scrutiny. His 
program has been able to train 
law enforcement, as well as 
officials at the State Depart-
ment and other federal agen-
cies, how to spot micro-expressions.

Matsumoto, founder and director of San Francisco State’s 
Culture and Emotion Research Laboratory,  said his company has 
done several Defense Department projects administered through 
the Army Research Institute involving the creation of a cur-
riculum to teach soldiers how to read non-verbal behavior across 
cultures. There were sections on gestures, micro-expression, 
deception and detecting aggression. “We did provide training in a 
number of Army groups” including a human terrain team about 
to be deployed, Matsumoto said.

While there is more to cultural competency than spotting 
micro-expressions, “we believe, and we have data that shows, if 
you learn how to read people’s emotions, it will help you to adapt 
culturally,” Matsumoto said.

One of SOF’s core operations is countering threats to stability, 
and IDS International has a “close relationship” with the village 
stability operations community, Hillyer said. IDS is in the process 
of putting together a program “which is basically a four-man 
subject matter expert team—like an old Civil Affairs teams on ste-
roids—with Ph.D.s and M.A.s that get out and do the agricultural 
piece or the economic piece supporting special forces teams doing 
foreign internal defense,” he added. But in the future, Hillyer 
thinks a big challenge for human geography and SOF will be the 
rise of densely-packed mega-cities with populations over 10 mil-
lion and growing.

“The world’s about networks,” he said. “How do those net-
works interface with other networks? How does the financial 
network interface with the human network [and] interface with 
the production network for certain products and services? That’s 
what special ops is all about: understanding that,” said Hillyer.

One network that’s been having its own population explo-
sion worldwide is the social network. The International Tele-
communications Union estimates that the number of mobile 
phones and computing devices will exceed the world’s population  
in 2014.

The HumanGeo Group is exploring that connection between 
human networks and geography. The company’s co-founders 
come from Internet powerhouse Google and special operations 
forces. With operations in suburban New York and Northern  

Virginia, HumanGeo special-
izes in using digital human 
geography to understand peo-
ple and locations. It has devel-
oped geospatial applications 
and tools to synthesize, man-
age and exploit large data sets.

Thanks to Global Position-
ing Systems (GPS) hardware, 
cell phone and mobile com-
puting technology, “there is an 
emerging digital culture—not 
just in the U.S. but in other 
countries,” said Abe Usher, 
HumanGeo’s chief innovation 
officer. He notes that of the 2.2 
billion Internet users world-
wide, “about half use some 
form of social media.” 

“A lot of social media data 
can be considered a form of digital human geography data,” Usher 
said. People who grew up with computers and cell phones use 
social media to communicate not just where they are but what 
they’re doing and seeing and with whom they’re interacting—
from a flash mob in Britain to a demonstration in Turkey or a 
natural disaster in Japan.

“As you begin to look across all this informal data, you begin 
to examine it in a geospatial context. You see trends that are very 
informative about society,” Usher said.

One of HumanGeo’s products, Media Monitor, explores access 
to big data from over 100 sources, including mainstream media 
like CNN and BBC as well as social media like blogs, Twitter, 
Facebook and YouTube. It then searches public sentiment about 
a topic and geo-locates it, said Usher. “It’s a tool to help people 
understand the sentiment and the topics that are emerging in 
social media in different regions of the world,” he explained. 
Media Monitor was developed to meet the analytical and opera-
tional needs of commercial companies and government agencies.

ISEBOX, another HumanGeo product, is a geospatial threat 
forecasting application developed to understand the operational 
environment in places outside of the United States such as Africa 
and Asia. It combines static data, like information from the 
Census Bureau or the World Bank, with dynamic informal data 
sources like social media “to give you a composite view of what is 
happening in an area,” Usher said.

The intersection of digital and geospatial information will 
become increasingly important for SOF in the future, said 
IDS International’s Hillyer. “The special operations community, 
they’re the ones who have to understand the human network in 
its deepest detail, because they’re the ones who are going to be 
the first engaged.” What human geography “brings to the table for 
special operations—and really anyone else who may need opera-
tions in dangerous areas of the world—is a situational awareness 
that can reduce their safety risks,” said Usher.  O

 For more information, contact SOTECH Editor Jeff Campbell 
at jcampbell@kmimediagroup.com or search our online archives 

for related stories at www.sotech-kmi.com.

A coalition force member demonstrates weapons tactics for Afghan National Police during weapons 
training in Farah province, Afghanistan. Afghan National Security Forces have been taking the lead in 
security operations, with coalition forces as mentors, to bring security and stability to the people of the 
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. [Photo courtesy of U.S. Marine Corps]
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