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Executive summary

UK natural environment organisations (NEOSs) are experiencing a social science ‘turn’ with
a notable recent increase in the numbers of social scientists working in government, arm’s
length bodies, the third sector and private sector environmental consultancies, along with
increased demand for social science expertise, including in new areas of work. However,
limited research attention has been given to understanding how social sciences are being
integrated into the operation and impact of NEOs. This pilot project aimed to understand
current social science practice in these organisations and explore opportunities for the
sector to embrace, integrate and develop its social science capability and ambition to
deliver greater socio-environmental impact.

The report showcases the findings of a literature review, exploratory interviews, surveys, a
workshop discussion and an expert elicitation exercise looking at the backgrounds, current
practices, experiences, and aspirations of social scientists in NEOs. The project is
participatory, working with NEO partners to develop research on the integration and
development of social science expertise within NEOs.

Literature review key themes

The review of literature is presented as an annotated bibliography to signal relevant areas
of academic debate that provide the theoretical rationale for the project and beyond that to
help situate and interpret its empirical findings. The review identified the following nine
themes: the role of social science in organisations and research projects; the divide
between the natural and social sciences; knowledge and expertise; the science-policy
interface; interdisciplinarity environments; perceptions of interdisciplinarity; conceptualising
the collaborative process; how to 'do’ interdisciplinarity / transdiciplinarity; rationale for
interdisciplinarity; taxonomy of interdisciplinarity.

Key findings of survey, interviews and workshop

The 20 project participants work for 11 different organisations and hold varied professional
backgrounds, roles and experiences. However, there were some recurrent themes and
trends. More participants than expected reported backgrounds in the natural sciences.
One of the associated benefits reported by these participants was ‘speaking the same
language’ as colleagues with natural science backgrounds. However, some such
participants described experiencing imposter syndrome or perceiving distrust from ‘pure’
social scientists.

When asked about the disciplines utilised in their current role behavioural science was
mentioned a number of times. Participants expressed some frustration about the narrow
range of social science disciplines that their organisations thought were relevant: for
example, encountering perceptions that social science is just about and for behaviour
change. In some organisations social science is not defined as a profession and specified
roles are not available.
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Participants were engaged in a wide range of activities, including but not limited to
designing, delivering, commissioning, training and translating
social/natural/interdisciplinary scientific research. Overall, participants considered
interdisciplinary work as complex and time-consuming but necessary in certain
circumstances to achieve significant impact for the social sciences and their organisations.
They were also involved in a wide range of subject areas, with 18 discrete areas listed.

Perceptions of social science and qualitative methods as ‘less rigorous’ or ‘less applicable’
than natural science and quantitative methods can inhibit productive interdisciplinary work
and the impact of social sciences. Social science can be used as a ‘bolt-on’ in natural
science-dominated projects and social scientists brought in late on in the project thinking,
but there were some indications that this is happening less often.

There was variation in how valued participants felt social science was within their
organisation. Senior colleagues were thought to be more likely to recognise the usefulness
of bringing in social sciences. With some colleagues believing that economics as a social
science discipline is sufficient to study the human dimension.

Generally, organisations frame nature as a natural science problem and so prioritise
funding natural science evidence. There are emerging ‘people agendas’ but limited use of
social science evidence regarding framings, culture and social practices.

Participant’s aspirations include improving social science resource, visibility and use of
expertise. Including the position of qualitative methods. They want to communicate the
relevance and diversity of social science, and there was an acknowledgement that social
science needs to show applied functions to do so. Participants want to take on
different/additional roles e.g., as a critical friend / disruptor within organisational strategy-
making, to contribute more to in-house research and apply social science to new subject
areas e.g. urban nature and sustainable diets. Social scientists across government are
generally better networked than those in NGOs, and the workshop explored establishing
an ongoing cross-sector social science network to bring together ideas for moving forward
on achieving integration and impact.

Key findings of expert elicitation exercise

During the workshop participants discussed evidence gaps and ways that academic
research could support their aspirations. These ideas, together with insights from the
survey and interviews were used as the basis for an expert elicitation exercise designed to
help identify priorities for follow-on research. In this, an initial ‘long’ list of research
guestions was scored, collated and commented on by participants in a first round and
then, in a second round, a short-list of the highest scoring questions was re-presented to
participants as a series of research question ‘packages’ for their further deliberation and
prioritisation.

In general, there was appetite to continue the collective endeavour and utilise academic
research to help social science to gain traction in the sector. This was the case even
though there was no strong consensus around the nature and focus of future research.
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This lack of consensus might be explained by the fact that information was gathered from
people in a number of different NEOs in which social sciences are framed differently and
at different stages of being integrated into the organisation.

The research question packages which obtained the most support focused on:

e Expanding the initial empirical work we started in this pilot: who is out there, what
are they doing, what role are they occupying, what is their experience of gaining
traction and not?

e Exploring social science expertise, including questions about what counts as
relevant expertise, which social science disciplines, approaches and methods gain
the most and least traction and questions exploring relationships with external
social scientists.

There was also discussion around using action research to support collective ambitions.
For example, through supporting a new network and associated activities and exploring its
impact or researching new social science initiatives and using the research findings to
support the development of the initiative in real time.

Overall reflections on the project

Social scientists in NEOs are very keen to engage in research to better understand the
possible and envision, as a collective, where social science can make even more of a
contribution in the future. Key to moving forward is to sustain the project’s collaborative
and co-design approach to ensure that any follow-on research has impact.

