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ABSTRACT 

 

In contemporary hybrid operational environments, civil information can trigger 

observable behavioural change faster than formal intelligence validation cycles allow. 

Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) staff elements are therefore increasingly required 

to make consequential engagement decisions under conditions of high uncertainty and 

acute time pressure — before attribution is confirmed, before verification is complete, 

and before the full picture of a narrative’s origin or intent has emerged. This paper 

introduces the Narrative Risk Appraisal Techniques (NRAT) framework, a lightweight 

and structured decision-support prototype designed to help CIMIC practitioners 

operate within this decision gap. NRAT organises the analytical process into a 

compressed five-step cycle — Signal, Competing Explanations, Indicators, Civil Risk 

Projection, and Action — designed to be conducted rapidly through a structured staff 

discussion. Rather than seeking evidentiary certainty, the framework structures 

competing explanations, projects civil risk across four operational dimensions 

(freedom of movement, force protection, mission legitimacy, and escalation 

probability), and supports proportionate engagement recommendations under 

conditions of incomplete information. Using the 2022 Gossi incident as an illustrative 

stress-test case, the paper shows how the framework can be applied in practice and 

how it may be positioned within existing CIMIC doctrine, supporting Civil Factor 

Integration (CFI) and Civil-Military Interaction (CMI) without bypassing formal 

intelligence processes. The paper also discusses the conceptual foundations of NRAT, 

its relationship to established Structured Analytic Techniques (SATs), its doctrinal 

relevance, and its limitations and the need for further empirical validation. Its central 

proposition is that structured judgement under uncertainty should be treated as an 

operational capability that the CIMIC function can deliberately develop. 

 

 

Keywords: CIMIC; OSINT; narrative risk; disinformation; hybrid warfare; decision-

support; civil-military cooperation; structured analytic techniques; information 

environment; decision-making under uncertainty. 
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1. Introduction 

Contemporary military operations unfold in information environments that are dense, 

contested, and increasingly weaponised. Civil populations, local media ecosystems, armed 

non-state actors, diaspora networks, and foreign state-aligned influence actors may all compete 

to shape narratives around the same events, the same forces, and the same decisions. For Civil-

Military Cooperation (CIMIC), this creates a challenge that is both analytical and operational: 

civil information, whether accurate or false, spontaneous or orchestrated, can shape perception, 

influence behaviour, and alter the conditions under which operations are conducted (AJP-3.19, 

2025; Weick, 1995). 

What makes this challenge particularly acute in hybrid environments is not complexity 

alone. Military institutions have long operated in complex informational settings. The more 

significant development is the speed at which civil information can now generate operational 

effects. A video clip, a public accusation, or an emotionally charged narrative circulated 

through social media may reach large audiences within hours, trigger protests within the same 

day, and constrain freedom of movement before any formal intelligence assessment has been 

completed. In practical terms, the causal sequence linking information, behaviour, and 

operational impact has become increasingly compressed. 

The issue, therefore, is not disinformation alone, even though disinformation is often 

the mechanism through which this dynamic unfolds. More fundamentally, it is a problem of 

temporal mismatch: information can produce behavioural and operational effects faster than 

formal analytical and validation processes can assess, attribute, and respond to it. This paper 

refers to that mismatch as the decision gap. It is this gap that the Narrative Risk Appraisal 

Techniques (NRAT) framework is intended to address. 

NRAT is proposed here as a structured decision-support prototype for use in time-

compressed CIMIC environments. It is not designed to replace formal intelligence processes, 

nor to determine truth more rapidly. Its purpose is more limited and more practical: to structure 

uncertainty so that competing explanations, emerging civil risks, and potential engagement 

options can be assessed before certainty is available. Its central proposition is that, in hybrid 

environments, immediate CIMIC decision-support may depend less on early truth 

determination than on the disciplined assessment of what may become operationally 

dangerous. 
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This paper presents the conceptual rationale, analytical structure, doctrinal positioning, 

and illustrative application of the NRAT framework. Section 2 defines the operational problem 

and the nature of the decision gap in hybrid environments. Section 3 introduces the Gossi 

incident as an illustrative stress-test case. Section 4 sets out the architecture and methodology 

of NRAT. Section 5 examines its relationship to existing doctrinal and analytical approaches. 

Section 6 shows how the framework may be applied in practice. Section 7 discusses its 

theoretical grounding. Section 8 addresses limitations, validation requirements, and training 

implications. Section 9 concludes. 
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2. The Operational Problem: The Decision Gap in Hybrid 

Environments 

2.1 Civil Information as an Operational Variable 

The doctrinal recognition that civil factors shape the operating environment is not new. 

Current NATO CIMIC doctrine, including AJP-3.19, places Civil-Military Cooperation within 

the joint function framework and emphasises the role of Civil Factor Integration (CFI) and 

Civil-Military Interaction (CMI) in building a broader understanding of the civil environment. 

In contemporary hybrid contexts, however, the information environment increasingly acts not 

only as a background condition, but also as an accelerator of civil factor change (NATO CCOE 

Handbook, 2025). 

Under such conditions, civil information can influence perception, alter conduct, and 

generate operational effects before formal validation is complete. At T=0, the relevance of a 

narrative does not depend solely on whether it is true or false, but on whether it can shape how 

communities, local actors, and other stakeholders interpret events and adjust their response. 

From a CIMIC perspective, the operational significance of information lies not only in its 

evidentiary status, but in its capacity to alter the civil environment (Wardle & Derakhshan, 

2017). 

This is particularly important in relation to open sources. What becomes visible across 

digital and media environments is not necessarily verified knowledge of events, but often an 

early sign that perception is shifting and that civil reactions may follow. Amplification patterns, 

cross-platform propagation, emotionally charged framing, and sudden spikes in visibility may 

all indicate emerging civil risk. This does not make OSINT inherently reliable for truth 

determination. It does, however, make it potentially useful as an indicator layer during the early 

phase of narrative escalation (Teti, 2015; Lapi, 2021). 

The analytical task, therefore, is not to confuse visibility with certainty, but to assess 

whether the observable information environment suggests that the civil environment may begin 

to shift before verification is complete. It is this translation of early signals into structured, 

decision-relevant appraisal that gives NRAT its operational relevance. 

2.2 The Anatomy of Narrative Escalation 

In hybrid environments, narrative escalation often follows a recognisable, though not 

strictly linear, pattern. A signal appears in the information environment: a video clip, an 

accusation, a witness account, or a claim attributed to a seemingly credible source. The signal 

then spreads through social media, messaging channels, local media ecosystems, and, at times, 

regional or international outlets. As circulation expands, so may emotional intensity, especially 

when framing activates pre-existing mistrust, grievance, or political tension (Singer & 

Brooking, 2018; Benkler, Faris & Roberts, 2018). 

What matters at this point is less the factual status of the claim than its ability to shape 

interpretation among relevant audiences. Once actors in the operating context begin to treat the 

narrative as meaningful, visible reactions may follow: communities may withdraw cooperation, 

local intermediaries may hesitate to engage, access may tighten, and hostility may intensify. 
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Escalation, in other words, is not just a matter of communication volume; it is the transition 

from circulating information to socially consequential response. 

For analytical purposes, this pattern can be described as a progression from signal, to 

spread, to amplification, and ultimately to mobilisation. This should not be read as a rigid 

sequence. In practice, the phases may overlap, reinforce one another, or unfold unevenly across 

different audiences. Even so, the model remains useful because it captures the core operational 

problem: a narrative may begin to produce effects before the underlying claim can be properly 

validated. 

That creates a narrow interval in which early engagement may still influence the 

trajectory of escalation. During the signal or early amplification phase, a CIMIC staff element 

may still be able to engage discreetly with local authorities, trusted intermediaries, or other 

civil actors before the narrative consolidates into broader shifts in conduct. Once mobilisation 

begins, the cost of engagement usually rises, while the range of viable options narrows. 

This interval may be described as a proactive engagement window: the limited period 

between the appearance of a narrative signal and the consolidation of its civil effects. NRAT 

is intended to support CIMIC decision-making within that window, when action may still 

matter but certainty remains unavailable. 

Operationally, this window matters because the costs of action and inaction change 

asymmetrically across the escalation sequence. In the signal and early amplification phases, 

discreet liaison, clarification through trusted intermediaries, or precautionary coordination may 

still shape local interpretation at relatively low cost. Once mobilisation begins, the same forms 

of engagement may become more visible, less credible, and more difficult to calibrate. 

