
 

Social Science in Action 
Examples from around the Service 

Wednesday February 19, 2020 
Concurrent Sessions 

 
In this session you will learn about real-world examples from across the Service in which social 
science has been integrated in conservation science and action. Each concurrent session will 
include tangible results, lessons learned and insights on what could be improved in future 
efforts. Here, we go beyond the reactive to show where social science has helped us to be 
proactive in addressing our conservation challenges. The following pages contain nine 
concurrent session descriptions. Please choose three to attend. If you arrive at a full room (as 
indicated by the session leader) please try another. The 30-minute sessions begin promptly at 
the following times. 
 
2:55 – First round of all concurrent sessions begins 
3:35 – Second round of all concurrent sessions begins 
4:15 – Third round of all concurrent sessions begins 
 

Concurrent Sessions 

IE 111 
Telling the story of local benefits – the economic impacts of Okefenokee 
National Wildlife Refuge (Wylie Carr) 

IE 205 Benefits of Social Science Investments to Playa Conservation (Mike Carter) 

IE 110 
Desert Avicaching: Community Science, Technology, and Conservation 

 (Jennie Duberstein) 

IE 107 
Social Science to Support Landscape Conservation (Todd Hopkins & Tom 
Miewald) 

IE 112 Enhanced Decision-Making through Bias Awareness (Alex Kasdin) 

IE 105 
Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Stakeholder?: The Power of Social Dynamics in 
Mexican Wolf Recovery (Tracy Melbihess) 

IE 101 Making the Case for Diversity Barrier Analysis (Mitch Robertson) 

IE 201 
Keeping Key deer wild: Understanding audiences, contexts, and behavior 
change (Danielle Ross-Winslow) 

IE 108 Stakeholder Analysis: Social science in the everyday (Katie Steiger-Meister) 

IE 111 
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Telling the story of local benefits –  
The economic impacts of Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge 

Wylie Carr 
 

In 2019, social scientists from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service utilized data from two 

nationwide studies to help nearby communities understand the many benefits provided by 

the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge. We drew from the 2019 National Wildlife Refuge 

Visitor Survey to examine visitor characteristics, experience, and satisfaction with refuge 

experiences. We also drew on the 2019 Banking on Nature Report to examine the economic 

contribution for recreational visits. Data from both studies informed ongoing conversations 

about potential management of lands surrounding the Refuge. Many refuges have similar 

and compelling stories to tell. Tens of millions of people visit National Wildlife Refuges 

every year. These visitors impact local economies through spending money on things like 

lodging, gas and food. Understanding the positive economic impacts helps paint a more 

complete picture of the many benefits of conserving fish, wildlife and plants. In this session, 

we will demonstrate how to use the National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Survey and Banking on 

Nature to tell compelling stories about the many benefits provided by National Wildlife 

Refuges.  

 

Takeaways 

 Visitor surveys and economic impact analyses help communicate the range of benefits 

provided by National Wildlife Refuges for surrounding communities. 

 Datasets and reports on visitor experiences, satisfaction, and expenditures are available 

for a number of refuges, can be easily accessed, and are regularly updated. 

 By better understanding and communicating the economic benefits provided by 

Refuges, we can inform management decisions by local, county, and state decision-

makers. 

 
 

IE 205 
Benefits of Social Science Investments to Playa Conservation 

Mike Carter 
 

In 2006, Playa Lakes Joint Venture applied a social psychological approach to examine 
landowner knowledge of playas and their willingness to be involved in playa conservation work. 
PLJV conducted a survey of 1,800 farmers and ranchers with the purpose of determining the 
baseline of landowner knowledge and attitudes. Of 13 possible resources that might warrant 
additional conservation efforts, landowners said they supported ‘more conservation than we 
have now’ for only one — the Ogallala Aquifer. Based on the survey results, PLJV looked at 
different links between its conservation goals and research about how playas recharge the 
Aquifer, and began focusing its communication messages around playas and aquifer recharge. 
These steps, and many other social science projects over the years have led to relationships 
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with cities such as Clovis, New Mexico, which is restoring its playas to benefit the town’s water 
supply. Further, an export of this model in late 2018 to two towns in Kansas – Leoti and Tribune 
– has led to two county-wide efforts to achieve sustainable water use through playa restoration 
and reduced irrigation. In this session, we relay how playa conservation has benefitted from 
regular – but fairly minimal – social science investments, and how these efforts have led the JV 
into rewarding partnerships with new audiences and into newfound relevance. 
 
