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Executive Summary
In February 2020, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service, we) held our inaugural 
Social Science Summit at the National Conservation Training Center. Service 
employees representing all regions and nearly all programs, along with state and 
federal partners, convened to learn more about conservation social science, hear 
how it is being integrated into Service activities, and most importantly, discuss 
how to better utilize social science to improve conservation outcomes for the 
benefit of the American people. 

The Summit centered around three key themes:  

1. Putting social science into action through shared learning around case 
studies

2. Improving conditions for social science integration by addressing barriers 
and strengthening a community of practice

3. Refining a vision and identifying actions to advance social science across 
the agency 

Participants discussed these themes through plenary and breakout sessions. 
Those conversations resulted in actionable recommendations to further 
mainstream social science in the Service: 

1. Increase recruitment and integration of social science expertise

2. Increase social science literacy

3. Deepen a robust community of practice

4. Support growth of social science through a hub and spoke model  

5. Senior leaders enable social science mainstreaming 

A core team of social science experts across the Service have taken responsibility 
for moving these recommendations forward in collaboration with Summit 
attendees with support from agency senior leaders and other social science 
champions.

To learn more or to join the conversation, email human_dimensions@fws.gov.

“I’ll just say it again, the 
Summit was great — 

such a good mix of 
activities and content with 

a strong focus on doing. 
 

I think folks left super fired 
up and are now trying to 

figure out how to improve 
their own social science 

situations and how to 
spread the fire to others...”

- 2020 Summit Participant
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Introduction
People are a key component of conservation. The mission 
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service, we) explicitly 
recognizes and reflects this reality: working with others to 
conserve, protect, and enhance fish, wildlife, plants, and their 
habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. Our 
agency is equipped to understand the biological complexities 
of the natural world, yet despite our mission of “working with 
others,” we are not as adept in understanding the hearts and 
minds of the people we serve and who influence our ability to 
succeed. Using social science to understand and address the 
human dimensions of natural resource management and to 
more effectively connect with the American public is critical to 
achieve enduring conservation success. 

The conservation social sciences are a suite of classic and 
applied social science disciplines that help us understand 
individuals, society, and social phenomena related to 
conservation or environmental management. The classic 
conservation social sciences emerged from specific disciplines 
such as sociology, anthropology, political science, economics, 
and psychology. Applied social sciences include law, education, 
and communication. The arts and humanities also play a role.

Across the conservation community, there has been a call for 
greater consideration of social, economic, and political factors 
that affect conservation. The scale and scope of challenges 
like climate change, habitat loss, species extinctions, water 
shortages, and invasive species require solutions that consider 
people. While conservation organizations have taken positive 

steps to integrate social science into their work, recent studies 
point out ideological, institutional, knowledge, and capacity 
barriers that prevent true integration.

The Service has taken small steps to integrate social science 
over the years. A bold step was establishing the Human 
Dimensions (HD) Branch within the National Wildlife Refuge 
System in 2012. This and other dedicated capacity have proven 
valuable, however demand has always outstripped capacity. 
We find ourselves at a crossroads; we must be strategic in how 
we further grow the conservation social sciences in our agency 
and our work. 

In response, we held the first Social Science Summit (Summit) at 
the National Conservation Training Center (NCTC) in February 
2020. The Summit brought together 64 practitioners, supervisors, 
senior leaders, and social science experts across Service 
programs, along with 11 partner agency representatives. 

Summit objectives included:

• Foster greater understanding and support for including 
social science in the work of the Service

• Improve understanding of how social science is 
applied within the Service and other natural resource 
management agencies

• Share and learn from relevant and tangible case studies 
that integrated social science and led to improved 
processes or conservation outcomes

• Refine a shared Vision for Mainstreaming Social Science in 
the Service and expand ownership for implementation

• Determine how the Service can continue to grow social 
science expertise

• Identify realistic and achievable next steps for moving 
social science forward in the Service

“People aren’t in the way, they ARE the way.”

- Natalie Sexton 
Human Dimensions Branch Chief

National Wildlife Refuge System
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Recommendations and Next Steps
We suggest five actionable recommendations to overcome 
known barriers and to further mainstream social science in 
the Service. We developed these recommendations based on 
extensive input from Summit participants. 