2.3 The T=0 Dilemma 

For the purposes of this paper, T=0 refers to the moment when a CIMIC staff element 

first becomes aware of an emerging narrative signal with potential civil implications. At that 

moment, attribution is unavailable, verification remains incomplete, and the broader origin or 

intent of the narrative is still unclear. At the same time, visibility may already be high, 

emotional reactions may be intensifying, and early civil responses may begin to appear. 

This creates a distinctive decision dilemma. The available information is insufficient 

for confident analytical closure, yet the environment may already be changing. Under such 

conditions, the instinctive and professionally cautious response is often to wait — to defer 

engagement until more information becomes available, until attribution is clearer, or until 

formal intelligence processes produce a more reliable assessment. Analytically, that instinct is 

understandable. Operationally, however, it may be costly. 

Waiting is not neutral. As narratives continue to circulate, communities, local leaders, 

and other civil actors may adjust their response on the basis of incomplete, misleading, or 

emotionally charged information. Delay does not preserve the status quo; it may instead widen 

the gap between the speed of civil reaction and the speed of institutional response. By the time 

certainty improves, the relevant effects may already be consolidated. 
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The dilemma at T=0, then, is not whether CIMIC can act with complete confidence. In 

hybrid environments, that condition may not be available within the relevant decision window. 

The real question is whether CIMIC can support action that is timely, proportionate, and 

analytically disciplined while uncertainty remains unresolved. NRAT is intended as a 

structured response to that problem. 

2.4 Why Existing Frameworks Are Not Optimised for the T=0 Decision Space 

A range of established analytical and doctrinal frameworks already exists for 

understanding civil settings, assessing information, and supporting military decision-making. 

The problem addressed by NRAT is therefore not the absence of relevant frameworks as such. 

Rather, it is the absence of a lightweight, CIMIC-oriented method specifically suited to the T=0 

decision space, when civil effects may already be emerging, but verification remains 

incomplete. 

Structured Analytic Techniques (SATs), including Analysis of Competing Hypotheses 

(ACH), provide rigorous methods for organising evidence, comparing explanations, and 

reducing analytical bias. Their value in intelligence work is well established. Their strength, 

however, lies in evidentiary discrimination and analytical validation. At T=0, the operational 

problem is often different: not how to determine which explanation is best supported, but how 

to assess which emerging scenario may produce the most immediate projected risk before 

formal validation becomes possible. 

A similar distinction applies to Strategic Communications (StratCom) and Information 

Operations (InfoOps). These functions address narrative competition from the perspective of 

influence: shaping perception, synchronising messaging, and affecting audience behaviour in 

support of operational objectives. NRAT addresses a different question. It is not concerned 

with designing or delivering messages, but with assessing how already-circulating narratives 

may alter the civil environment and what that implies for CIMIC engagement and risk 

mitigation. Its output is internal staff support, not external communication (Pamment, Nothhaft 

& Fjällhed, 2018). 

Broader staff processes for CIMIC analysis, assessment, and planning remain essential 

for comprehensive understanding and decision-support. Yet such processes are not always 

configured to provide a rapid, structured CIMIC judgement in the narrow interval between the 

appearance of a narrative signal and the onset of its civil effects. NRAT is intended to occupy 

that interval. It does not replace formal analytical processes; it structures the preliminary 

judgement that may be needed before those processes can deliver fuller assessment. 

Thus, existing frameworks are not generally inadequate. It is that they were not 

primarily designed for a situation in which CIMIC staff must rapidly compare competing 

explanations, anticipate civil reactions, and support proportionate engagement before certainty 

is available. NRAT is proposed as a focused response to that narrower but operationally 

significant requirement. 

Table 1 summarises the main functional differences between NRAT and ACH across 

purpose, timing, analytical focus, and relationship to action.  
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Table 1. NRAT and ACH: Functional Comparison 

Dimension NRAT ACH 

Primary purpose 

Support rapid CIMIC decision-

making under uncertainty by 

structuring civil risk appraisal 

Support evidentiary discrimination 

by identifying which hypothesis is 

least inconsistent with the available 

evidence 

Typical point of use 

Early phase of a narrative 

escalation scenario (T=0), 

before verification is complete 

Later stage of analysis, when 

sufficient evidence is available for 

systematic comparison 

Time assumption 

Time-compressed; designed for 

rapid staff discussion and 

preliminary judgement 

Time-permissive; assumes 

availability of time for evidence 

collection, comparison, and 

analytical refinement 

Analytical focus 
Behavioural implications and 

projected civil risk 

Evidentiary consistency and 

hypothesis testing 

Treatment of 

hypotheses 

Holds a small number of 

competing explanations in 

parallel to structure uncertainty 

Compares competing hypotheses 

against available evidence in order 

to identify those least inconsistent 

with the evidentiary record 

Use of 

indicators/evidence 

Uses observable and expected 

indicators to structure 

discrimination and support 

monitoring 

Uses evidence systematically, with 

emphasis on diagnostic 

inconsistency, to reduce bias in 

hypothesis evaluation 

Relationship to 

truth 

Does not seek immediate truth 

determination; prioritises what 

may become operationally 

dangerous 

Seeks to identify the explanation 

least inconsistent with the available 

evidence through structured 

evidentiary discrimination 

Output 

Structured engagement 

recommendation and civil risk 

appraisal 

Analytical conclusion regarding the 

relative plausibility of competing 

hypotheses 

Intended user 

context 

CIMIC staff operating under 

acute time pressure in a 

changing civil environment 

Intelligence analysts or staff 

conducting structured evidentiary 

analysis 

Relationship to 

action 

Directly linked to immediate 

engagement options and 

monitoring priorities 

Indirect; may inform decisions after 

analytical conclusions are developed 

Doctrinal role 
Proposed as a CIMIC support 

layer within existing workflows 

Established structured analytic 

technique within intelligence 

analysis practice 
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3. The Gossi Incident: Narrative Escalation in Practice 

3.1 The Operational Context 

Operation Barkhane, launched by France in 2014 as a regional counterterrorism mission 

in the Sahel, operated in an environment characterised by fragile governance, active 

insurgency, contested legitimacy, and a dense presence of both local and external influence 

actors. For the purposes of this paper, the relevance of Barkhane lies not primarily in its 

geographic specificity, but in the way it illustrates the interaction between narrative escalation, 

civil perception, and operational constraints. The Gossi incident is used here not as a 

representative sample of narrative escalation cases, but as an analytically revealing stress-test 

that makes the T=0 decision problem particularly visible. 

By the time of the French withdrawal from Gossi in 2022, the operating environment 

in Mali had become particularly volatile. Relations between France and the Malian authorities 

had deteriorated significantly, anti-French sentiment had intensified, and the broader 

information environment had become increasingly contested. Armed groups, political actors, 

media networks, and foreign-aligned influence actors all had incentives to shape the 

interpretation of military activity and to exploit emerging narratives for strategic effect. 

This context is analytically significant because it represents a high-friction civil setting 

in which perception could rapidly affect behaviour. In such settings, information-related 

incidents are not isolated communication events. They can alter local attitudes, influence 

community cooperation, constrain access, and intensify hostility toward military presence. The 

operational problem for CIMIC is therefore not limited to understanding what is being said, 

but to anticipating how emerging narratives may modify the operating context before 

verification is complete. 

The Gossi incident is particularly useful in this regard because it condenses several 

features that are central to the NRAT problem-space: high emotional salience, rapid 

propagation, attribution uncertainty, and immediate behavioural implications. It therefore 

serves in this paper not as a definitive case study for empirical validation, but as an illustrative 

stress-test environment for examining how a CIMIC-oriented decision-support method might 

function under narrative pressure. 

3.2 The Gossi Incident: Chronology and Narrative Dynamics 

In April 2022, shortly after the French withdrawal from the Gossi base in Mali, visual 

content began circulating online purporting to show a burial site near the former military 

position. The accompanying narrative alleged that French forces had committed civilian 

killings prior to their departure. The material spread rapidly across social media platforms and 

was subsequently amplified through regional and international media channels. 

At the point of initial circulation, the situation displayed several features typical of high-

pressure narrative escalation. The claim was emotionally charged, contextually plausible to 

relevant audiences, and strategically timed to coincide with a politically sensitive transition. It 

appeared in an already polarised information environment marked by deteriorating relations 
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between France and Mali, heightened anti-French sentiment, and intense competition over the 

interpretation of events on the ground. 