There is a social science ‘turn’ in NEOs with more resource but also more demand for
what the social sciences can bring to the table. However, social sciences in conservation
and natural environmental management are still narrowly framed and constrained,
perhaps even more so than in the context of academia. Partly due to relatively low
numbers (despite recent increases).

The narrow framing of social sciences within NEOs is a significant, ongoing source of
frustration for social scientists who aspire to fulfil a much wider range of roles and
therefore make a wider and deeper contribution to their organisations, and the sector more
generally.

Participants were keen to understand what other social science roles they could occupy
within the sector and how to introduce them. Other “distinct contributions that the social
sciences can make to understanding and improving conservation” (Bennett et al. 2017)
were discussed: descriptive, diagnostic, disruptive, reflexive, generative, innovative, and
instrumental; and there was general agreement that social science in NEOs was mainly
confined to instrumental (implementation and education) contributions. Notable within the
wider range of roles NEO social scientists aspire to is the ability to perform the role of
‘critical friend’ or ‘disruptor’.

This type of critical / disrupting role entails being given meaningful opportunities to pose
deeper and more fundamental questions about the operation of power and control in
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society, vested interests and inequality and how these are key to explaining the causes of
environmental problems as well as signalling environmental solutions. It is a role that also
entails challenging the operation of power within NEOs in respect of the formation and
persistence of knowledge hierarchies, including which subjects are ‘suitable’ for social
science scrutiny. This should be a focus of future research designed to support social
sciences in the natural environment sector.

Diversity within the social sciences and the wider sector was also considered to be an
important topic for further study.

One idea for future research would be to work with participants to create a vision of what
NEOs who put more equal investment into the natural and social sciences might be able to
achieve. As a way of trying to bypass the slow progress and incremental progress on
social science investment over the last few decades and kick-start the real opportunities
that the participants believe are possible if social science was taken to be an essential part
of NEOs achieving their ambitions.

The definition of a social scientist and the bounding of the social science profession were
popular discussion points. This was linked to the issue of who does social science and
concerns around the robustness of work carried out by those not trained in the social
sciences. The pervasive barriers to robust multi- or interdisciplinary working were also
raised.

Transdisciplinary research, such as the SSINE project, that works to ‘build in’ research
impact from the design stage is worthwhile and rewarding but time-consuming and
resource intensive. It was noted that this project both helped to celebrate diversity and
differences within social sciences and helped us collaborate, both features that were
thought important to continue in any future work.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background, rationale and aim

This is the final report of a collaborative project between Natural England (NE) (Beth
Brockett and her colleagues in the Natural England Social Science Team) and the
University of Nottingham (Carol Morris, School of Geography), funded by the Economic
and Social Research Council’'s Impact Accelerator Award (ESRC IAA). This funding
programme is designed to help academics enhance research impact through joint working
with partner organisations. Typically, this takes place during or following an already
existing research project. A different approach was adopted here as there was no existing
research project. Rather, the intention was to use the IAA funding to develop research so
that impact could be ‘built in’ to a future research funding proposal. The emphasis of effort
was on ‘up-streaming’ research design with the likely beneficiaries. The project timeframe
was January 2020 to March 2021.

The main aim of the project is to scope and develop collaboratively a new research project
proposal that explores how, in UK natural environment organisations (NEO), social
sciences are being integrated and developed alongside other forms of expertise including
in particular the natural sciences, and the means by which this process of integration and
development can be enhanced to deliver better environmental and societal outcomes. The
project report is a long document, but it contains all the project outputs so that it can act as
a resource to be drawn upon in different ways by users and in future stages of the
research.

Empirical rationale

Empirically, the project is inspired by the move towards interdisciplinarity within NEOs,
organisations with legislative, policy and management functions and responsibilities. They
include non-departmental public bodies (i.e. NE, Natural Resources Wales, NatureScot
(formally Scottish Natural Heritage), the Environment Agency, and Forest Research),
departments of government (notably DEFRA and its devolved departments) and third
sector environmental organisations such as the RSPB and WWF. The move towards
interdisciplinary ways of working is illustrated by the Natural England Science Advisory
Committee seminar (February 2018) on ‘Different forms of knowledge in decision-making
for the natural environment’ (Darlow 2018) and the decision (March 2021) to establish a
separate social science committee working to (and to eventually be incorporated into)
Natural England’s Science Advisory Committee (NESAC). Further illustration is provided
by the recent move to employ more social scientists across NEOs. Natural England, for
example, now (as of July 2021) has a team of 7 social science specialists within the Chief
Scientist’s Directorate from less than two full-time equivalents in 2016. DEFRA now
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employs more than 80 social scientists when a decade ago this number was less than 20?
and the RSPB have recently developed new social science roles. Such developments
represent an important, possibly a paradigmatic shift as traditionally NEOs have been
dominated by natural science expertise (a situation mirrored in an environmental research
context). NEOs, it can be argued, are experiencing an interesting and exciting ‘social
science turn’.

Social scientists bring new forms of knowledge and expertise to NEOs with the potential
to:

e reshape the expertise profile and knowledge cultures of institutions;

e inform in new ways the design and delivery of environmental policy and legislation
including in particular helping to address the ‘implementation gap’ i.e. the failure of
translating environmental laws and policies into action (a problem that has been
attributed in part to the over-reliance on ecological knowledge in shaping policy
design);

e develop social science in the space between policy and delivery as government
advisors;

e develop new relationships with practitioners / policy ‘recipients’ such as farmers e.g.
by taking more seriously the expertise of these groups, with the potential to
enhance organisational reputation (with all that this implies for deepening and
enhancing future engagement with practitioners and policy recipients).