1. Increase recruitment and integration of social 
science expertise in the Service 
We need additional social science capacity in the Service to 
meet demand for conservation outcomes that account for the 
diverse interests and perspectives of people. The coordinated 
growth of the conservation social sciences hinges on our 
ability to recruit, integrate, and retain qualified candidates. 
To assist hiring managers in identifying candidates with the 
social science knowledge, skills, and abilities identified as most 
needed in pursuit of the Service mission, we recommend the 
development of standardized position descriptions (PDs) for 
the social scientist job series to allow for the organic growth 
in social science hiring as various field stations, regions, and 
programs see fit, alongside a clear structure for social scientists 
to onboard, collaborate, and advance within the Service. 

Additionally, we recommend adding to the suite of existing 
standardized positions that involve professional work in natural 
resource management or biological sciences, with position 
descriptions that also include social science competencies. This 
will create a doorway to recruit interdisciplinary candidates— 
those who are versed in both the biological and the social 
sciences. The standardized PDs will mark a turning point in 
the evolution of the Service workforce, whereby there will be 
consistency in the type of social science expertise brought to 
the Service. 

We purposely do not assign social science as the purview of a 
single program as we recognize that all programs will benefit 
from more effectively engaging with the social sciences in 
their work. Rather, we recommend that hiring managers have 
access to the resources they need to recruit the type of social 
scientist that fits their need, and collectively best fits the needs 

of the Service. This will result in the organic growth of the social 
sciences in our work and our organization. During this period, 
the HD Branch will remain the central hub of social science in 
the Service. As our social science bench strength increases, 
the HD Branch, working with senior leaders, can concurrently 
determine to what extent the Service would like to further 
organize the social sciences at the national level. The Service 
will be able to easily track social science hiring through the use 
of standardized PDs and the MySupport portal. We consider 
this adaptive, bottom-up approach to hiring to be best suited 
to our organization’s current tolerance to change. Following 
the Summit and the input we received from participants, we 
feel confident that hiring managers will utilize the standardized 
social science and interdisciplinary biological science position 
descriptions once they are available. 

Recommended Actions 

• Identify and support opportunities to hire 0101 series social 
scientists within and across programs, working closely 
with the HD Branch, customizing job announcements, 
reviewing applicants, and serving on hiring panels 

• Create a suite of standardized conservation social 
scientist PDs for the Service 

• Add standardized PDs to the natural resource 
management and biological sciences job series (0400) 
that include social science competencies to recruit 
interdisciplinary candidates

• Through the use of standardized interdisciplinary 
biological science PDs, support a bottom-up approach to 
growth of social science in the Service driven by field-level 
needs and hiring actions.

• Utilize the Directorate Resource Assistant Fellows Program 
(DFP) and other fellowship and internship opportunities 
to recruit social scientists, while demonstrating social 
science application through applied projects 



4

2. Increase social science literacy across the Service 
A recurring theme throughout the Summit was the need for 
all Service practitioners to have a basic understanding of 
the conservation social sciences. Summit participants used 
the term “social science literacy” as shorthand for increasing 
awareness and understanding of what the conservation social 
sciences are and how to incorporate them into the Service’s 
work. 

Social science literacy starts with Service practitioners 
knowing what the conservation social sciences are, why they 
are important, and where to find resources such as tools, 
training, and expert assistance. More advanced literacy would 
involve practitioners applying basic social science concepts 
and tools in their work and/or working with experts to apply 
more advanced theories and methods. Ultimately, a social 
science literate Service would be one in which all practitioners 
can identify the social and economic aspects of their work 
and actively seek out ways to incorporate both the social 
and ecological sciences throughout projects and decision 
processes.

While this evolution towards a social science literate Service 
will take time, employees with a deeper understanding of 
conservation contexts will be more effective collaborators 
and better equipped to develop more durable solutions to 
conservation challenges. 