From the perspective of a CIMIC staff element observing the situation at T=0, several 

factors would have been immediately apparent: the visibility of the narrative was rising 

quickly; attribution remained uncertain; and the potential for behavioural consequences was 

significant. The emerging issue was not only whether the allegation was true, but whether local 

actors, communities, and intermediaries would respond to it as though it were true. In such 

circumstances, visibility and emotional resonance were sufficient to generate operational 

concern even before verification was possible. 

As the narrative spread, its implications moved beyond the information sphere. 

Hostility toward French forces increased, reputational damage intensified, and the risk of 

protests, mobilisation, and reduced local cooperation became more pronounced. In this sense, 

the incident illustrates a core feature of the decision gap: by the time a fuller analytical picture 

begins to emerge, the narrative may already have altered the local context in ways that matter 

operationally. 

Only later did open-source investigative work, satellite imagery, and additional analysis 

suggest that the burial site had likely been staged after the French withdrawal and that the 

incident may have formed part of a broader influence effort associated with Wagner-linked 

activity. This later attribution is analytically relevant, but it should not be confused with the 

perspective available at T=0. For the purposes of this paper, the significance of the Gossi 

incident lies precisely in that earlier moment, when attribution was unresolved but operational 

concern was already becoming visible. 

3.3 Why Gossi Matters for CIMIC Decision-Support 

The analytical value of the Gossi incident lies not only in the fact that it involved 

disinformation or contested attribution, but in the way it exposed a decision space in which 

CIMIC-relevant risks became visible before verification was complete. From a CIMIC 

perspective, its relevance is methodological as much as contextual. 

First, the case shows that attribution is not a precondition for assessing immediate risk. 

At T=0, a CIMIC staff element did not need to know with confidence who had produced the 

content, whether the allegation was fully accurate, or whether the narrative was coordinated in 

order to recognise that the situation had the potential to affect freedom of movement, local 

cooperation, force protection, and perceived legitimacy. The risk was already emerging 

through visibility, emotional salience, and the likelihood of behavioural response. 

Second, the incident illustrates that waiting for factual clarity is not a neutral option in 

narrative escalation contexts. As narratives circulate, the civil environment may continue to 

adjust in response to them. Local leaders may become more cautious, intermediaries may 

reduce cooperation, and communities may begin to interpret military presence through the lens 

of the circulating claim. The operational cost of delay may therefore increase even while 

analytical confidence remains limited. 
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Third, the case shows that different explanations may still converge on a similar risk 

profile. Whether the underlying scenario is an actual event, a coordinated disinformation effort, 

or a misinterpretation of incomplete information, the immediate CIMIC question is not only 

which explanation is ultimately correct, but which one is most likely to generate harmful 

behavioural consequences if left unaddressed. This is precisely the analytical shift that NRAT 

is designed to support. 

For CIMIC decision-support, the importance of Gossi therefore lies in its ability to 

illustrate a recurring hybrid-environment problem: the need to support proportionate and timely 

engagement before the truth status of the narrative has been fully resolved. The case is useful 

because it shows that the critical variable at T=0 is not certainty, but whether uncertainty has 

already begun to alter the operating context in operationally relevant ways. It is this specific 

decision space that the NRAT framework is intended to structure. 

3.4 Methodological Limits of Retrospective Reconstruction 

The application of NRAT to the Gossi incident in this paper should be understood as a 

retrospective analytical reconstruction, not as a real-time record of how events were assessed 

or managed in practice. This distinction is important. Retrospective analysis benefits from 

information that was not available at T=0, including subsequent reporting, later attribution 

hypotheses, and the broader interpretive clarity that emerges once events have already 

unfolded. 

For this reason, the Gossi case is used here as an illustrative stress-test environment 

through which the logic of NRAT can be examined under conditions resembling those faced 

by CIMIC staff during a fast-moving narrative escalation. The purpose is heuristic and 

methodological: to show how the framework structures uncertainty under pressure, not to 

derive empirical validation from a single case. 

This limitation is particularly relevant because retrospective reconstruction tends to 

reduce ambiguity artificially. Once later evidence becomes known, it is easier to overestimate 

what could reasonably have been inferred at the time. In reality, a CIMIC staff element 

operating at T=0 would have faced incomplete information, uncertain attribution, ambiguous 

indicators, and strong pressure to act before clarity was available. The framework must 

therefore be judged not against retrospective certainty, but against the problem of disciplined 

decision-support under unresolved uncertainty. 

The value of the reconstruction lies in making that problem analytically visible. It 

allows the framework to be examined in relation to a concrete and recognisable case, while 

preserving the distinction between illustrative application and empirical validation. Any 

stronger claim regarding validity would require repeated testing across exercises, scenarios, 

and practitioner settings beyond the scope of this paper.   
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4. The NRAT Framework: Architecture and Methodology 

4.1 Design Principles 

Four design principles define NRAT and distinguish it from broader analytical 

approaches. 

 

The first is temporal compression. NRAT is meant for situations in which the relevant 

decision window is measured in hours rather than days. Its structure is deliberately limited and 

time-bounded: it supports rapid CIMIC staff discussion in the interval between the emergence 

of a narrative signal and the consolidation of its civil effects. The aim is not exhaustive analysis, 

but disciplined appraisal under severe time pressure. 

 

The second is structured uncertainty. Rather than eliminating ambiguity or producing 

immediate analytical closure, NRAT imposes order on uncertainty. It does so by comparing a 

limited number of plausible explanations, separating observable from expected indicators, and 

projecting risk before verification is complete. What matters here is not the removal of 

ambiguity, but its management for decision purposes. 

 

The third is operational primacy. Immediate emphasis shifts from truth determination 

to the appraisal of possible operational concerns. That does not make truth irrelevant, nor does 

it allow intelligence validation to be bypassed. It reflects a more limited reality: CIMIC staff 

may need to support proportionate engagement decisions before certainty is available. The 

method therefore centres on anticipated civil effects and operational implications rather than 

on evidentiary closure. 

 

The fourth is doctrinal and procedural integration. NRAT is not intended as a parallel 

analytical process or a substitute for formal intelligence and staff workflows. It is conceived as 

a lightweight CIMIC support layer that can operate within existing processes, especially where 

early judgement is needed before fuller assessment becomes possible. Its role is therefore 

complementary rather than competitive. 

 

A further design feature is the compressed action output. NRAT does not culminate in 

an analytical conclusion in the intelligence sense. Instead, it produces a concise 

recommendation on whether engagement is required, how urgent it is, which actors should be 

prioritised, and which indicators should be monitored next. That output remains deliberately 

limited: it is meant to support command judgement, not replace it. 

These principles should be understood as pragmatic design choices shaped by the 

problem-space NRAT addresses. They are not presented as empirically optimised variables, 

but as a coherent methodological response to the specific conditions of CIMIC judgement at 

T=0. 
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4.2 Scope and Intended User 

NRAT is intended for CIMIC staff elements operating under acute time pressure, where 

civil conduct may be affected by rapidly evolving narratives before formal validation is 

complete. In this paper, the framework is specifically presented as a staff-support method for 

analysis, assessment, and engagement support within existing CIMIC processes. While its 

insights may inform broader CIMIC operational practice, its primary focus remains the 

structured support of staff judgement under unresolved uncertainty. 

The method is designed for situations in which a narrative signal has already emerged, 

its visibility is increasing, and civil effects may soon shape the operating environment. Its scope 

is therefore limited. It is not a general-purpose intelligence framework, nor a substitute for 

comprehensive civil-environment analysis. It addresses a narrower requirement: supporting 

rapid, explicit appraisal in the interval between the appearance of a signal and the completion 

of fuller assessment. 

NRAT is also neither a software tool nor an AI-enabled platform. It is a structured 

analytical method that can be applied through staff discussion using whatever collection, 

liaison, or monitoring capabilities are already available. Toolsets may differ by context; the 

method is intended to remain stable across those variations. 

Its value lies in supporting a specific decision-space: one in which CIMIC staff must 

rapidly compare competing explanations, anticipate possible civil reactions, and recommend 

proportionate engagement options without waiting for certainty. The resulting output is 

therefore limited and decision-oriented. It does not produce intelligence conclusions, legal 

findings, or communication products. It produces a structured CIMIC appraisal under 

unresolved uncertainty.  