Takeaways 

 By better understanding stakeholders PLJV was able to effectively work with 
communities on projects that lead to playa restoration and aquifer recharge. 

 Using social science to understand stakeholders is a key element of working with 
communities to further mutually beneficial conservation. 

 Human dimensions on a shoestring can make a big difference and allows you to walk in 
on what is really important. 

 
 
 

IE 110 
Desert Avicaching: Community Science, Technology, and Conservation 

Jennie Duberstein 
 
Aridlands, including the Mojave, Colorado, and Sonoran deserts of southern California, 

southern Nevada, and southern Arizona, are among the most threatened ecosystems in the 

Western Hemisphere. Populations of multiple bird species in this ecosystem have declined by 

more than 50% over the past 40 years as a result of climate change, energy development and 

urban growth. In spite of this, we know remarkably little about bird use of the area. Solar and 

wind energy development holds great potential, but we wanted to know how and where this 

development affected birds—which species, and at what scale? Unfortunately, we lacked the 

capacity to monitor birds over such a broad geography. 

 

We used behavioral psychology and strategic communications to create a mobile platform 

game that combined the idea of geocaching with birding: “avicaching”. Desert Avicaching 

encouraged volunteer birders to explore understudied areas of the desert southwest and enter 

their data through the eBird app. Over the course of six months 72 birders contributed 409 

eBird checklists with data on 142 species of birds from under or unstudied areas. The Sonoran 

Joint Venture and partners are now using these data to help inform management and 

conservation planning, using birder observations to improve monitoring efforts for populations 

of some of the region’s most rapidly declining bird species. Games like avicaching can play an 

important role in conservation, particularly where human and financial resources are limited. 

The use of behavioral psychology and strategic communications gave us insights into birders 

that helped us create a more compelling game that appealed to birders’ interests while also 

helping fill our conservation needs and reach a broader audience. 
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Takeaways: 

 We used behavioral psychology to create a game and strategic communications plan to 
encourage birders to observe birds in areas where we needed more data about bird 
populations. 

 The use of social science allowed us to better understand the thought processes and 
behavior drivers of our target audience—birders—so we could strategically develop the 
most effective communications campaign to promote the game. 

 Over the course of six months 72 birders volunteered more than 500 hours of their time 
and $2,000-$3,000 in mileage to travel to and from avicaching locations, contributing 
409 eBird checklists with data on 142 species of birds from under or unstudied areas. 

 Scientists are using these data to improve monitoring efforts for species of conservation 
concern and help inform conservation and management planning. 

 
 

IE 107 
Social Science to Support Landscape Conservation 

Todd Hopkins & Tom Miewald 
 
Landscape conservation is all about networks of people working together toward common, 
articulated goals.  Social science becomes very important in all aspects of conducting 
stakeholder analysis, convening people, and identifying collaborative scenarios for the 
landscape.  This session will provide examples of how social science supported landscape 
conservation in two very different efforts.  The Cascades to Coast Landscape Collaborative is 
a collaborative to plan for a network of healthy, connected ecosystems and working 
landscapes capable of providing a full suite of ecosystem services that can absorb, respond, 
and adapt to climatic changes and other key stressors, through the use of collaborative, 
science-based strategies.  The CCLC is located in the coastal ecoregions of Oregon and 
Washington and the partnership includes state and federal agencies, private foresters, 
NGOs and tribes.  Spatially Explicit Participatory Scenario Planning for Climate Change in 
Florida explored social and ecological systems in 2008 in an effort to generate visualizations 
of land cover conditions for three alternatives futures for Florida in 2020, 2040, and 2060, 
illustrating interactions between climate, human population change, and conservation 
strategies and resources. These scenarios were integrated into a spatial decision support 
system which allowed stakeholders to evaluate conservation strategies at regional and 
landscape scales.  These scenarios are available at: https://flcpa.databasin.org by searching 
for 'future land use, scenarios 1 - 3'. 
 

  

https://flcpa.databasin.org/
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Key Takeaways: 

 Landscape conservation is all about bringing people together. Social science provides 
both adaptive and technical tools to support that goal. 

 Correctly identifying stakeholders is critical to success. 

 The application of social science has assisted in the acceptance and implementation 
of our proposed conservation actions; it is making a difference and we can 
demonstrate that it is working. 