Recommended Actions

• Develop a literacy guide that explains what the 
conservation social sciences are, establishes definitions 
and common language, and creates a strategic 
communications plan for the Service 

• Promote the NCTC Human Dimensions Foundations of 
Natural Resource Conservation course to all employees 
within the Service as the foundational element for growing 
social science literacy in the Service 

• Meet foundational social science literacy training needs 
through collaboration with NCTC, with an emphasis on 

integrating basic concepts into existing biology-focused 
courses  

• Develop intermediate and advanced training that 
focuses on comprehensive application of social science 
knowledge and skills 

• Encourage detailee and shadowing opportunities with the 
HD Branch and other social science experts in the Service

• Promote existing social science tools and resources such 
as HDgov, the Socioeconomic Profile Tool, and other 
resources shared at the Summit

• Identify and share case study examples of social science 
integration in the Service to demonstrate the successful 
application of social science to improve conservation 
outcomes 

• Grow and promote the Service’s directory of social 
science experts on HDgov

Social science literacy starts with 
Service practitioners knowing what 

the conservation social sciences are, 
why they are important, and where 

to find resources such as tools, 
training, and expert assistance.

https://my.usgs.gov/hd/
https://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/usfws-indicators/
https://doi.sciencebase.gov/hd/expert/fws
https://doi.sciencebase.gov/hd/expert/fws
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3. Deepen a robust community of practice 
Integrating social science throughout the Service requires a 
network of experts and champions in addition to dedicated 
staffing. A robust community of practice can help build and 
maintain momentum for social science integration. A social 
science community of practice within the Service is a place 
where those with a shared purpose and common interest can 
come together. The community of practice enables social 
scientists and those with an interest and need to integrate 
social science into their work with opportunities to build 
relationships, gain new skills, and share experiences and 
challenges. The community of practice fosters a common 
language; curates and provides access to training, resources 
and references; and provides a space for communication. 
The community of practice also provides opportunities for 
mentoring and creates a mechanism for bringing new people 
into the fold. The community of practice must go beyond any 
single program or region. Regional social science champions 
will play a key role in promoting and supporting this effort.

Recommended Actions 

• Engage social science experts and champions to clarify 
the focus, purpose, and strategic intent of a social science 
community of practice, including exploring issues and 
priorities for intentional focus 

• Identify how the community of practice can support 
information sharing, social learning, relationship-building, 
and collaboration around actions to further mainstream 
social science in the Service 

• Considering capacity and desired level of formality, create 
a plan for launching and cultivating the community of 
practice that defines activities, processes, and roles 

• Launch community of practice and continue to engage 
social science experts and champions to grow the 
community 
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4. Support growth of social science in the Service 
through a hub and spoke model  
Throughout the Summit, participants expressed clear interest 
for social science capacity within programs, regions, and at field 
stations. As social science grows within the Service, it can no 
longer be under the purview of one program. For the time being, 
the Refuge System’s HD Branch at the Natural Resource Program 
Center will continue to serve as the central hub for social 
science in the Service. The hub will continue to chart the course, 
identify and lift barriers, recruit more into the fold, communicate 
the vision, and capitalize on opportunities to integrate social 
science into Service priorities. 

As the current hub for social science in the Service, the HD 
Branch will not be a surrogate or supersede individual programs 
or regions as they grow social science capacity. In fact, 
organic growth is encouraged and has already begun in other 
programs such as Science Applications, International Affairs, 
and the Branch of Economics. In practice, the hub represents 
the center of the wheel and provides the vision needed to grow 
and mainstream social science in the Service more broadly. 
We anticipate that the hub will grow beyond the HD Branch 
and come to include a diverse array of individuals across the 
Service, making it seamlessly connected and coordinated with 
the current organizational structure of the Service. As such, the 
hub will continue to identify opportunities for mainstreaming 
social science that align with top priorities of the Service and 
ensure that barriers are removed. 