In short, more — or more effectively deployed - social science, including within the context
of interdisciplinary ways of working, has the potential to deliver better environmental and,
hence societal outcomes.

There has been much research attention given to interdisciplinary working in the context of
academia including the ‘openness’ of multi-discipline research fields to social science
knowledges (e.g. Morris et al. 2019). Less research attention has been given to
understanding how social sciences are integrated with other domains of expertise,
particularly natural sciences within NEOs and what the arrival of more social science
expertise means for the ways in which these organisations function and how they design
and deliver environmental policy, management and practice.

Theoretical rationale

Research conducted within different parts of the social science community (Castree et al.
2014; Hakkarainen et al. 2020; Martin 2020) has illustrated that in spite of all the effort that
has gone into developing multi and inter-disciplinary approaches to research (including but
not limited to environmental matters) in recent decades the social sciences: a) remain

1 C. Allen pers. comm.
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inadequately represented within multi/inter-disciplinary research fields i.e. there is a deficit
in social science and; b) the social sciences continue to be partially understood or
misunderstood within these contexts i.e. these fields are often only ‘selectively open’ to
social science (Morris et al. 2019). This has consequences for the ability of social sciences
to contribute meaningfully to these broader fields of research and practice. For example, in
a discussion of the role of social science within conservation science and practice Bennett
et al. (2017) observe:

“a lack of awareness about the social sciences, including the different disciplines,
objectives, methods and outputs, and uncertainty about the purpose of the conservation
social sciences. We contend that this knowledge void and confusion interferes with the
conservation community's ability to engage with the social sciences purposefully and
constructively — i.e., in @ manner that will guide conservation practice and improve
conservation outcomes. Without greater knowledge of the breadth of fields and
contributions, the promise of the social sciences to improve conservation will remain
largely unfulfilled” (Bennett et al. 2017: 94)

Meanwhile, in the context of large-scale programmes of Global Environmental Change
science:

“Calls for more broad-based, integrated, useful knowledge now abound ... They evidence
many scientists’ desire to help humanity confront the momentous biophysical implications
of its own actions. But they also reveal a limited conception of social science and virtually
ignore the humanities. They thereby endorse a stunted conception of ‘human dimensions’
at a time when the challenges posed by global environmental change are increasing in
magnitude, scale and scope” (Castree et al. 2014: 763).

At the same time the need for the social sciences (and the humanities) to make
contributions to research programmes with a significant, if not dominant, natural science
component is identified as ever more pressing and urgent given the need to make these
programmes more ‘relevant’ and ‘actionable’. In other words, it is increasingly widely
recognised that there is a need to ‘make good’ the deficit and lack of understanding of the
social sciences across various environmental (and other) research fields.

The project reported here proceeds on the assumption that because of the challenges
faced by social science expertise within a research context, similar challenges might be
faced by social scientists working within NEOs i.e. that social science is understood in
particular (narrow) ways with consequences for the integration, impact and influence of
social sciences in these organisations. Indeed, this is not a question of ‘it might be’ as
revealed in our preliminary research with social scientists in NEOs and reported in Chapter
4.

1.2 Structure of report

The remainder of this report is organised as follows. In the next chapter we describe the
different approaches and methods employed in the project including literature review,
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preliminary interviews and survey, an online workshop and expert elicitation. Chapter 3
provides an overview of the literature review. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the
preliminary interviews, survey and workshop discussions. Chapter 5 reports the expert
elicitation process and its outcomes. Chapter 6 offers conclusions and recommendations.
A project impact report is available by request to the lead authors.
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2. Methods

This chapter describes the various approaches and methods employed within the project.
The initial phase of the project entailed scoping research and a literature review to inform
and provide the intellectual foundation for the follow-on research funding application. The
scoping research aimed to undertake a preliminary ‘mapping exercise’ through initial
survey / interviews with a range of social scientists from different disciplinary backgrounds
employed by UK environmental organisations. Questions focused on their roles, when and
why these roles are more or less foregrounded and the different ways that the move to
interdisciplinarity is and isn’t played out in different organisations (see appendices A.1 and
A.2). For example, this might be in the context of organisational strategic development,
day to day tasks, career development, training, etc. The literature review and resulting
annotated bibliography (A.3) aimed to identify relevant cross-disciplinary social scientific
work in the academic and grey literatures including but not limited to: environmental
knowledges and expertise, the interface between (social) science expertise and policy,
interdisciplinarity, and organisation studies.

Subsequent phases of the project were informed by the earlier stages and entailed an
online workshop (A.4) and expert elicitation exercise (8.6), both of which were designed to
engage social scientists from NEOs and enable them to input directly into the design of
subsequent research.

2.1 Literature review

Initial sources for the literature review were identified by the project PI, partner and
research assistant based on their knowledge of relevant publications and held in personal
archives. As most of these initial sources focused on interdisciplinarity in academia (and
specifically the fate of social science knowledges within this process), it was necessary to
extend the search to find examples from industry or government where mixed research
teams collaborated. Search strategies were also developed to identify ‘grey’ literature
examining how social sciences are being integrated in government, NGOs and other
organisations e.g. via the Campaign for Social Science website and Government Social
Research profession reports and website, and research reports published on NEO
websites. To enable additional academic sources to be identified searches were
undertaken on key scholars in the field such as Andy Stirling, Jason Chilvers, Ulrike Felt,
Brian Wynne and Sheila Jasanoff and how decision-making is being ‘democratised’ or
‘opened up’ in organisations to include a range of types of expertise.

