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I am captivated by the forces that act in society, especially in societies in flux because of internal conflict. This durable interest in the social sciences emerged during my high school experiences in the Mississippi Model Security Council, in which I participated for three years. During the simulation sessions of the United Nations Security Council I was exposed to events and ideas that interested me greatly and would later prompt me to change my major from mechanical engineering to political science. I was quickly captivated by civil wars, particularly in how little is understood about the motivations for engaging in violence against the state and civilians. In addition to an academic interest in civil wars, I have felt a moral imperative to use the opportunity to do research as a means of influencing policy. I feel that conducting research solely on epistemological grounds yields important findings, but the more important goal of research in the social sciences is to provide the groundwork for improving policy and societies at large.
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Keeping with this belief, I have directed my prior research towards questions that address policy-specific questions such as whether the size of peacekeeping missions affects their capacities for success and whether power-sharing political institutions can temper conflict in ethnically divided societies. Through these projects my goal has been to provide information that can be used to improve policy, whether in the peacekeeping realm or in advising those who craft new constitutions in states.

During my undergraduate career I was always aware that I wished to pursue a career in academic research. I sought to increase my ability to conduct research at every opportunity available to me. I took two individual studies courses in topics interesting to me – political institutions and the economic aspects of civil war. In the latter I worked with my professor to devise and conduct an empirical research paper investigating the effect of natural commodity price shocks on the incidence of civil war. In addition I made the uncommon choice to write a senior thesis in order to practice applying research skills to a more involved topic. In my thesis I evaluated the theory and record of applying consociational (power-sharing) institutions to ethnically divided states in the developing world.

However, the most significant action I took was applying for and receiving a summer undergraduate research fellowship. In this project I established a research agenda and then worked with a faculty mentor to carry out the agenda. The research was presented at an undergraduate research symposium where we were expected to convey the importance and relevance of our research to judges from a number of backgrounds and to other students. After presenting my work I was recognized for excellence in research in the social sciences. More important, though was the ability to work closely with a faculty mentor on a large research project – one that is still exploring the implications of our initial research – that exposed me to much of the skill set I need to pursue academic research of the highest caliber. This experience greatly sharpened my ability to think analytically and precisely, reason deductively, and match methodologies to the needs of the project and constraints of data. 

Now that I have graduated and entered a graduate program at the University of Notre Dame I am pursuing a path that will help me better improve my knowledge base and ability to conduct rigorous research. I am pursuing a rigorous methodological training, focusing heavily on statistical methods but also the qualitative comparison methods that are needed to provide new theories and detail the nuances and causal mechanisms of broader theories. I believe that my pursuit of such a rigorous agendas, particularly in my interdisciplinary setting, heightens my ability to carry out the quality of research expected with the support of an NSF graduate research fellowship. In my program I am able and expected to draw upon the insights from numerous disciplines, including political science, peace studies, and sociology, to better understand how societies experience conflict and can pursue peace. I believe that this unique setting will only improve my capacity to carry out meaningful and insightful research.

My career goals have several facets. I want to continue to pursue work in the academic realm teaching and carrying out research. I also prioritize grounding myself and applying the knowledge gained through scholarly research in practice. In the field of post-conflict reconstruction there is often a divide between practitioners and researchers, with few individuals bridging the divide. This is detrimental to the ideal relationship between policy and research where each sphere informs the other. It is my goal to help better bridge this divide by working in the United Nations, World Bank, or related organization and drawing upon those experiences in the other portions of my career. 

The NSF graduate research fellowship will greatly assist me in meeting my professional goals by allowing me the security and funding to focus my research so that I may become an expert in this area. The consequences of this would be enormous and would greatly enhance my ability to both engage in academic research and pursue academic jobs. However, the biggest benefit this would yield is my emergence as an expert in the field of post-conflict institutional design and electoral planning. With the knowledge that I will gain if allowed to direct my research, under the funding of the NSF, towards very specific questions I will gain the opportunity to engage more directly with organizations operating in societies emerging from civil war and begin a career that blends time in both academic and practitioner roles.