Recommended Actions 

• Use the Vision for Mainstreaming Social Science and the 
recommendations from this report as the starting place 
to identify and activate opportunities to further integrate 
social science in the Service  

• Identify needed actions to address known barriers to 
mainstreaming social science in the Service  

• Continue to demonstrate ways to mainstream social 
science in the day-to-day work of the Service through 
case study examples 

• Explore opportunities to better connect the HD Branch and 
Economics Branch as complimentary programs of social 
science activity 

• Programs and regions interested in adding social science 
capacity work closely with the hub to identify and refine 
social science needs related to conservation priorities to 
ensure effective application of new capacity 

• Ensure new program or regional social science hires 
are connected with the hub so they are provided with 
a support network and mentorship, and can become 
spokes who contribute to the overall depth and 
effectiveness of social science in the Service 

“One of the anomalies of modern ecology is the creation of two groups, each of which seems 
barely aware of the existence of the other. The one studies the human community…and calls its 

findings sociology, economics, and history. The other studies the plant and animal community and 
comfortably relegates the hodge-podge of politics to the liberal arts. The inevitable fusion of these 

two lines of thought will, perhaps, constitute the outstanding advance of this century.” 
 

- Aldo Leopold, 1935
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5. Senior leaders enable social science 
mainstreaming
Senior leaders are key to ensuring an organization is positioned 
to deliver on its mission. As we move toward further integration 
of the conservation social sciences, our senior leaders must be 
engaged to do what cannot be accomplished at other levels of 
the organization. The vision, innovation, and decision-making 
authority of senior leaders are imperative to mainstreaming 
social science as standard practice.

Many senior leaders across Service regions and programs 
helped plan and actively participated in the Summit. 
Participants included deputy and assistant directors, regional 
directors, deputy regional directors, and assistant regional 
directors. In the session, Answering the Call for Mainstreaming 
Social Science, a panel comprised of senior leaders stated 
that ‘the time is now’ to expand social science expertise, 
increase social science literacy within our organization, deepen 
a robust community of practice, and continue to put social 
science in action to improve conservation outcomes. The 
continued participation and support of senior leaders is critical 
to ensuring fundamental barriers to mainstreaming social 

science in the Service can be overcome, agency priorities are 
addressed, and field-based needs can be met. These leaders 
are key to continuing to promote the value of a desired future 
for conservation that integrates social science as a vital 
component of our work. 

Recommended Actions  

• Share examples that demonstrate the application of 
social science to improve conservation outcomes 

• Advise key leaders on how they can drive this priority, 
providing them with sufficient background (social science 
needs, mainstreaming effort, etc.) 

• Brief senior leaders on key accomplishments/milestones, 
needs, and next steps 

• Senior leaders identify and engage additional senior 
leaders in the organization to further support for social 
science in the Service 

• Senior leaders continue to grow their social science 
literacy in order to better support integration and help 
address barriers
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Answering the Call for Mainstreaming Social Science 
The opening plenary session for the Summit provided context 
for social science to improve conservation policy, practice, and 
outcomes. We discussed the need for the conservation social 
sciences writ large, provided some working definitions, and 
highlighted the arc of social science within the Service to date. 

Current demand for social science integration is tied directly 
to the fact that conservation is losing ground. We face many 
challenges, from climate change and invasive species, to 
habitat fragmentation and children and adults spending less 
time outdoors. All of these complex challenges spell uncertainty 
for the future of conservation. This is coupled with a governance 
paradigm where the publics we serve increasingly demand to 
be meaningfully engaged in the decisions we make. 

By better understanding the system we work in and the 
individuals within that system, we can better achieve our public 
trust responsibilities. The conservation social sciences help us:

• Better understand the context we work in 

• More meaningfully engage with stakeholders 

• Improve our ability to influence conservation behavior 

• Improve management practices and governance 
processes 

• Normalize conservation actions 

• Facilitate socially equitable conservation processes and 
outcomes 

• Add rigor, consistency, and scientific excellence to our 
approaches 

What does it mean to “mainstream” social science and how do 
we get there in our organization?  It means removing barriers. 
We need to be more explicit about how differing worldviews 
within the Service can lead to incompatible ways of addressing 
conservation problems. For example, we need to change 
organizational cultures grounded in natural science that 
generate resistance to the use of social science. We need to 
promote training, experience, and knowledge of social science 
theories and methods. Finally, we need to add social science 
expertise, skills, and resources.