 
 

IE 112 
Enhanced Decision-Making through Bias Awareness 

Alex Kasdin 
 

When the Ecological Services program needs to make a decision about a species’ status 

under the Endangered Species Act (i.e., endangered, threatened, not warranted), we 

hold a Recommendation Team Meeting.  During this meeting, relevant leadership 

review the biological information in the Species Status Assessment for the species and 

recommend a status determination.  In order to enhance the effectiveness and 

objectivity of this decision-making process, members of the Service’s Species 

Assessment Team developed a presentation that introduces leadership to well-

documented psychological shortcuts we use when we make decisions.  The field of 

behavioral economics has identified many shortcuts we may subconsciously use in 

difficult decision-making that could lead to biased conclusions.  The Species Assessment 

Team members thought that, if we made decision-makers aware of these biases, they 

could try to keep them in check during the decision-making process.  In this session we 

will discuss how sound decision-making is a key part of management in all Service 

programs and that integrating social science research on our inadvertent biases can help 

reduce their influence on our decision-making processes. 

 

Takeaways: 

 The fields of behavioral psychology and behavioral economics contain decades of 

research on the ways humans absorb information and make difficult decisions. 

 Sometimes, the decisions humans make contradict what one would expect from 

an objective comparison of costs and benefits.  This is because we 

subconsciously rely on decision-making shortcuts 

 While decision-making shortcuts help us ration cognitive resources, leading to 

quick and effective decisions in everyday life, they can sometimes bias difficult 

decision-making.   

 Members of the Ecological Services Species Assessment Team share research on 

these common decision-making shortcuts prior to important decision-making 
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processes so that decision-makers can mitigate the impacts of these biases in 

Endangered Species Act decision-making. 

 
 

IE 105 
Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Stakeholder?:  

The Power of Social Dynamics in Mexican Wolf Recovery 
Tracy Melbihess 

 

The Mexican wolf reintroduction and recovery effort has been characterized by intense 
social tension across a broad spectrum of stakeholders since we first released Mexican 
wolves from captivity into New Mexico and Arizona in 1998.  Adequate resolution of 
social issues has not occurred, leading to long-standing challenges in building functional 
relationships with stakeholders, including partners and Native American tribes; ongoing 
litigation and inquiries; loss of critical partners; distrust by stakeholders; and negative 
media coverage.  We currently employ several strategies to consider and address the 
social dimensions of the recovery effort: 1) Collaborative interagency management from 
field to executive levels; 2) Frequent, formal communication between Regional Office 
leadership and the Mexican Wolf Recovery Program; 3) Identification and emphasis of 
common interests between disparate stakeholder groups; 4) Development of a 
stakeholder-led Interdiction Council to address wolf/livestock conflicts; 5) Convening a 
tribal working group to serve as a sounding board for tribal concerns and interests; and 
6) Dedicated Public Affairs assistance with media and external communication.  These 
strategies help us understand stakeholders’ concerns, ensure consistent messaging from 
the Service to stakeholders, provide opportunities for others to lead, and ensure Service 
perspectives receive media coverage.  We need additional social science capacity to 
identify our desired social conditions, assess current barriers, and develop additional 
strategies to reduce social tension and improve the efficiency and timeliness of 
recovery.   
 
Takeaways:   

 Establishing sociopolitical situational awareness at early stages is particularly 
important for controversial conservation efforts in order to develop appropriate 
strategies to reduce barriers to success. Staff at all levels need to understand the 
social context of their biological work, including awareness of influential 
stakeholders.  

 Understanding and responding to stakeholders’ concerns takes time but can 
save time in the end. “Go slow to go fast.”  There may be times when parties 
may not see eye to eye, and therefore expectations must be managed so that 
stakeholders understand their potential level of engagement and impact on 
decisions. 
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IE 101 

Making the Case for Diversity Barrier Analysis 
Mitch Robertson 

 
In the 2018 Work Environment Survey, 31.4% of USFWS responses indicated they had 
experienced some kind of harassing behavior in the 12 months leading up to the survey.  
Since FY2017, the USFWS has commissioned a yearly Barrier Analysis Team (BAT) to conduct 
an in-depth examination into the employee life cycle to determine where barriers for a 
representative, inclusive, and harassment-free environment might persist.  During the BAT 
process, members apply organizational-industrial psychology and examine numerous data 
points related to the employee life cycle such as focus groups, exit and climate surveys, and 
workforce data tables. This process has resulted in three comprehensive action plans for 
the USFWS Directorate with strategic communication plans for improving organizational 
culture.  Based on recommendations from the barrier analysis process, Special Emphasis 
Events saw a participation increase of 300% when events were sponsored at the 
programmatic and regional level.  In this session, we will discuss the methods and benefits 
to workforce analysis, the advantages of data-driven analysis, and some of the drawbacks 
for long-term workforce planning. Functional areas utilized in the example include 
organizational-industrial psychology, strategic communications and workforce analysis. 
 