NRAT does not assume deception, innocence, or adversarial manipulation. Its purpose 

is to assess the civil risk implications of an emerging narrative regardless of whether the 

underlying trigger reflects an actual event, a staged influence effort, or a misinterpreted signal. 

For that reason, it should not be treated as the primary method where the operational 

requirement is already dominated by forensic validation, legal attribution, or broader multi-

source intelligence assessment beyond the narrow T=0 decision window. 

4.3 The Five-Step Analytical Cycle 

NRAT is organised as a compressed five-step cycle intended to support disciplined 

CIMIC reasoning under time pressure. The sequence is intentionally simple. Its purpose is not 

to generate exhaustive analysis, but to impose enough structure on a staff discussion to reduce 

premature closure, make assumptions explicit, and translate emerging narrative signals into 

decision-relevant risk appraisal. 

In practical terms, NRAT becomes relevant when a narrative signal is no longer merely 

visible, but potentially consequential: that is, when rising visibility, contextual resonance, and 
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plausible civil effects converge within a time window too narrow for fuller assessment to 

precede judgement. 

 

Step 1 — Signal Identification 

The first step is to identify and characterise the triggering signal. This may take the 

form of a video clip, an accusation, a witness account, a rumour, a social media post, or a report 

circulating through local or regional channels. The immediate objective is not interpretation, 

but disciplined description. The team records the type of content, the apparent source, the 

channels of circulation, the initial level of visibility, the basic time-location context, and any 

immediately apparent emotional framing.  

Initial signal appraisal should consider not only visibility or reach, but also contextual 

resonance and likely audience uptake within the local civil environment. 

This matters because staff working under pressure often move too quickly from signal 

to explanation. NRAT deliberately slows that first transition. Before competing interpretations 

are introduced, the team must establish a shared understanding of what has appeared in the 

information environment and why it may matter. 

 

Step 2 — Competing Explanations 

The second step requires the formulation of a limited number of plausible explanations. 

In practice, NRAT works with three, not because three is an empirically fixed optimum, but 

because it provides a manageable cognitive constraint under time pressure. The aim is to 

prevent premature convergence on a single interpretation while preserving enough simplicity 

for rapid comparison. 

Possible explanations may include an actual event, a coordinated disinformation effort, 

or a misinterpretation of incomplete or decontextualised information. At this stage, the task is 

not to determine which explanation is correct. It is to hold competing possibilities in parallel 

long enough for their operational implications to be examined. In that sense, this step 

disciplines intuitive closure rather than performing full hypothesis testing. 

 

Step 3 — Indicator Discrimination 

The third step introduces structured discrimination. For each explanation, the staff 

identifies two categories of indicators: those already observable, and those that would be 

expected if that explanation were accurate. This distinction serves two functions. First, it 

clarifies what is currently visible in the information environment without overstating its 

meaning. Second, it identifies what should be monitored next, thereby generating a short-term 

analytical and liaison agenda (Conio, 2017; Rodoquino, 2021). 

This should not be confused with formal evidentiary testing. NRAT does not require 

the staff to prove or disprove each explanation. Instead, the observable-versus-expected 

distinction sharpens comparison, surfaces uncertainty, and guides subsequent attention. 

Indicator discrimination therefore operates both as a comparative device and as a bridge to 
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monitoring. It does not require formal source grading in the intelligence sense; however, staff 

judgement should explicitly consider the fragility, ambiguity, and potential deceptiveness of 

the triggering signal when comparing explanations and projecting civil risk. 

 

 

Step 4 — Civil Risk Projection 

The fourth step is the analytical core of the method. Each explanation is assessed in 

terms of its projected impact across a limited set of CIMIC-relevant operational dimensions. 

In the current version of NRAT, these are freedom of movement, force protection, mission 

legitimacy, and escalation probability. The objective is not to predict events with precision, but 

to compare how different explanations may translate into different levels of civil risk if left 

unaddressed. 

The shift in emphasis is deliberate. At T=0, the central question is often not which 

explanation is most likely to be true, but which explanation — or which interpretation of it — 

is most likely to produce operationally significant consequences. The key output here is 

comparative risk appraisal, not evidentiary closure. Importantly, different explanations may 

still converge on similarly serious risk profiles, particularly once civil reactions have already 

begun. 

 

Step 5 — Action 

The final step translates comparative risk appraisal into a structured engagement 

recommendation. This may include whether engagement is required, how urgent it is, which 

actors should be prioritised, what type of engagement is appropriate, and which indicators 

should be monitored for reassessment. The output remains intentionally compressed and 

decision-oriented. It is not an intelligence conclusion, a legal determination, or a 

communication plan. 

Decision-making still rests with the commander. What NRAT provides is a disciplined 

CIMIC appraisal of how uncertainty in the information environment may already be affecting 

the civil environment. The action step marks the point at which analysis becomes operationally 

useful: not because truth has been established, but because uncertainty has been organised well 

enough to support timely and proportionate engagement. 

Taken together, these five steps provide a practical analytical sequence for CIMIC staff 

operating within narrow decision windows. Their value lies not in technical sophistication, but 

in the discipline they impose on reasoning at the very moment when informal judgement is 

most vulnerable to bias, ambiguity, and delay. 

A further practical constraint is amplification risk: the method is designed not only to 

support timely engagement, but to do so in ways that avoid unnecessarily increasing narrative 

visibility or reinforcing false claims through premature or poorly calibrated response. 

4.4 The NRAT Template 
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NRAT is operationalised through a single-page working template designed to support 

rapid CIMIC staff discussion under time pressure. It is not intended as a formal report in itself, 

but as a reasoning aid that helps transform emerging narrative signals into a documented and 

decision-relevant appraisal of civil risk. 

 

In its current form, the template is organised into eight blocks: 

 

1. Signal Identification 

Records the triggering narrative signal, including content type, apparent source, 

channels of circulation, time-location context, visibility level, and salient framing 

characteristics. 

 

2. Competing Explanations 

Captures the small set of plausible explanations formulated by the staff, together with 

an initial working plausibility judgement where useful. 

 

3. Indicators 

Distinguishes between currently observable indicators and those that would be expected 

if each explanation were accurate, thereby structuring both discrimination and monitoring. 

 

4. Civil Risk Projection 

Assesses the likely impact of each explanation across the selected CIMIC-relevant 

dimensions of civil risk. 

 

5. Comparative Insight 

Summarises the main source of uncertainty, the most consequential risk drivers, and 

the key comparative observations emerging from the previous steps. 

 

6. Decision Statement 

Formulates the core judgement for command support, indicating whether engagement 

is required, delayed, limited, or primarily monitored. 

 

7. Recommended Action 

Identifies priority actors, engagement modality, urgency, and immediate coordination 

implications for the CIMIC function. 

 

8. Monitoring and Next Update 
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Specifies which indicators should be tracked next and when reassessment should occur. 

 

The value of the template does not lie in documentary completeness. Its function is to 

impose a common analytical discipline on staff discussion. By making assumptions visible, 

separating explanations, and linking risk appraisal to action, it reduces intuitive convergence 

and improves the traceability of rapid judgement. 

For that reason, the template is best understood as a working format rather than a 

finished analytical product. It is particularly suited to the early phase of narrative escalation, 

when uncertainty remains unresolved but structured appraisal is already required. In more 

stable or time-permissive contexts, its outputs may later be integrated into broader staff 

reporting or NCAA-compatible analytical products. 

The format is also deliberately minimal. It is meant to be usable with whatever 

collection, liaison, and monitoring capabilities are already available to the staff. Its structure 

should remain stable even when the available toolset, information quality, or operational 

context varies. Here again, the broader principle is consistency of method despite variation in 

inputs and technical means. 

In practical terms, NRAT is best understood as a rapid staff appraisal format that can 

inform oral briefings, preliminary coordination, and early CIMIC estimate inputs. It may also 

be retained or attached to reporting as a traceable supporting worksheet, providing a structured 

record of the staff’s initial appraisal before fuller staff products are developed. 

A blank version of the NRAT working template is provided in Appendix A as an 

illustrative staff-support format for practical use, familiarisation, and further experimentation. 

 

4.5 Scoring Logic and Comparative Use 

Civil risk projection in NRAT is based on an ordinal comparative scale. In the current 

version of the method, each explanation is assessed across four operational dimensions: 

freedom of movement, force protection, mission legitimacy, and escalation probability. Each 

dimension is assigned one of four levels: Low, Moderate, High, or Critical. 