Mainstreaming social science 
also means a more inclusive 
and integrative approach to 

conservation—one that includes the 
natural and the social sciences—for 

more effective conservation.
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Also featured in the opening plenary, senior leaders in the 
Service relayed the urgent need for expanded social science 
integration in our work. Through examples and experiences 
from their current and past roles, they illustrated the need 
and set the stage for the Summit, underscoring that now is 
the time to mainstream social science in the Service. The 
message was loud and clear: we will not be successful in our 
conservation work without the social sciences. Furthermore, 
everyone in the organization has a role in mainstreaming 
social science. We need to model the successes we have 
already had, learn from our failures, and create the change 
we want to see. When asked “What are we doing that is 
suffering because we aren’t integrating social science?” The 
resounding answer from the panelists was “EVERYTHING!”

“We contend that the social 
sciences can help facilitate 

conservation policies, actions, and 
outcomes that are more legitimate, 

salient, robust, and effective.”

- Dr. Nathan Bennett and colleagues, 2016

Cynthia Martinez, Assistant Director for the 
National Wildlife Refuge System, stressed the need 
to take social science integration to the “next 
level.” More specifically, she suggested building 
off of the model created in the National Wildlife 
Refuge System with establishment of the Human 
Dimensions Branch in 2012.

Deb Rocque, Assistant Director for Science 
Applications, reflected that the problem we are 
trying to solve in the Service is to improve the 
way we preserve, protect, and enhance our trust 
resources. She said mainstreaming social science 
helps us break down silos and achieve shared 
priorities across programs and with our partners.

Wendi Weber, North Atlantic Appalachian 
Regional Director, shared regional examples where 
mainstreaming social science could have or 
has improved outcomes. She posited that social 
science helps us build more belonging among 
our workforce and helps us meet communities 
where they are, to listen, and to find shared values. 
She suggested we need to stop throwing facts at 
people and expecting it to change their hearts and 
minds.

Karen Clark, Alaska Deputy Regional Director, 
highlighted the Alaska Region’s strategic intent 
effort, which was born out of the recognition that 
people were struggling to connect with each 
other. Her region’s strategic vision is grounded 
in the understanding that people are the core of 
conservation. The desire is that each generation 
has the opportunity to live with, live from, discover, 
and enjoy the wildness of Alaska and its people.

Senior Leaders on Answering the Call
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Developing a Vision for Mainstreaming Social Science

Needs and Opportunities
Participants at the Summit helped develop and refine strategies 
for mainstreaming social science through contributions to a 
Vision document. The Vision for Mainstreaming Social Science in 
the Service lays out five critical needs and opportunities of the 
Service that the social sciences can help address.

1. Grow our legacy of being a leader and trusted partner 
in the conservation community: The social sciences can 
improve employee understanding of the social issues 
embedded in conservation challenges, and inform the 
development of interventions that create more durable 
outcomes

2. Build a nimble and adaptive workforce equipped with 
diverse expertise to more holistically address complex 
natural resource issues: Increased social science capacity 
and access to social science expertise and tools will 
make our organization more responsive to the human 
drivers of complex natural resource issues and enhance 
organizational effectiveness

3. Continue our pursuit of science excellence through the 
use of the best available science in our conservation 
work: Better integrating the wide array of social science 
tools, techniques, and methods with biological data will 
ensure that the Service can effectively pursue its mission 

4. Better understand the American publics we serve: 
Social science research helps practitioners understand 
the values, beliefs, needs, and perspectives of the 
diverse communities around them and develop effective 
conservation strategies

5. Ensure the future of natural resource conservation by 
connecting people with nature: The Service can better 
use insights from the social sciences to identify social 
trends related to conservation, including the broad social 
benefits of conservation

Goals
The Vision identifies five goals for better integrating the social 
sciences:

1. Increase conservation social science awareness and 
understanding in the Service

2. Develop applied practices for social science integration 
customized to the needs of our organization

3. Formalize policy and procedures to support integration 
of the conservation social sciences in the Service and 
integration of social scientist positions in the workforce

4. Spur innovation in the application of practices informed 
by the conservation social sciences by Service 
practitioners

5. Engage partners to increase effectiveness of social 
science integration

Summit participants brainstormed and prioritized key actions 
to take to advance Vision goals. The outputs from those 
brainstorming sessions heavily influenced the overall Summit 
recommendations. The core team will update and revise the 
Vision document to reflect input from Summit participants 
and align goals and prioritized actions with the overall Summit 
recommendations.
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Demonstrating Progress: Social Science in Action
The Summit exposed participants to many examples of social 
science application in the Service that improved processes 
or conservation outcomes. Two plenary and nine breakout 
sessions helped practitioners develop a deeper understanding 
of how to use social science concepts, data, and tools to 
address conservation planning and management challenges. 

