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Introduction:  In 2015 the NASA Astrobiology 

Program released the Strategic Plan [1] to outline the 
goals of the research program for the next decade. The 
grass roots process of creating this document took over 
a year, involved almost 200 scientists from various 
aspects of the field of Astrobiology, and created an 
inclusive document that is 257 pages long. This docu-
ment was designed to be as all-encompasing as the 
field of Astrobiology itself – so that any scientist who 
explores a field with broad astrobiological relevance 
can see their work reflected within the Strategy. Im-
portantly, the structure of the document was not cen-
tered around targets (Mars, Europa, exoplanets, etc.), 
but instead focused on seven major topics of research 
in the field today. This means that research that ad-
dresses the field of Mars Exploration can be found in 
multiple places within the Strategy, which we will 
highlight here. 

Major Topics:  The seven major topics covered in 
the Astrobiology Strategy are below: 

1. Identifying Abiotic Sources Of Organic Com-
pounds 

2. Synthesis And Function Of Macromolecules In 
The Origin Of Life 

3, Early Life And Increasing Complexity 
4. Co-Evolution Of Life And The Physical Envi-

ronment 
5. Identifying, Exploring, And Characterizing Envi-

ronments For Habitability And Biosignatures 
6. Constructing Habitable Worlds 
7. Challenges And Opportunities In Astrobiology 
Within these topics, research focusing on Mars ex-

ploration is most strongly focused in topics #1 and #5, 
but also came up throughout the other chapters. 

Within topic #5, the Exploration of Mars fell pri-
marily under two of the four highlighted areas of re-
search. The first “How can we enhance the utility of 
biosignatures to search for life in the solar system and 
beyond?” addresses not only the six forms of terrestrial 
biosignatures highlighted in the Mars 2020 Science 
Definition Team report [2], but also additional biosig-
natures such as “technosignatures” that might be more 
relevant to exoplanet research. Many of the key re-
search questions within this highlighted area of re-
search are those that have relevance to this conference 
on Biosignature Preservation – such as “how are habit-
ability and biosignatures interrelated?” and “what are 
the fundamental characteristics of life (even as we do 
not know it) that may translate into biosignatures?” 

The second highlighted area of research within top-
ic #5 addresses the question: “How can we identify 
habitable environments and search for life within the 
solar system?” This section focuses primarily on Earth 
Analog Environments, Mars and Icy Worlds. The first 
two sections contain key research questions that are 
relevant to the goals of this conference – such as “what 
are the potentials for preserving the signatures of life in 
extreme environments?” and “what major processes on 
Mars work to either degrade or preserve signatures of 
habitability and life?” 

Summary:  This paper will focus on highlighting 
the areas of overlap between the goals of this confer-
ence and the suggested key research directions high-
lighted in the Astrobiology Strategy. The goals of Mars 
exploration and those of astrobiological investigation 
can both be enhanced by careful consideration of 
where missions to Mars such as Mars 2020 are landed. 
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