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Erik Dahl reflects on the impact of Roy Brush’s  
CHDS thesis, “Silent Warning: Understanding  
the National Terrorism Advisory System.”   

By Erik Dahl

I have chosen to discuss the impact of Roy Brush’s CHDS thesis on the field.    

I was Roy’s advisor, and Carolyn Halladay was second reader.  He was in cohort 1303/4, and graduated in 
December 2014.  

Roy’s thesis was an outstanding example of how CHDS students are often able to use their thesis project 
to examine a problem or issue that they work with on a daily basis—but which they might not otherwise 
have the time or opportunity to think much about.  

He was then working for the Department of Homeland Security as the coordinator of the National 
Terrorism Advisory System (NTAS), which was the successor to the much-maligned color-coded 
Homeland Security Advisory System (HSAS) that had been put in place after the 9/11 attacks.  The old 
HSAS system had drawn criticism for generating too many alerts, and for leaving color-coded alerts in 
place for too long, with the result that many Americans paid little attention.  In response DHS created the 
NTAS system, which was designed to only send alerts when specific threats were detected.  But because 
such specific warning is rare, in the years it had been in place, the NTAS system had never issued a public 
alert, even during what were widely considered to be periods of heightened threat such as following the 
2011 raid that killed Osama bin Laden, or the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing.  

In his thesis research, Roy studied several different types of warning systems and conducted a careful 
analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of both the HSAS and NTAS systems.  He made a number 
of recommendations for improving the NTAS system, including a new type of more flexible warning that 
could be issued even in the absence of specific, actionable intelligence.  

Largely as a result of Roy’s thesis, in December 2015 DHS revised the NTAS system to include a new level 
of warning: a Bulletin, which is used to alert the public to more general trends and developments about 
the terror threat.  Since then, Bulletins have been issued on a number of occasions, most recently in May 
2021 to provide an assessment of the rising threat from domestic terrorism.  

Roy’s thesis helped DHS create a new tool to better communicate threat assessments with the public, 
and it represents the important work our students are doing at the intersection of homeland security 
theory and policy.  
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