As the review work progressed, we realised that it would not be possible, within the project
budget, to produce a formal literature review and that instead this phase of project work
would focus on the following outputs: i) identification of key themes within the literature; ii)
an annotated bibliography (A.3) and iii) organisation of all sources into Zotero for future
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use?. The sources were organised into three main folders within Zotero: 1) Social science /
Interdisciplinarity 2) Public / Policy and 3) Expertise.

Development of the annotated bibliography revealed an absence of recently published
(within the last 5 years) sources, which was probably due to source identification and
snowball from our own libraries. To ensure the review was up to date a more systematic
database search was undertaken using the following three search queries in the Web of
Science database covering the previous 5 years: social science / knowledge / resource
management; social science / knowledge / conservation; social science / knowledge /
climate change. This systematic search yielded 20 additional sources (the most relevant
papers based on reading of the abstracts) which were added to Zotero and citation details
to the annotated bibliography. As time was limited, there wasn’t an in-depth review of
these 20 sources, so they are not included in the final thematic analysis.

2.2 Interviews and surveys

In order to obtain initial insight into the backgrounds, qualifications, roles, and experiences
of social scientists working in a range of NEOs a series of interviews were conducted.
These were also undertaken to help inform the design of the workshop (see section 2.3).
Interview questions were developed by the PI, project partner and her NE colleagues and
were based on a series of conversations which led up to the development of this pilot
project. They reflected on-going discussions within NE about the role of social sciences
and the desire to better understand the situation in other NEOs.

Project participants were recruited based on a willingness to engage throughout the pilot
project via: an interview or a completion of a survey; attending an online workshop; and,
taking part in an expert elicitation exercise. Participants were recruited from Defra as the
UK Government department responsible for the majority of natural environment content,
from government bodies which advise UK Government and devolved governments on the
natural environment, non-government organisations which focus on protection of the
natural environment, and consultancies which work with these organisations. Purposive
recruitment to ensure a spread of participation across these bodies was undertaken via
professional networks and contacts of the project investigators and colleagues.

Fourteen social scientists from 7 different organisations, all working in the natural
environment and conservation sector, were interviewed (9 participants) or completed a
survey distributed by email (5 participants). Nine participants work within government,
devolved administrations and their public bodies, three within the third sector, one within
academia (with a background in the third sector), and one participant owns a small social
science consultancy and has a background in government agencies.

2 Please send requests for access to the library to beth.brockett@naturalengland.org.uk
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Interviews were conducted over the phone or via a video call. Interview duration ranged
from 26 minutes to 1 hour. Interviewers asked the survey questions (A.2) in their own
words and offered prompts and reflections where they saw appropriate to facilitate the
interviews. There were two interviewers (referenced as Interview 1 and Interviewer 2).

Although there are well-cited issues with mixing methods, in this case surveys and
interviews, due to practical reasons it was not possible to interview all participants and the
principal investigators deemed that it was more beneficial to obtain information via a
survey than no background information from those participants.

2.3 Workshop

A key part of the project was delivery of a workshop to bring together the participants. Its
purpose was to create a space for starting a conversation about the role of social science
in UK NEOs and how this role might be enhanced including through the contribution of
academic research. The workshop was originally intended to take place face to face but
was moved online due to the Covid pandemic. It took place, via Zoom, on May 5th 2020
over 5 hours including a lunch break.

Interview and survey data helped to inform the workshop programme (annex. A.4) by
providing some preliminary data on the nature and extent of social science expertise within
the sector as well as providing some provocations to stimulate discussion.

Thirteen of the interviewees/survey respondents also attended the workshop. In addition, 4
participants from another 4 organisations (government, devolved administrations and their
agencies, plus one participant from academia who has experience of government)
attended. There were 2 facilitators and 2 assistants/note-takers.

The initial project plan included a second workshop to enable further discussion and
deliberation on the topic and involving a wider constituency of participants including
natural scientists working in NEOs. The ongoing nature of the pandemic led to a change in
project plan with an online expert elicitation exercise substituting for the second workshop
(see below).

2.4 Analysis of transcripts & workshop notes

The interviews were transcribed in full. The text of the transcripts, together with the survey
responses, were subject to a multi-stage process of analysis. The notes taken at the
workshop were compiled and subjected to a preliminary coding by the project partner. The
research assistant read through the interviews and the workshop notes, then transferred
them to QSR NVivo for analysis. Coding was both in-vivo and guided by the preliminary
workshop coding and established themes from the literature review. Codes were then
sorted into overarching themes. The principal investigator and the project partner verified
the codes and themes and suggested some adjustments to the labels. The research
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assistant then went back to the raw interview data to check coding for accuracy and
consistency and wrote up rationales for the overarching (annex. A.5).

2.5 Expert elicitation

An online expert elicitation of research questions comprised the final stage of the
collaborative research design. During the workshop participants discussed evidence gaps
and ways that academic research could support social science within their organisations
and the sector. These ideas were used as the basis for an expert elicitation exercise. The
‘Sutherland Method’ of research prioritisation was adapted for this purpose (Sutherland et
al. 2011; Morris et al. 2021). This process was utilised to help hone key research ideas
generated from the workshop, as well as the interviews and surveys. It was also designed
to enable participants to review all these ideas, reflect on them, and identify any gaps.