The choice of four dimensions and an ordinal four-level scale is deliberate. It reflects a 

trade-off between analytical discrimination and practical usability under time pressure. A 

broader set of dimensions would risk fragmenting judgement and slowing staff comparison, 

while a narrower set would compress materially different operational concerns into an overly 

generic appraisal. Likewise, an ordinal scale is used not because probabilistic reasoning is 

irrelevant, but because NRAT is intended for situations in which evidence is incomplete, 

comparability is more important than numerical precision, and the immediate requirement is 

structured judgement rather than formal estimation. 

The purpose of this scale is not quantitative precision. NRAT does not generate 

predictive measurements, probability estimates, or mathematically comparable outputs in the 

strict sense. Its scoring logic is deliberately ordinal and comparative. The scale helps a CIMIC 

staff element distinguish relative levels of concern across competing explanations and identify 
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which scenario, if left unaddressed, may generate the most operationally significant civil 

effects. 

That distinction matters. A High or Critical rating within NRAT should not be read as 

an objective property of the situation, but as a structured staff judgement based on the current 

signal environment, the available contextual knowledge, and the anticipated civil implications 

of each explanation. The real value of the scale lies less in the number of levels than in the 

discipline it imposes on comparison. 

The four-dimensional structure serves another practical purpose: it prevents staff from 

collapsing all concerns into a single undifferentiated sense of alarm. One narrative may pose a 

serious legitimacy problem without immediately affecting force protection; another may have 

limited reputational significance but much stronger implications for freedom of movement or 

escalation. By separating those dimensions, NRAT encourages more discriminating appraisal 

and more proportionate recommendations. 

The same logic applies to the number of levels. Low, Moderate, High, and Critical 

provide enough granularity to differentiate urgency and consequence without creating a false 

appearance of numerical exactitude. In this sense, the scoring structure is not arbitrary; it is a 

deliberate design choice shaped by the need for speed, clarity, and comparability in T=0 staff 

conditions. 

Scoring should therefore be understood as a form of structured comparative judgement. 

The team does not ask whether a scenario is objectively critical in absolute terms. It asks 

whether one explanation generates more serious operational concern than another across the 

relevant dimensions, given the information available at that moment. This helps avoid both 

intuitive overreaction and false precision. 

The limits are equally clear. Ordinal scoring remains sensitive to contextual 

interpretation, team experience, and the quality of available inputs. Different staff teams may 

produce somewhat different ratings when faced with the same signal, especially in highly 

ambiguous situations. NRAT does not eliminate that variation. It makes the reasoning behind 

it more explicit and therefore more discussable. 

For that reason, the comparative use of scoring matters more than the score itself. The 

key analytical question is not whether a particular explanation has been labelled High or 

Critical in isolation, but whether comparison across explanations reveals a pattern of risk 

significant enough to justify engagement, monitoring, or escalation to command. 

Operationally, scoring is not a substitute for judgement; it is a mechanism for structuring it.  
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5. Doctrinal Positioning and Institutional Integration 

The significance of NRAT depends not only on its internal analytical logic, but also on 

its compatibility with the doctrinal and functional setting in which the joint function CIMIC 

operates. NRAT is not proposed as a separate doctrine or as an alternative to established staff 

processes. Its intended role is narrower: to provide a time-sensitive CIMIC support method for 

situations in which narrative escalation may already be affecting the civil environment before 

fuller validation is available. 

 

The specific contribution of the framework lies in a space that is operationally relevant 

but often methodologically under-structured: the interval between the appearance of a narrative 

signal and the point at which broader intelligence or staff assessment becomes available. The 

issue, then, is not whether doctrine must be replaced, but whether CIMIC requires a clearer 

method for supporting proportionate judgement within that interval. 

5.1 NRAT within Civil Factor Integration 

Current CCOE doctrine describes the joint function CIMIC as comprising two core 

activities: Civil Factor Integration (CFI) and Civil-Military Interaction (CMI). CFI concerns 

the identification, analysis, and assessment of civil factors in support of the decision-making 

process, while CMI refers to activities between NATO military bodies and non-military actors 

aimed at fostering mutual understanding and enhancing effectiveness and efficiency in crisis 

management and conflict prevention and resolution (AJP-3.19, 2025; NATO CCOE 

Handbook, 2025). 

Within that framework, NRAT is best understood as a support method for the CIMIC 

function under conditions of compressed time and unresolved uncertainty. It is meant for 

situations in which perception, conduct, and engagement conditions may be shifting rapidly, 

yet the available information does not support confident attribution or analytical closure. 

Its contribution is specific rather than institutional. NRAT does not create a new role 

for CIMIC. It formalises a reasoning need that already exists whenever CIMIC staff must assess 

whether an emerging narrative may alter the civil environment in ways that call for 

engagement, mitigation, or escalation to command attention. 

5.2 NRAT, Civil Factor Integration, and Civil-Military Interaction 

The clearest doctrinal position for NRAT lies at the interface between CFI and CMI. 

According to the CCOE handbook, CFI supports the decision-making process by identifying, 

analysing, and assessing civil factors, while also contributing to CUOE, the CIMIC estimate 

process, and staff products. CMI, by contrast, includes outreach, engagement, liaison, 

consultation, and collaboration with non-military actors and stakeholders (NATO CCOE 

Handbook, 2025). 

NRAT contributes to CFI by helping CIMIC staff translate emerging narrative signals 

into preliminary assessments of civil impact. It supports the appraisal of whether a narrative 

may begin to affect access, legitimacy, force protection, escalation potential, or other relevant 
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civil factors before such effects are fully stabilised or formally assessed. In that respect, it does 

not replace the CIMIC estimate process; it supports an earlier and narrower phase of appraisal 

by structuring what may already be visible in the information environment. 

Its contribution to CMI is indirect but consequential. Outreach, engagement, liaison, 

consultation, and collaboration all depend on timely judgement regarding who should be 

approached, through which channels, and at what level of interaction. NRAT does not conduct 

those activities. What it does is help determine whether engagement is needed, which actors 

should be prioritised, and how urgent or visible that engagement should be. It therefore 

connects understanding to interaction: the analysis of civil implications to the practical ordering 

of engagement priorities. 

That bridging role becomes especially important in hybrid environments, where 

narrative escalation compresses the interval between perception and operational effect. Under 

those conditions, CIMIC may need not only frameworks for understanding civil factors and 

conducting civil-military interaction, but also a structured way to move from one to the other 

under time pressure. 

5.3 NRAT and Structured Analytic Techniques 

NRAT draws conceptual inspiration from the broader tradition of Structured Analytic 

Techniques (SATs), particularly from the logic of maintaining competing explanations and 

resisting premature closure. In that respect, it shares with techniques such as Analysis of 

Competing Hypotheses (ACH) an interest in disciplined comparison and bias reduction (Heuer 

& Pherson, 2014; Lapi, 2018). 

The relationship, however, is one of functional distinction rather than equivalence. 

ACH is designed for evidentiary analysis and becomes more effective as evidence accumulates. 

NRAT addresses a different requirement: structuring CIMIC-relevant judgement when 

evidence is incomplete, time is limited, and the immediate issue concerns potential risk 

implications rather than analytical closure. 

For that reason, NRAT does not eliminate hypotheses, produce intelligence 

conclusions, or claim evidentiary validation. Its output is a structured, engagement-oriented 

appraisal intended to support action before fuller assessment is available. ACH and NRAT 

should therefore be read as complementary rather than competing: one serves evidentiary 

discrimination; the other supports disciplined judgement in an earlier decision window. 

5.4 NRAT and Other Information-Related Functions 

Because NRAT works with narrative signals and developments in the information 

environment, its relationship to adjacent functions must be clearly bounded. It is not a StratCom 

framework, an InfoOps tool, or a communication product design process (Serio, 2021). 

That distinction matters particularly in relation to CMI engagement. The CCOE 

handbook notes that engagement with non-military actors is a CIMIC activity under the scope 

and direction of the joint function information and must therefore be coordinated within the 

staff. NRAT does not alter that doctrinal condition. It does not design messages, conduct 



Pastore & Felli — NRAT: Narrative Risk Appraisal Techniques for CIMIC Decision-Support (2026) 

27 

 

influence activities, or replace staff coordination on information-related engagement. It helps 

CIMIC assess whether already-circulating narratives may shape the civil environment and what 

that implies for engagement timing, actor prioritisation, and liaison posture (NATO CCOE 

Handbook, 2025). 