The plenary presentations highlighted social science 
integration at a national scale: the Monarch Conservation 
Initiative and the Urban Wildlife Conservation Program. These 
demonstrations underscored the realities that 21st Century 
conservation happens in a complex landscape of people and 
the environment. Both examples demonstrated the necessary 
first step of comprehensively assessing the problems and 
analyzing the social and ecological factors that contribute to 
them. Both efforts have designed strategies that consider the 
social, economic, and political context and included systematic 
monitoring and evaluation of strategies to learn, adapt, and 
improve. 

The nine breakout sessions, presented by Summit participants, 
examined challenges ranging from Mexican wolf recovery 
to diversity and inclusion in the workforce. These examples 
demonstrated how social science is being applied at multiple 
scales from national initiatives to local decision making across 
Service Programs:  

• Keeping Key Deer Wild: Understanding Audiences, 
Contexts, and Behavior Change 

• Telling the Story of Local Benefits: The Economic Impacts 
of Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge 

• Enhanced Decision Making through Bias Awareness 

• Stakeholder Analysis: Social Science in the Everyday 

• Desert Avicaching: Community Science, Technology, and 
Conservation 

• Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Stakeholder?: The Power of 
Social Dynamics in Mexican Wolf Recovery 

• Benefits of Social Science Investments to Playa 
Conservation 

• Social Science to Support Landscape Conservation 

• Making the Case for Diversity Barrier Analysis 

Through this shared learning opportunity, participants noted 
that social science integration does not always need to be a 
large-scale undertaking conducted by social scientists, though 
fundamental social science literacy is important. Rather, social 
science principles can also be applied in our day-to-day work. 
Participants expressed a desire for access to these and other 
examples to apply principles and techniques in their work. Next 
steps include identifying and sharing more examples of social 
science in action and engaging the community of practice 
for continued peer-to-peer learning around social science 
application.  

“We should leverage the expertise 
we do have in the agency (even if 

they aren’t hard-core social science 
researchers) to give people the 

responsibility of asking social science 
questions during planning, problem 

solving, and decision making; doing so 
would start to build this involvement 

of social science perspectives into the 
Service’s problem-solving culture.”

- 2020 Summit Participant
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Learning from Our Conservation Colleagues 
Many natural resource agencies and organizations have made 
marked efforts to mainstream social science, which serve as 
models for our journey in the Service. The benefit of being a 
late adopter is that we can learn from previous efforts and be 
innovative in how we adapt social science capacity to fit the 
needs of the Service. To help learn from both the successes and 
struggles of other agencies, the Summit included participants 
from nearly a dozen partner organizations including federal 
and state agencies, universities, and nongovernmental 
organizations.

A panel of eight social science experts representing the Bureau 
of Land Management, National Park Service, U.S. Geological 
Survey, U.S. Forest Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, Arkansas Game and Fish Commission, Florida 
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, and the North 
American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI) shared insights 
from their organizations’ efforts to integrate social science. 
They highlighted the different roles that social scientists can 
play and provided advice for mainstreaming social science. 
Recommendations for the Service included meeting people 
where the need exists, leveraging partnerships, working bottom-
up as well as top-down, and communicating clearly about 
existing resources.

Each panelist provided advice for the Service as we continue to 
integrate the social sciences into our work:

• Share our success stories where social science has made 
an impact (for example, NABCI Human Dimensions 
Success Stories) that can help people understand what 
the social sciences are and how to apply them

• Think critically about what social science looks like 
structurally in our organization; how much are we focused 
on research, outreach, developing and sharing tools, or 
other efforts, and why? 