Takeaways: 

 Analysis methods for conducting a thorough barrier analysis and implementing 
measurable action items and associated challenges 

 Difficulties associated with implementing change on such a large scale 

 Benefits of understanding the workforce and working towards an inclusive and 
representative environment 

 Importance of an after-action review for adjusting methodology and continuously 
improving process 

 
 

IE 201 
Keeping Key deer wild: Understanding audiences, contexts, and behavior change  

Danielle Ross-Winslow 
 

If You Give a Key Deer a Donut…chances are it’s going to want another, and another, 
and another. Pretty soon, this wild animal is not acting so wild. This may sound like the 
latest Laura Numeroff children’s book, but unfortunately, the feeding of Key deer is a 
reality that has concerned the Fish and Wildlife Service for a number of years. Key deer 
are an endangered species that live primarily on Big Pine Key. In August 2014, the 
Service contracted DJ Case & Associates to develop a communications strategy to 
minimize Key deer feeding by people. This involved an iterative process of assessment 
and planning that included stakeholder workshops and interviews, a review of pertinent 
literature, and site visits. The Human Dimensions Branch conducted the literature 
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review, focused on understanding motivations for feeding wildlife and interventions 
that successfully motivated people not to feed wildlife. Most of the available literature 
applied theories and methods from social psychology, aiming to understand individuals’ 
behaviors and the attitudes, beliefs, and norms that influence them. The process led to 
the identification of distinct priority target audiences, residents and visitors, whose 
motivations and behavior varied greatly. As a result, DJ Case developed two very distinct 
communication strategies for residents and visitors. Ultimately, real-world contexts—
staffing changes, a screwworm infestation, resource availability—limited the extent to 
which the communication strategies were implemented. 
 
Takeaways 

 People are a key factor in the longevity of a “wild” population of Key deer. 

 Social psychology studies helped to understand motivations for feeding and not 
feeding Key deer. 

 There is no one-size-fits-all communication strategy to deter Key deer feeding – 
there are distinct audiences that require distinct strategies. 

 A gap existed between the HD/social science effort and the incorporation of 
information into management actions. 

 More social science information alone will not lead to mainstreaming social 
science in the Service.  

 
 

IE 108 
Stakeholder Analysis: Social science in the everyday 

Katie Steiger-Meister 
 

The social sciences can be used in our day-to-day work through the development of 
customized tools and techniques. Stakeholder analysis is a concrete example of an applied 
practice that social science theory and research supports. It is employed to better 
understand how people or groups relate to an issue or each other. Until recently, it was not 
a practice that was typically used in the Service.  A form of stakeholder analysis, customized 
to a government audience, is now taught as part of the Human Dimensions Foundations of 
Natural Resource Conservation class at the National Conservation Training Center. It is 
typically used to inform strategic communications efforts to ensure key messages address 
the interests and concerns of key stakeholders, and that the messages are in turn effectively 
delivered and understood. Examples of where this stakeholder analysis technique has been 
employed range from a cross-regional Service team of biologists and public affairs 
specialists working on public communications for the critical habitat listing of the Poweshiek 
skipperling and Dakota skipper, to a team of communications specialists from federal, 
provincial, and state agencies focused on Asian carp control and management.  In this 
session we will discuss how the use of a standardized stakeholder analysis process brings 
consistency, structure and rigor to our communications and stakeholder engagement work. 
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Takeaways: 

 Social science theories can inform the creation of customized tools and practices 
that support the Service's day-to-day work. We can scale up or scale down as 
needed. 

 Stakeholder analysis provides us with a structured way to explore how people or 
groups relate to an issue or each other.  

 A stakeholder analysis technique customized to the needs of government employees 
has been effectively used by cross-regional and multi-agency teams to inform 
strategic communication plans. 

 
 