The same clarification applies to technical means. NRAT is not defined by any OSINT 

or AI-enabled platform. It may draw on outputs generated through monitoring, liaison, open-

source collection, or automated pattern detection, but it is not reducible to those means. Its 

distinctiveness lies in how signals are organised into judgement, not in the technical means 

through which they are detected. 

5.5 NRAT within NCAA-Compatible Workflows 

The handbook states that CFI is supported through the CIMIC estimate process, 

described as a continuous process executed by CIMIC staff and serving as a repository of data, 

information, and products concerning civil factors. This provides the most plausible 

institutional location for NRAT. It should not be treated as a standalone analytical channel 

outside staff workflows, but as a time-sensitive support layer that can contribute to the CIMIC 

estimate process and provide preliminary structure to broader staff products (NATO CCOE 

Handbook, 2025). 

Used in that way, NRAT does not bypass formal analysis. It structures preliminary 

judgement in the interval between signal emergence and fuller assessment. Its output can 

therefore function as a bridge between early signal detection and more developed staff 

products, improving the clarity, traceability, and usefulness of CIMIC appraisal under pressure. 

The doctrinal relevance of NRAT lies, then, not in institutional replacement, but in 

functional refinement. It offers a way to make CIMIC judgement more explicit, more 

disciplined, and more actionable while uncertainty remains unresolved but operational 

implications may already be emerging. 

In practical workflow terms, the NRAT template is not intended to stand apart from 

existing staff products, but to function as a precursor format whose outputs can be translated 

into early CIMIC estimate inputs, civil assessment updates, or attached staff reporting as 

required by the operational context. 
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6. Applied Scenario: NRAT on the Gossi Incident 

The following section illustrates how NRAT may be applied to the Gossi incident under 

T=0 conditions. It offers a structured reconstruction showing how NRAT can organise CIMIC 

judgement in a fast-moving narrative escalation scenario marked by incomplete information, 

uncertain attribution, and emerging civil effects. 

6.1 Signal Identification 

Source / Trigger: Viral visual content circulating through social media platforms and related 

channels. 

Short description: Images and claims alleging the presence of burial sites near the former 

Gossi base, accompanied by accusations that French forces were responsible for civilian 

killings prior to withdrawal. 

Time / Location: April 2022, Gossi, Gao Region, Mali. 

Initial visibility level: High. 

Initial source reliability: Uncertain. The content appears contextually plausible and 

emotionally salient, but the source environment is unstable and attribution remains unresolved. 

 

At T=0, the immediate CIMIC concern is not whether the allegation has already been 

confirmed, but whether the narrative is likely to influence local interpretation, trust, and 

response. Its operational relevance therefore derives from visibility, timing, and potential civil 

resonance. 

6.2 Competing Explanations 

In line with the NRAT method, the incident is initially structured through three 

plausible working explanations. 

 

H1 — Actual Event 

The burial site reflects a real event involving civilian killings prior to the withdrawal. 

Initial plausibility: Moderate to High. 

 

H2 — Coordinated Disinformation / Influence Activity 

The burial site and associated narrative form part of a staged or coordinated effort 

intended to damage force legitimacy and shape local perception during a politically sensitive 

transition. 

Initial plausibility: High. 

 

H3 — Misinterpretation or Miscontextualisation 
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The content reflects a real site or event, but one that is being incorrectly attributed, 

temporally misread, or contextually reframed. 

Initial plausibility: Moderate. 

 

The aim here is not to determine which explanation is correct, but to prevent premature 

closure and preserve enough analytical differentiation to support comparison. 

 

6.3 Indicator Discrimination 

The next step distinguishes between what is already observable and what would be 

expected if each explanation were accurate. 

 

Currently observable indicators 

• rapid cross-platform circulation of the claim; 

• strong emotional framing; 

• emerging media amplification; 

• signs of reputational pressure and hostility in the broader information environment. 

 

Expected indicators if H1 is accurate 

• independent witness reporting; 

• convergent local confirmation; 

• corroborating evidence from civil or humanitarian sources; 

• absence of strong staging indicators. 

 

Expected indicators if H2 is accurate 

• unusually coordinated amplification patterns; 

• strong message consistency across apparently separate accounts; 

• rapid narrative synchronisation; 

• timing aligned with political or operational transition. 

 

Expected indicators if H3 is accurate 

• inconsistencies in location, chronology, or visual interpretation; 

• divergence between the claim and local clarification; 

• partial factual basis combined with misleading attribution. 
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These indicators do not establish truth. Their role is narrower: to sharpen 

discrimination, guide monitoring, and inform the subsequent appraisal of civil risk (Conio, 

2017). 

6.4 Civil Risk Projection 

Each explanation is then assessed against the four NRAT dimensions: freedom of 

movement, force protection, mission legitimacy, and escalation probability. 

 

H1 — Actual Event 

• Freedom of Movement: High 

• Force Protection: Critical 

• Mission Legitimacy: Critical 

• Escalation Probability: High 

Overall Civil Risk: Critical 

 

H2 — Coordinated Disinformation / Influence Activity 

• Freedom of Movement: High 

• Force Protection: High 

• Mission Legitimacy: High 

• Escalation Probability: High 

Overall Civil Risk: High 

 

H3 — Misinterpretation or Miscontextualisation 

• Freedom of Movement: Moderate 

• Force Protection: Moderate 

• Mission Legitimacy: Moderate 

• Escalation Probability: Moderate 

Overall Civil Risk: Moderate 

 

What matters here is not that one explanation decisively “wins” at this stage, but that 

the risk profile remains operationally serious even under H2. In other words, even if the most 

plausible working explanation is that the narrative is staged or manipulated, the civil 

environment may already be reacting in ways that justify early and proportionate engagement. 

The projected risk depends not only on the truth-status of the claim, but on the reactions it may 

already be generating. 
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The distinction between H1 and H2 is especially important in relation to force 

protection and mission legitimacy. Under H1, force protection becomes critical because the 

allegation, if true, may trigger not only immediate hostile reactions but also a severe collapse 

in local trust and restraint. Under H2, the risk remains high because a manipulated narrative 

may still mobilise hostility and constrain cooperation, but without the added burden of an 

actually confirmed wrongful event. 

6.5 Comparative Insight 

The value of the exercise lies in the fact that different explanations produce different 

analytical meanings while still converging on a similar operational problem: the operating 

context may begin to shift before formal verification is available. 

H1 represents the highest-risk scenario, particularly in relation to force protection and 

mission legitimacy. This is because a confirmed or strongly credible allegation of actual 

wrongdoing would combine immediate security effects with a deeper collapse in perceived 

legitimacy, making both civil reaction and protective posture more severe than under a 

manipulated but unconfirmed narrative. H2 is analytically different, but it does not remove the 

need for action, because civil reactions may still unfold rapidly even when the claim is false or 

manipulated. H3 is the least severe scenario, yet it still points to the possibility of friction, 

hesitation, and local misunderstanding if left unaddressed. 

The key insight is therefore comparative rather than conclusory: staff do not need to 

determine truth at T=0 in order to recognise that the situation may require a CIMIC response. 

6.6 Decision Statement and Recommended Action 

Decision statement 

The situation warrants immediate but proportionate CIMIC attention. Attribution 

remains unresolved, but the narrative has sufficient visibility and disruptive potential to justify 

structured early engagement. The rationale for this posture lies in the proactive engagement 

window: action remains potentially influential at this stage, while delay may allow the narrative 

to consolidate into broader civil effects that are harder to mitigate. 

 

Engagement posture 

Engagement required. 

 

Priority 

Immediate. 

 

Priority actors 

• local leaders and trusted intermediaries; 

• relevant civil authorities; 
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• humanitarian or community-facing actors, where contextually appropriate. 

 

Type of action 

• discreet liaison and clarification through trusted local channels; 

• monitoring of amplification and civil response indicators; 

• rapid staff coordination to ensure alignment with wider command and information-

related functions. 

 

Reassessment timeline 

6–12 hours, depending on the speed of narrative evolution and the emergence of 

observable reactions. 