A spreadsheet was compiled of 46 suggested research questions about the impact and
integration of social science in NEOs in the UK (annex. 8.6). The questions were
developed from the information gathered during the initial phases of the project thereby
enabling stakeholder ideas to be incorporated. The spreadsheet was circulated by email to
all the participants (20) and 10 responded (including the project partner).

For each research question participants were asked to assign a score from 9 to 1 where 9
indicates a question of higher importance and 1 a question of lower importance according
to participant knowledge and expertise. Participants were advised that no research was
needed in order to complete the exercise which should take no longer than 20-30 minutes
to complete. Use of the full range of scores including 9 was encouraged and participants
were asked to consider the following criteria when scoring:

e the urgency of the question;

e does it address an important knowledge gap;

e the potential impact that research into this question could have for social science in
our organisations;

e the suitability of this question for academic research.

In addition to scoring the questions provided participants were asked to:

e add into the spreadsheet any further questions they would like future research to
address and give these a score;

e make comments on the questions in the dedicated comments column in the
spreadsheet. For example, if they observed any similarities between two or more
guestions, suggesting that they should be amalgamated; suggestions to improve
the phrasing of a question; highlight existing studies that have already addressed all
or part of a question.

Participants were encouraged to consult with colleagues both within and beyond their
organisation when undertaking these tasks. Scored spreadsheets were returned to the
organisers via email. A total of 10 spreadsheets were returned. Scores from all
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participants were amalgamated enabling an initial sorting / prioritisation of questions to
take place. Questions were then refined and reformulated based on the comments
provided by participants in their spreadsheets.

In a subsequent stage, participants were sent a prioritised list of research questions in the
form of a series of research question ‘packages’ that included amalgamated and refined
guestions from the first stage. They were invited to identify their most and least preferred
guestions and encouraged to make comments on the questions themselves e.g. about
how to further improve their scope or wording. Participants were also encouraged to
provide suggestions about the most effective methods by which the questions could be
operationalised within a research project and to assess the potential impact of answering
the question for social science in their organisations. These comments were considered
when preparing a final list of research questions for potentially taking forward into a project
proposal. Nine participants responded.

Although a practical approach, with benefits in terms of allowing participants to respond in
their own time, the lack of opportunity to discuss and deliberate the research questions (as
would normally be the case in these types of exercises) will have affected the outcomes.

2.6 Reflections workshops

Two duplicate format hour-long online workshops were run on 1.7.21 (8 participants plus 2
facilitators and a note-taker) & 9.7.21 (another 8 participants plus 2 facilitators and a note-
taker) to discuss the findings with the participants and ask for their reflections and
conclusions. These sessions briefly outlined the key findings via a slidepack that had been
circulated to participants beforehand along with a final draft of the project report.
Facilitators then invited participants to reflect on the process, findings and next steps.
These sessions provided the majority of the content of the conclusions and
recommendations section (6).
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3. Overview — literature review

This chapter provides a brief overview of each of the themes and sub-themes identified in
the review of literature and preparation of the annotated bibliography. The themes are:

Role of social science in organisations and research projects
Divide between the natural and social sciences

Knowledge and expertise

The science-policy interface

Interdisciplinarity environments

Perceptions of interdisciplinarity

Conceptualising the collaborative process

How to 'do’ interdisciplinarity / transdisciplinarity

Rationale for interdisciplinarity

Taxonomy of interdisciplinarity

© N AWM E

[ —
©

Each sub-theme description is accompanied by a list of key sources, further details of
which can be found in the annotated bibliography (annex. A.3).

This provides a review of relevant areas of academic debate that provide the theoretical
rationale for the project and beyond that to help us situate the findings of this project within
the wider corpus.

Theme 1. Role of social science in organisations and
research projects

Sub-theme 1. Social science serves an instrumental role

In conservation fields and work, the social sciences are seen as instrumental to helping
conservation work become more relevant and effective by understanding human decision
making and behaviour. Social science, it is asserted, can help conservationists translate
their scientific findings into practical and effective policies for people to understand and
implement. For example, social sciences are seen as instrumental in connecting people
with nature and therefore helping to preserve conservation science as a discipline. Social
sciences are often brought into projects to help scientists understand the ‘human
dimensions' of environmental and conservation efforts, which social scientists argue is a
limited use of their skills and capacities. A Canadian case study suggests a key
determinant of how a social science gets 'used' by researchers is based on the behaviour
of the researcher and the particular research context.

Sources: Bailey 2011; Balmford and Cowling 2006; Bennett et al. 2017; Noel Castree
2016; N. Castree et al. 2014; Landry, Amara, and Lamari 2001; Lowe, Whitman, and
Phillipson 2009; Mascia et al. 2003; Zylstra et al. 2014
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Sub-theme 2. Social sciences as the study of the ‘human’ dimension

Within policy and natural science contexts, social science tends to take on the role of
understanding the 'human dimension' of research projects. This instrumental role of social
sciences tends to be used to help understand ‘publics’ in order to later persuade them
towards a policy, or to help experts engage with the public on co-production more
effectively.

