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Introduction 
 

Traditionally, most natural resource management decisions have been informed 
primarily by the natural and physical sciences. However, since most resource 
management issues stem from human activities, it is critical to also consider the 
social, economic, cultural, and institutional aspects or human dimensions of 
these issues when making decisions. Today’s coastal managers increasingly 
recognize the need for greater understanding, application and integration of 
social science concepts, methods and information into the decision-making 
process. Social, cultural and economic data need to be part of the regular 
complement of information available to natural resource managers to address the 
human dimensions of natural resource management. 
 

Applying Social Science to Coastal Management website 
 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Coastal 
Services Center has developed a website (www.csc.noaa.gov/socialscience/) to 
help coastal managers and staff members learn about different applications of 
social science to coastal management. Many of the products and applications 
developed by the NOAA Coastal Services Center incorporate information and 
approaches from the social sciences and are designed to aid coastal managers in 
addressing particular coastal resource management topics (e.g., watershed 
management, wetlands restoration, land use, natural hazards, wildland 
recreation). The website—Applying Social Science to Coastal Management—
provides links to human dimensions components of Center projects to illustrate 
how social science concepts are applied in addressing coastal management 
issues. 
 
The website draws both from projects that are specifically social science 
oriented and from projects that are primarily aimed at biophysical aspects of 
coastal management—highlighting relevant social and economic drivers. Such 
examples are particularly important in demonstrating how one might incorporate 
social science into existing and evolving geospatial and other decision-support 
tools. The website, as seen in the image below, is organized into five sections: 
Applications; Information, Tools, and Training; Articles; the Human 
Dimensions Wheel; and Additional Resources.  
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The “Applications” section of the website highlights projects, both completed 
and ongoing, in three areas: Watersheds, Hazards, and Recreation. A brief 
project summary with description of the human dimension aspects is provided 
for each listed project. These summaries also provide links to specific pages 
within the individual project websites where additional information and details 
on the human dimension components can be found. 
 
The “Information, Tools, and Training” section of the website provides links to 
information resources that are not always associated with specific projects. For 
website users wishing to learn more about social science concepts and methods, 
the information section offers links to introductory materials. The Center has 
developed a number of interactive applications that are summarized in the 
“Tools” section. These applications allow the user to manipulate data related to 
particular topics or issues, for example, to identify population and demographic 
trends in specific areas. These tools serve to demonstrate individual applications 
of technology in social science. The “Training” component of this section 
includes links to on-line training, as well as off-site courses provided by the 
Center at various host sites. 
 
The front page of the website includes a dynamic rotating banner of article titles 
and associated photographs related to specific Center projects. Each article title 
links to an article; the articles showcase specific projects that encompass a broad 
range of topics and coastal management issues. Although the articles are less 
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than a page in length, they provide strong illustrations of the use of social 
science in coastal management, as well as links to additional information on 
each topic. 
 
The website also provides a link to the interactive on-line version of the Center’s 
new information resource, the “Understanding the Human Dimensions of 
Coastal Management Using Social Science” wheel. This is an electronic version 
of a cardboard information wheel of the same title that provides users with an 
introduction to the human dimensions of coastal management through 
interactive questions and links to social science tools. 
 
In the interest of providing users with other sources of information, the website 
also has an “Additional Resources” component. This section provides users with 
detailed annotated links to on-line resources in other agencies and organizations. 
 
While focused on products and services that are provided by the Coastal 
Services Center, this website has much broader applicability. Managers have 
expressed the need for examples of how social science can be applied to coastal 
management. The Applying Social Science to Coastal Management website 
showcases different strategies the NOAA Coastal Services Center has employed 
to incorporate social science into projects, thus addressing this need. The 
purpose of this presentation is to provide examples of how the Center and 
coastal management professionals have used social science concepts and 
information to address management concerns. 
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