 

This output is not intended to provide a final analytical conclusion. Its purpose is to 

structure a CIMIC-oriented appraisal that is timely enough to support action before the effects 

of delay become harder to manage. 
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7. Theoretical Grounding and Conceptual Foundations 

NRAT is not presented as a formal theory of narrative escalation, nor as a general model 

of decision-making in military operations. Its theoretical grounding is more limited and more 

practical. The framework draws on established bodies of work that address decision-making 

under constraint, the role of cognitive bias in analytical environments, and the distinction 

between evidentiary truth and decision-relevant risk. Taken together, these perspectives help 

explain why a time-compressed CIMIC method such as NRAT may be both necessary and 

defensible, even if it does not aim at full analytical closure.  

7.1 Bounded Rationality and Decision-Making Under Pressure 

A first conceptual foundation for NRAT lies in Herbert Simon’s notion of bounded 

rationality (Simon, 1957). Simon showed that decision-making in real operational settings 

rarely occurs under conditions of complete information, unlimited time, or unconstrained 

cognitive capacity. Under such conditions, actors do not optimise in the abstract; they work 

with partial knowledge, limited attention, and practical constraints. What matters is not ideal 

rationality, but the ability to produce sufficiently sound judgements within the limits of the 

situation (Klein, 1998). This is especially relevant in CIMIC contexts, where staff judgement 

must often remain actionable despite incomplete evidence, shifting civil responses, and limited 

time for formal analytical refinement. 

NRAT reflects this logic directly. It is designed for circumstances in which CIMIC staff 

must support action before complete information is available and before formal validation can 

produce analytical certainty. In practical terms, the framework does not seek optimal 

explanation, but operationally adequate judgement. Its role is to support a structured form of 

satisficing: not arbitrary improvisation, but a disciplined comparison of plausible explanations 

and their possible civil implications within a compressed decision window. 

This also explains why NRAT privileges simplicity. The framework is intentionally 

limited in scope, number of explanations, and output format. These constraints are not signs of 

analytical weakness; they are adaptations to the bounded conditions under which CIMIC staff 

may have to work when narrative escalation is already affecting the civil environment. 

7.2 Cognitive Biases in High-Pressure Analytical Environments 

A second body of literature relevant to NRAT concerns the cognitive distortions that 

affect judgement under uncertainty and time pressure. Work in intelligence analysis and 

behavioural decision-making has repeatedly shown that analysts and staff teams are vulnerable 

to recurring biases, particularly when situations are ambiguous, emotionally charged, and 

operationally urgent (Heuer, 1999; Kahneman, 2011; Conio, 2018). 

 

Three biases are especially relevant to the NRAT problem-space. 
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The first is premature closure, closely related to confirmation bias. When a plausible 

explanation emerges early, teams may converge too quickly on it and interpret subsequent 

information selectively. In narrative escalation scenarios, emotionally salient or politically 

plausible explanations may exert especially strong attraction. NRAT responds to this risk by 

requiring a limited set of competing explanations before action is discussed (Heuer, 1999; 

Kahneman, 2011). 

 

The second is availability bias. Vivid, recent, or emotionally provocative content tends 

to exert disproportionate cognitive weight, regardless of its evidentiary quality. As Heuer and 

Kahneman each show in different ways, judgement under uncertainty is often distorted not by 

lack of information alone, but by the uneven salience of the information that is most cognitively 

available. This is particularly relevant in hybrid information environments, where visual 

content and emotionally charged accusations are often designed precisely to produce rapid 

interpretive effects. NRAT does not eliminate this bias, but it counteracts it by separating signal 

identification, indicator discrimination, and risk projection into distinct analytical steps. 

 

The third is group convergence under pressure, often associated with groupthink-like 

dynamics in operational settings. Staff teams facing compressed timelines may sacrifice 

analytical differentiation in favour of speed or internal coherence. NRAT addresses this not by 

slowing decision-making excessively, but by imposing a minimal structure that keeps 

disagreement analytically productive for long enough to support comparison. 

The framework should therefore be understood not as a guarantee against bias, but as a 

mechanism for making rapid judgement more explicit, more discussable, and less vulnerable 

to intuitive overcommitment (Heuer, 1999; Kahneman, 2011; Conio, 2018). 

7.3 From Truth Determination to Risk Appraisal 

The most distinctive conceptual move made by NRAT is a shift in analytical emphasis: 

from immediate truth determination to risk appraisal under unresolved uncertainty. 

This shift does not imply that truth is unimportant. Truth remains essential for 

accountability, legal and ethical evaluation, strategic communication, and formal intelligence 

assessment. However, in the specific CIMIC decision-space addressed by NRAT, truth may 

not be available within the relevant operational window. The framework therefore starts from 

a narrower and more pragmatic question: not first what is true, but what may become 

operationally dangerous if left unaddressed? 

This distinction is especially important in narrative escalation scenarios. A false claim 

that successfully alters behaviour may generate operational effects similar to those produced 

by a true allegation, at least in the short term. From the perspective of immediate CIMIC 

decision-support, the behavioural uptake of the narrative may therefore matter more initially 

than its final evidentiary status. The civil setting reacts to perceived meaning before formal 

verification is complete. 
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NRAT operationalises this shift by comparing explanations in terms of projected risk 

rather than by seeking immediate analytical elimination. In doing so, it does not replace truth-

oriented analysis; it precedes it. The method is therefore best understood as a method for 

structuring the decision-space that opens before fuller knowledge is available. Its contribution 

is not epistemic closure, but disciplined judgement at the stage when operational consequences 

may already be emerging. 

For these reasons, NRAT should not be read as a reduction of analytical standards, but 

as an adaptation of analytical discipline to a constrained and time-sensitive CIMIC decision-

space. 
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8. Limitations, Validation, and Training Implications 

NRAT is presented here as a prototype method rather than a validated model or a 

doctrinally established framework. It addresses a specific CIMIC decision-space marked by 

high uncertainty, acute time pressure, and early civil effects generated by narrative escalation. 

Any assessment of its value must therefore remain cautious. The method is analytically 

coherent and operationally plausible, but its broader usefulness depends on further testing, 

refinement, and contextual adaptation.  

8.1 Prototype Status and Validation Requirements 

At its current stage, NRAT should be treated as a working prototype. It has been 

designed as a logically coherent and operationally plausible method and explored through an 

illustrative scenario-based application. What it has not yet undergone is systematic empirical 

validation across multiple teams, operational settings, or command levels. 

That limitation has several consequences. The framework’s core design choices — 

including the use of three competing explanations, four selected risk dimensions, and a 

compressed action-oriented output — should be understood as pragmatic methodological 

decisions rather than empirically optimised variables. They are meant to make disciplined 

appraisal possible under time pressure, but they have not yet been calibrated against 

comparative performance data. 

Nor has the method yet been tested for inter-team consistency, training transferability, 

or measurable contribution to decision quality. A meaningful validation pathway would 

therefore need to go beyond conceptual discussion. It would ideally include exercise-based 

testing, comparative staff trials, and structured feedback from CIMIC practitioners in both 

operational and educational settings. 

 

A useful validation pathway would include at least three levels: 

• scenario-based experimentation, to test whether NRAT improves clarity and structure 

under pressure; 

• staff-level comparative use, to assess whether different teams interpret and apply the 

method in broadly consistent ways; 

• training integration, to determine whether it can be embedded in CIMIC education and 

exercised without distorting existing workflows. 

 

At present, NRAT is best treated as a capability proposal pending broader testing and 

refinement. 

8.2 Known Limitations 

Several limitations should be recognised explicitly. 
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The first is input dependency. NRAT does not solve the problem of degraded or denied 

information environments. Its usefulness depends on the availability of at least some 

combination of open-source signals, liaison channels, contextual knowledge, or observational 

inputs. Where those inputs are severely limited or distorted, the quality of the output will 

inevitably suffer. 

 

The second is judgement variability. Because the method relies on structured staff 

appraisal rather than quantitative measurement, different teams may assign different levels of 

risk when confronted with the same signal. This does not remove that variation; it makes the 

reasoning behind it more visible and therefore more open to comparison and discussion. 

 

A third limitation is single-scenario focus. The method is designed for the appraisal of 

a specific emerging narrative signal. In environments shaped by multiple simultaneous 

narrative escalations, consistent application becomes more difficult unless some form of 

prioritisation or adaptation is introduced. In its current form, NRAT is best suited to single-

signal rapid appraisal. Its use in multi-signal, multi-actor, or prolonged narrative environments 

would require prioritisation logic, sequencing criteria, and possible adaptation of the template. 