Sources: (Bailey 2011; Bisset, n.d.; ‘The Business of People: The Significance of Social
Science over the next Decade’ 2015; Lowe, Whitman, and Phillipson 2009; Motris,
Raman, and Seymour 2019; Marine Management Organisation 2014; Phillipson and Lowe
2008; Shah 2020; Tsouvalis and Little 2019)

Sub-theme 3. Social science serves a subservient role

In interdisciplinary collaborations, the social sciences often play a subordinate role to
natural scientists, or a 'junior partner' on the project; this specific mode of interdisciplinarity
is called subordination-service (see 'Modes' of interdisciplinarity). It is characterised by a
lack of a social science contribution in the research methodology, scoping and
implementation. Another 'support' role that social sciences provide in collaborations in
natural science projects is in ELSI or 'ethical, legal and social issues' which has a clear
danger for being a 'tick box' exercise. The social scientist is therefore meant to ‘care’ for
the existing researchers and methods on the project, rather than intruding or ‘rocking the
boat’ too much.

Over time this 'subordinated, end-of-pipe’ role of social sciences has been recognised and
literature emerges that that calls for more strategic and up-front interaction between the
natural and social sciences. A particular risk for social sciences collaborating with natural
sciences is the subversion of their discipline, specifically 'sociology'.

Sources: Bailey 2011; Balmer et al. 2015; Barry and Born 2013; Felt 2015; 2014;
Holmwood 2010; Lowe, Phillipson, and Wilkinson 2013; Morris, Raman, and Seymour
2019; Viseu 2015

Sub-theme 4. 'Positivist' social science

A theory to investigate if some natural scientists find it ‘easier' to work with or collaborate
with social science disciplines that use maths / statistics / positivist approach to research
(e.g. economics).

Sources: Hulme 2011; Lowe and Phillipson 2006; Phillipson, Lowe, and Bullock 2009

Sub-theme 5. Social science as an ‘equal’ partner

An idealised version of interdisciplinary work imagines the social sciences as 'integrated’
into the research process as collaborators from beginning to end. This position has been
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labelled as 'integration-synthesis' interdisciplinarity (see 'Modes' of interdisciplinarity). For
example, the social sciences can understand how conservation narratives are 'framed’,
and what value and measurements a particular framing would imply. There is a desire and
assumption that bringing the social sciences into new spaces will result in integration and
an 'equal’ partnership, however this is much less the case in practice. An academic
approach of 'experimental entanglements' helps researchers collaborate without first
bringing their interdisciplinary identity to the forefront. A 'good' outcome of social science
collaborations is judged to be the increased 'reflexivity' experienced by their natural
science collaborators and all research across the board.

The humanities also offer tools to engage with the cultural aspect of science (Nowotny et
al. 2003). Hulme (2011) also discusses the role of humanities in research collaborations,
which is to question and influence how problems have been traditionally framed by natural
science peers.

Sources: Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008; Hulme 2011; Lowe, Phillipson, and
Wilkinson 2013; Lowe, Phillipson, and Lee 2008; Mace 2014; Nowotny, Scott, and
Gibbons 2003; Phillipson and Lowe 2008; Redman, Grove, and Kuby 2004; Warburton
2005

Theme 2. Divide between the natural and social
sciences
Sub-theme 1. Qualitative vs quantitative

The divide between the natural and social sciences is often perceived (by natural
sciences) to be a divide between the qualitative and quantitative approaches to data.

Source: Phillipson, Lowe, and Bullock 2009

Sub-theme 2. Social Sciences as gendered

Social scientists in interdisciplinary or collaborative natural science projects are more likely
to be women than their natural science counterparts. This can lead to gendered
perceptions of the role of social sciences in the collaboration, for example, they can take a
‘care’ role or experience 'exclusion’ from key research activities.

Sources: Jones and Solomon 2019; Viseu 2015

Sub-theme 3. Positivist vs interpretive

A perceived divide between the social and natural sciences is the positivist (‘'reductionist’)
approach of the natural sciences, which some social sciences also utilise (psychology,
economics), and the interpretivist approach of many social sciences. The boundary
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between 'subjectivity' and 'objectivity' is another line that is drawn between the natural and
social sciences.

Sources: MacMynowski 2007; Oberg 2011; Phillipson, Lowe, and Bullock 2009; Shah
2020

Theme 3. Knowledge and expertise

Sub-theme 1. Knowledge hierarchy within science

The focus on 'subjectivity' vs. 'objectivity' is a main source of power dynamics between the
natural and social sciences within interdisciplinary collaborations. This 'disciplinary
hierarchy' manifests itself in government funding priorities, where more STEM research
and projects are funded with the rationale that they serve a role in the government
innovation and industrial strategy and are more relevant for environmental and climate
'science’.

Sources: Campaign for Social Science 2019; Felt 2014; MacMynowski 2007; Oberg 2011;
Overland and Sovacool 2020

Sub-theme 2. Knowledge hierarchy between science and other forms of
knowledge

There is a perceived boundary between 'non-certified" and 'certified' forms of knowledge
expertise. One of the reasons behind this dualism is the focus on 'generalisability’. In order
to upend this hierarchy, scientists can be framed as 'narrators' of their scientific position in
order to reveal underlying values, preferences and positions. Increasingly, organisations
are being encouraged to value alternative, indigenous and experiential forms of
knowledge. An example of knowledge hierarchy in practice is 'science communication'.
When engaging with other forms of 'knowledge’, efforts should be made to recognise the
plurality of experiences, interpretations and approaches, as reaching a ‘consensus’ will not
always yield productive results. Outside of academia, knowledge hierarchies continue to
exist; those in a higher civil service grade are granted more legitimacy in policy evidence
and making. 'Trust' and 'belief' in existing scientific knowledge and advice are increasingly
upending this traditional hierarchy. A lack of engagement and acknowledgement of other
forms of 'expertise’ contributes to a lack of 'trust' in science.