• Meet people where the need exists and where people 
most want social science; ensure we are translating and 

communicating information in a way that best meets 
those needs

• Work to build capacity from both the bottom-up and the 
top-down; build support from the top-down, but build 
interest and success stories from the bottom-up

• Target mid-level managers and help them see what 
social science can do for them and their work; they 
can help shift the culture from thinking social science is 
important to talking about how social science is relevant

• Work to make social and economic science part of the 
conversation; be eager to engage and open to helping 
people on the issues they care most about

• Invest time and energy into the social science work, 
including getting non-social scientists involved

In addition to partner organizations, invited speakers from 
academia and the private sector shared their perspectives. 
Brooke Tully, an independent consultant and trainer in 
conservation marketing, delivered a keynote address focused 
on utilizing aspects of human nature to become better 
communicators and turn successful conservation moments into 
movements. Brooke’s recommendations included using clear 
calls to action, keeping messaging positive, recruiting reliable 
messengers, demonstrating the desired behavior, and inviting 
the audience to become a part of something bigger. 

Dave Case of DJ Case and Associates and Dr. Alia Dietsch 
of The Ohio State University shared insights from two key 
national social science studies, respectively: The Nature of 
Americans and America’s Wildlife Values. Both Dave and 
Alia’s presentations shed light on how Americans perceive 
nature and wildlife, and how understanding those perceptions 
can inform strategies to connect people with nature. These 
types of national social science research studies provide vital 
information about what our publics value, how to stay relevant, 
and how social science can inform those efforts.

https://nabci-us.org/success-stories/
https://nabci-us.org/success-stories/
https://natureofamericans.org/
https://natureofamericans.org/
https://sites.warnercnr.colostate.edu/wildlifevalues/


15



16

Leading the Change to Integrate Social Science
Mainstreaming social science in the Service is an organizational 
change that will create new competencies and shift existing 
practices. There is a large body of research focused on the 
dynamics of leading successful organizational change efforts. 
This session explored what is known about creating change 
and how that applies to furthering the goal of mainstreaming 
social science in the Service. We focused on two models, built on 
extensive research in psychology, sociology, business, and other 
fields: the Heath brothers’ Switch framework and Kotter’s 8-Step 
Process for Leading Change. 

The Switch framework is based on the pattern of successful 
change efforts across many contexts, including organizations, 
communities, and individuals. The fundamental components of 
the framework are: 

1. Specifying what you want people to do 

2. Motivating them to do it 

3. Making it as easy as possible for them to do it 

While simple in concept, these components can be harder to 
put into practice. The Switch framework describes motivation 
as an “elephant,” and the biggest and most challenging 
component to change efforts.  Not surprising, Summit 
participants identified motivating people to change as the 
biggest challenge to mainstreaming social science in the 
Service.  

Kotter’s model is an 8-step process for organizations to create 
change that becomes incorporated into the work culture. At 
the Summit, we focused on the first four steps which are the 
foundation for building change efforts: 

1. Create a sense of urgency 

2. Build a guiding coalition 

3. Form a strategic vision 

4. Enlist a volunteer army 

In general, participants believed that a lot more progress is 
needed on these foundational steps for mainstreaming social 
science. When considering the first and most critical step—
create a sense of urgency—the majority of participants selected 
0-10% to describe the progress of the Service toward the goal 
of creating a workforce motivated and ready to act to make 
change.  

In this session, we touched on critical elements that affect 
organizational change and uncovered participants’ perceptions 
of motivation in the Service to mainstream social science. 
Moving forward it will be important to consider ways to continue 
to motivate action and create a sense of urgency more broadly 
across the Service to ensure successful implementation of 
recommended actions.  

The Big 
Opportunity

1 
CREATE 

Sense of
Urgency 2 

BUILD 
Guiding Coalition

3 
FORM 

Strategic Vision & 
Initiatives

4 
ENLIST 

Volunteer Army

5 
ENABLE 

Action by Removing 
Barriers

6 
GENERATE 

Short Term Wins

7 
SUSTAIN 

Acceleration

8 
INSTITUTE 

Change

Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change

https://heathbrothers.com/books/switch/
https://www.kotterinc.com/8-steps-process-for-leading-change/
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Addressing Barriers to Mainstreaming Social Science
The conservation social science community has identified 
a number of barriers that contribute to the underutilization 
of the social sciences. These have been summarized in four 
categories: ideological, institutional, knowledge and capacity 
barriers. Participants broke into four groups to discuss the 
barriers and develop strategies to overcome them in the 
Service, considering the factors that contribute to success 
discussed in the session on Leading the Change.