 

The fourth concerns scope. NRAT is not an intelligence framework, a communication 

strategy, or an engagement doctrine. It does not provide forensic validation, attribution, 

message design, or legal assessment. Used beyond its intended purpose, it risks being 

misunderstood either as an analytical substitute or as a trigger for action unsupported by 

broader staff coordination. 

 

More generally, the method remains exposed to the same structural pressures it is meant 

to manage: ambiguity, emotional salience, institutional caution, and time compression. It may 

discipline rapid reasoning, but it cannot eliminate the uncertainty that defines the environments 

in which it is intended to operate (Tetlock & Gardner, 2015). 

8.3 Conditions for Responsible Early Engagement 

One of the central implications of NRAT is that CIMIC may need to support early 

engagement before full validation is available. That implication, however, creates a secondary 

risk: if used uncritically, early engagement may amplify a false narrative, signal unwarranted 

concern, or contribute to escalation rather than mitigation. NRAT should therefore not be 

understood as a trigger for automatic action, but as a support method for timely and 

proportionate judgement. 

The principle “act on risk, not on truth” must be interpreted carefully. It does not mean 

that CIMIC should respond visibly in every T=0 situation, nor that uncertainty alone is 

sufficient grounds for immediate outward intervention. It means that action may need to be 

considered before certainty is available — but only in forms that remain proportionate to the 

assessed operational concern and sensitive to the possibility of amplification. 
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Several guardrails follow from this. 

First, proportionality. The response should be matched to the likely civil and 

operational implications of the narrative, not simply to its emotional intensity. 

 

Second, minimum necessary visibility. Wherever possible, the least escalatory form of 

engagement should be preferred initially. Discreet liaison may be more appropriate than public 

clarification. 

 

Third, use of trusted intermediaries. In many settings, local authorities, community 

leaders, or other civil actors may be better placed than military personnel to reduce 

misunderstanding without increasing visibility. 

 

Fourth, no premature public counter-narrative. NRAT is not intended to generate 

external messaging or to contest information publicly before verification is available. Where 

communication becomes necessary, it must remain aligned with wider staff coordination and 

relevant functions. 

 

Fifth, command alignment and staff coordination. Because narrative escalation may 

quickly generate implications beyond CIMIC alone, early engagement should remain 

embedded within staff workflows and consistent with command intent. 

 

Operationally, this means that NRAT may support a range of postures, including: 

• discreet liaison; 

• clarification through trusted local actors; 

• reinforced presence without narrative contestation; 

• internal escalation to command without outward engagement; 

• structured monitoring where outward action would be more harmful than helpful. 

 

The method therefore supports not simply earlier action, but more carefully calibrated 

forms of action. Because engagement may itself generate new reactions, clarification attempts, 

counter-claims, or shifts in local perception, NRAT should be applied as a revisitable cycle 

rather than as a one-off judgement. In practice, the output of Step 5 may itself create new 

signals requiring renewed appraisal. 

8.4 Implications for CIMIC Training and Further Development 

Even before formal doctrinal validation, NRAT may have practical value as a training 

and developmental tool. Its structure provides a shared vocabulary for discussing uncertainty, 
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competing explanations, civil risk, and proportionate engagement under time pressure. For that 

reason, its training value may emerge before its operational value is fully demonstrated. 

 

Exercise use is especially relevant. Scenario-based staff drills, table-top applications, 

and narrative escalation injects could all be used to test whether the method helps teams: 

• resist premature closure; 

• compare explanations more explicitly; 

• connect narrative developments to civil risk; 

• formulate more proportionate engagement recommendations. 

 

Speed alone, however, should not be the criterion of success. Any serious evaluation of 

NRAT should also examine whether staff responses remain measured, coordinated, and non-

amplifying. A method that accelerates reaction but produces disproportionate or highly visible 

responses would not amount to operational improvement. 

Future development should therefore proceed along two parallel lines. The first is 

methodological refinement, including clearer testing of scoring consistency, team usability, 

and scenario adaptability. The second is readiness-oriented translation, including the 

development of exercise injects, simplified staff formats, decision-support drills, and possible 

integration into CIMIC educational environments. 

Seen in this light, NRAT may prove most useful not as a finished model, but as a basis 

for further experimentation. Its operational relevance will depend less on conceptual novelty 

than on whether it can be translated into repeatable staff practice under realistic conditions. 
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9. Conclusions 

 

Contemporary hybrid environments are characterised by a persistent mismatch between 

the speed at which narratives can influence behaviour and the speed at which formal validation 

processes can establish analytical certainty. For CIMIC staff, this creates a recurring decision-

space in which civil implications may already be emerging before attribution is resolved and 

before fuller staff assessment is available. The problem addressed in this paper is located 

precisely within that interval. 

NRAT has been presented as a method for structuring CIMIC judgement in such 

conditions. Its contribution is not to replace intelligence analysis, doctrinal processes, or 

communication functions, but to support a narrower and operationally specific requirement: 

the appraisal of emerging civil risk when narrative escalation may already be affecting 

perception, behaviour, and engagement conditions under time pressure. In this sense, the 

framework is less concerned with evidentiary closure than with disciplined decision-support 

before certainty is available. 

The paper has argued three main points. First, in hybrid environments, civil information 

can become operationally consequential before its truth status is clarified. Second, CIMIC may 

therefore require a structured method for comparing explanations, projecting civil risk, and 

supporting proportionate engagement at T=0. Third, such a method is only useful if it remains 

clearly bounded: embedded within existing workflows, distinct from intelligence validation 

and strategic communication, and applied with explicit caution regarding amplification and 

escalation risks. 

The Gossi incident has been used not as empirical proof of the framework, but as an 

illustrative stress-test case through which this decision-space can be made analytically visible. 

What the case shows is not that truth becomes irrelevant, but that operational consequences 

may develop before truth is fully established. The immediate CIMIC challenge is therefore not 

to resolve uncertainty prematurely, but to structure it in a way that supports timely and 

proportionate judgement. 

NRAT is offered here as a basis for further experimentation and practical refinement. 

Its value ultimately depends not on conceptual novelty alone, but on whether it can be translated 

into repeatable staff practice, exercised under realistic conditions, and integrated into CIMIC 

training and decision-support routines without creating doctrinal fragmentation. Future work 

should therefore focus on validation, exercise-based testing, scoring consistency, and the 

development of safe and proportionate engagement applications under narrative pressure. 

The broader argument of this paper is limited but deliberate: in information-saturated 

and time-compressed civil-military environments, uncertainty cannot always be removed 

before action is required. Under such conditions, structured judgement is not a substitute for 

analysis; it is a necessary discipline for acting before the window for useful engagement closes. 
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Appendix A — NRAT Blank Working Template 

 
 

Illustrative staff-support format for rapid CIMIC appraisal under T=0 conditions 
 

 

Date/Time  Scenario / 
Incident ID 

 

Location  Visibility Level 
Low / Moderate / High 
 

Prepared by  
Reassessment 
Time  

Command/Unit 
 
 Distribution  

 

1. Signal Identification 

Source / Trigger  
 

Short Description  
 

Time / Location  
 

Initial Visibility Level  
 

Initial Source Reliability  
 

2. Competing Explanations 

Hypothesis Working Explanation Initial Plausibility 
H1  

 
Low / Moderate / High 

H2  
 

Low / Moderate / High 

H3  
 

Low / Moderate / High 

3. Indicators 

Hypothesis Currently Observable 
Indicators 

Expected Indicators 

H1 •  
•  
•  

•  
•  
•  

H2 •  
•  
•  

•  
•  
•  

H3 •  
•  
•  

•  
•  
•  
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4. Civil Risk Projection 

Hypothesis Freedom of 
Movement 

Force 
Protection 

Mission 
Legitimacy 

Escalation 
Probability 

Overall Civil 
Risk 

H1 Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

H2 Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

H3 Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

Low / 
Moderate / 
High / Critical 

5. Comparative Insight 

Main source of uncertainty: 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Key comparative observations: 

•  

•  

•  

6. Decision Statement 

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Recommended Action 

Engagement Posture  
 

Priority  
 

Priority Actors  
 

Type of Action  
 

Coordination Implications  
 

8. Monitoring and Next Update 

Indicators to Monitor Next  
 

Reassessment Timeline  
 

Next Update By  
 

Note: This blank template is an illustrative working format and not an official doctrinal form.  
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