Sources: Colloff et al. 2017; Doubleday and Wilsdon 2013; Felt and Wynne 2007; Jasanoff
2003; Kay and Regier 2000; Morris 2017; Overland and Sovacool 2020; Pearce et al.
2017; Pretty 2011, Shortall 2013; Singh Mehmi and Bailey 2018; Wynne 1992
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Sub-theme 3. Understanding scientific expertise and its role in policy
making

The Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK) or Science and Technology Studies (STS) is
a field of study that focuses on the socio-cultural dynamics of science making. This
dynamic is important to understand in the wake of people not trusting 'experts’ or 'science’,
so understanding this engagement is topical.

The assumption that more scientific evidence will lead to clear directions in policy making
is flawed as this relationship is complex and multidirectional rather than linear. In fact,
more 'scientific’ evidence can create more confusion in the policy making process.
Scientific expertise is seen as removed' from the real world and in an 'ivory tower'. '‘Good
guidance' in using scientific expertise in policy includes making transparent the processes,
data and interpretations used to arrive at scientific advice. Scientists engage in 'boundary
work' when reflecting on their role as advisors in policy making.

Sources: Jasanoff 2003; Sarewitz 2004; Shortall 2013; van der Sluijs et al. 2008; Waterton
2005

Sub-theme 4. Specialist vs broad knowledge

There is an assumed trade-off between being specialised in your field, which is valued in
academia, and having broad knowledge across different disciplines.

Sources: Cuevas Garcia 2015; Lau and Pasquini 2008

Theme 4. The science-policy interface

Sub-theme 1. Citizen science

Citizen science is a commonly cited avenue for participatory governance, as a way to
make citizens feel empowered and for policy legitimacy. It is also utilised as a resource,
having the public participate in research is free; examples of this include open source
development in industry and data collection in government. Citizen science is linked with
data collection technologies, which raises questions around ethics, privacy and data use,
but also allows many people access to participate. Some issues around transparency of
data also exist, for example what assumptions are made about the data being collected
and how is it interpreted?

Sources: Darlow 2018; Hayhow et al. 2016; Irwin 2018; Kuchinskaya 2019; Lee, Hwang,
and Choi 2012; Silvertown 2009; Simpson 2013; Star and Griesemer 1989; Tweddle et al.
2012
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Sub-theme 2. Stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement is a type of participatory governance for research and policy. It is
seen as useful for 'increasing uptake' in policy and ‘increasing success' of initiatives and
policies as well as increasing 'trust’ with members of the public. There is a danger that
stakeholder engagement ends up being 'science communication’ or 'token' engagement,
S0 engagement needs to offer opportunities where the 'experts' are not always framing the
problems or the questions. Another danger is the conceptualisation of publics and 'the
public'; more reflexivity and an interpretive-relationship approach to public(s) engagement
is needed to allow scientists to meaningfully incorporate other perspectives into science
research and policy. To address these dangers, adopting a policy of ‘'openness' and
‘transparency’ can help increase two-way engagement between science / industry and
public(s). Stakeholder engagement can range from public consultations to co-production
practices, the latter sometimes being considered ‘ideal’ and more integrative of other
knowledges. When involving multiple stakeholders, conflicts over methods, priorities and
guestions can arise because the choice to conserve or exploit nature is inherently political
and value-laden. Engaging with the plurality and politics of diverse stakeholders is a
proposed approach, as trying to reach a 'consensus' should not be the aim of stakeholder
engagement.

Sources: Boccaccio, Brunner, and Powell 2009; Colloff et al. 2017; Grove-White,
Macnaghten, and Wynne 2000; Lowe, Whitman, and Phillipson 2009; Pearce et al. 2017;
Pound et al. 2016; Singh Mehmi and Bailey 2018; The Future of Conservation 2019;
Warburton 2005; Wynne 2011; 2016; Young, Mitchell, and Redpath 2020

Sub-theme 3. Expert bodies and policy making

Within the context of growing mistrust in 'experts' a '‘committee of experts' that is perceived
as independent can gain some trust among some members of the public. To
institutionalise social sciences into government bodies, creating a position of ‘chief social
scientist' is needed. Social and natural science experts are needed to make policy making
more 'robust’, as well as an 'open-mindedness' to appreciate different interpretations and
value structures in presenting and evaluating different types of ‘evidence'. An argument
supporting an extent of 'closed’ deliberations in expert bodies claims that the process of
dissent and deliberation in scientific advice should not be made public as it erodes
legitimacy. It is also important at this stage to remain 'independent’ from special interest
groups and lobbyists.

Sources: Bal, Bijker, and Hendriks 2004; ‘The Business of People: The Significance of
Social Science over the next Decade’ 2015; Doubleday and Wilsdon 2013; Felt and
Wynne 2007; Jasanoff 2003b; Owens and Rayner 1999; Stirling and Mitchell 2018; The
Future of Conservation 2019
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Theme 5. Interdisciplinarity environments

Sub-theme 1. Education

Taking an 'interdisciplinary' approach to education where some exercises or approaches
from one discipline are used as a teaching tool for another discipline is seen to promote
well rounded students prepared for real world work.

Sources: Cooley 2009; The Future of Conservation 2019

Sub-theme 2. Healthcare

Social sciences in healthcare is a common example where collaboration between natural
and social science is seen as relevant, useful and necessary. There are many examples in
research and policy where healthcare has used social sciences to adopt a ‘person centred’
approach to care.