Grow Formal Social Science Capacity

We defined capacity as the human capital, skills, and resources 
needed to perform a function. This group identified areas 
of social science expertise and associated competencies 
needed at field, regional, and national levels. They discussed 
ways to increase social science capacity through existing 
means, such as direct hiring authority for interdisciplinary 
fellows and interns; modifications to existing capacity, such as 
adding social science skills and duties to the natural resource 
management and biological sciences job series; modifying 
position descriptions and reclassifying positions; and through 
new means, such as hiring additional social scientists in the 0101 
job series. To support these efforts, the group identified the need 
to work with human resource specialists on the social science 
(0101) job series to better recruit the most-needed social 
science skill sets in the Service.

Build a Community to Support Conservation Social Science

This group described the purpose, goals, values, and key 
considerations for building and maintaining a social science 
community of practice within the Service. Participants defined 
the community as a place for both social scientists and non-
social scientists to come together. The community would 
provide an opportunity to build relationships, gain new skills, and 
share experiences and challenges. The community would foster 
a common language; curate and provide access to training, 
resources, and references; create connections between isolated 
offices or teams; and provide a space for shared learning. It 

would also provide opportunities for mentoring and create a 
mechanism for bringing new people into the community.

Develop Applied Practices for Social Science Integration

This group brainstormed the following areas with the greatest 
need for social science application: stakeholder identification, 
analysis, and engagement; improved understanding of how 
people process information and make decisions; strategic 
communication for target audiences; managing conflict; 
evaluation and adaptive management; and building a 
positive and productive workplace culture. The group identified 
opportunities to meet these needs by including social science 
insights, including using existing tools to conduct stakeholder 
analyses; analyzing current decision-making processes for 
biases; speaking up and posing questions about the social 
aspects of an issue or decision; reaching out to experts for 
guidance and support when social science needs arise; and 
contracting out social science work. There was a recognition 
opportunities exist right now to integrate social science; 
capitalizing on them is a critical step to further mainstreaming.

Build Social Science Awareness, Knowledge, and Skills

This group identified barriers and opportunities to acquire 
the knowledge, skills, and abilities that are most needed to 
increase social science literacy within our workforce. The 
group prioritized the five most impactful competencies and 
related training areas for the Service: “human dimensions 101”; 
defining the human dimensions of conservation problems; 
stakeholder engagement; understanding audiences; and 
strategic communication. The group identified the following 
barriers to increasing knowledge and awareness in these 
areas: lack of understanding and value of the conservation 
social sciences; lack of time and resources—specifically staff 
and funding; an organizational culture that is biased toward 
traditional biological-based approaches; social science skills 
not being associated with wildlife conservation; and job series 
requirements that do not include social science competencies.
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Throughout the Summit we heard the call for putting social science information, tools, and 
resources in the hands of practitioners. We also heard the desire to connect with one another 
for shared learning and networking. We encourage readers to connect, follow, learn, and 
explore through the links below. We welcome all to join the conversation and contribute to 
mainstreaming social science in the Service. 

Join the Conversation and Learn More!

CONNECT with fellow Summit participants

FOLLOW the Social Science in the Service 
SharePoint site

LEARN how your peers in the Service are putting 
social science into action

EXPLORE tools and resources from the Summit

CONTACT US 
 

human_dimensions@fws.gov

https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/prod-is-cms-assets/hd/prod/69ce9320-1878-11eb-a693-6196a5d66031-2020-10-27 FINAL_USFWS 2020 SS Summit Participant List.xlsx
https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/sites/fws-FF09R23000-human-dimensions/
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/prod-is-cms-assets/hd/prod/6f66a940-1863-11eb-a693-6196a5d66031-SSiA%20Session%20Description.pdf
https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/prod-is-cms-assets/hd/prod/4be320d0-1862-11eb-a693-6196a5d66031-2020%20Workshop%20Resource%20Guide.pdf
mailto:human_dimensions%40fws.gov?subject=
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