Sources: Curry et al. 2012; McManus et al. 2018

Sub-theme 3. Business / industry

This is commonly referred to as cross-departmental working and encouraged.
Interdisciplinarity and the inclusion of the social science in industry is often discussed in
the context of facilitating innovations and therefore economic advancement. 'Breaking
down' barriers between the industry and academia is seen as an important government
priority to promote innovations. In researching examples of industry innovations (e.g. bio-
fuels), taking a social science approach and studying an industry from a whole systems
perspective can reveal underlying values and assumptions in research and industry
decisions.

Sources: Campaign for Social Science 2019; ‘The Business of People: The Significance of
Social Science over the next Decade’ 2015; Gleeson 2013; HM Government 2017;
Mainzer 2011; Raman et al. 2015

Sub-theme 4. Government / policy

In a government context, social sciences tend to be valued for their quantitative abilities,
therefore economics appears as a common 'social science' collaborator because they
speak numerically.

For researchers within government organisations, the feedback is that social science
research is approached in an ad hoc manner, with no systemic dissemination of methods,
practitioners or results.

Cross departmental working and sharing of findings is also encouraged at the top,
however implementation in practice is piecemeal and ad hoc. Understanding policy actors
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and interactions are an important part of understanding wider socio-technical innovations
and transitions (implicitly, social science research is the way forward on this front). Much of
the case for encouraging more inclusion and funding of social science research is its value
in aiding innovation in EU and British industrial strategy.

Evaluation of projects or government initiatives is a common recognised social research
contribution.

Though there is a broad commitment to interdisciplinarity across all government
departments, certain departments (education, healthcare and criminal justice) see more
examples of social science research integration as demonstrated by example reports
published on the website.

Sources: Academy of Social Sciences & The British Psychological Society 2019; Bailey
2011; Bisset, n.d.; Strategic Policy Making Team 1999; Campaign for Social Science
2019; ‘The Business of People: The Significance of Social Science over the next Decade’
2015; Department for Education and ASK Research 2016; Felt 2014; GOV.UK n.d.;
Krzywoszynska 2015; Mace 2014; Marine Management Organisation 2014; Shortall
2013a; Smith, Vol3, and Grin 2010; Twigger-Ross 2005

Sub-theme 5. Academia/ research

Interdisciplinarity is seen as the key to making academic research more socially relevant, a
way to get more funding, the route to 'innovative' research and more 'impactful’ research.
In some examples of interdisciplinary collaborations, natural scientists found it easier to
collaborate with disciplines such as economics, which take a quantitative and positivist
approach to research. In the academic research realm, more STEM research and subjects
are funded, therefore an opportunity for social sciences to gain access to this funding is to
collaborate on these STEM projects. By some accounts, there is also a lack of funding in
academia for transdisciplinary research as well, due to a lacking shared understanding
and definition of what it entails.

Sources: Academy of Social Sciences & The British Psychological Society 2019;
Campaign for Social Science 2019; ‘The Business of People: The Significance of Social
Science over the next Decade’ 2015; Fitzgerald and Callard 2015; Cuevas Garcia 2015;
Jahn, Bergmann, and Keil 2012; Lowe and Phillipson 2006; Lowe, Phillipson, and Lee
2008

Theme 6. Perceptions of interdisciplinarity

Sub-theme 1. Positive / promote

Cross-disciplinary collaborations are promoted and seen as 'future’ approaches to
research that enrich research and makes research more relevant. Interdisciplinarity is
seen as the ideal research for 'real world' problems that cannot be departmentalised,
particularly environment and sustainability. In conservation sciences, bringing social
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sciences into the research space is seen as helping to ‘connect’ people to nature. In
healthcare and climate change domains incorporating social sciences into research and
working in interdisciplinary ways is seen as more 'holistic' than approaching research
through 'narrowly focused' or ‘limited’ disciplines. The value of working in an
interdisciplinary environment extends outside of these positive results and have other
benefits related to the experience of the process of interdisciplinarity.

Sources: Fazey et al. 2018; Grol3 and Stauffacher 2014; Holmes et al. 2018; Lowe,
Phillipson, and Lee 2008; Phillipson and Lowe 2008; Shah 2020; Stember 1991; Pretty
2011; Zylstra et al. 2014

Sub-theme 2. Negative / sceptical

Interdisciplinarity can be seen as leading to a breadth of knowledge to the detriment of
specialised knowledge and therefore damage an academic career. Engaging in
interdisciplinary collaboration is also seen as a 'risky' endeavour for a research career.
There is the potential for sociology to lose disciplinary identity and integrity due to being
co-opted as ‘applied’ science and research when contributing to interdisciplinary projects.
There is literature that brings attention to projects that are only interdisciplinary in name,
drawing a distinction between 'real' interdisciplinary collaborations and attempted ones.
This distinction highlights the difficulty of 'doing’ interdisciplinarity in practice.

Sources: Balmer et al. 2016; Holmwood 2010; Lau and Pasquini 2008; Petts, Owens, and
Bulkeley 2008

Theme 7. Conceptualising the collaborative process

Sub-theme 1. Boundary objects

Boundary objects can be used as a tool or seen as a solution to interdisciplinary working
as they allow different spaces of expertise to work together, while still occupying their own
separate spaces. The ‘boundary objects’ exist at the locus of translation. Boundary objects
can be anything from place borders, a cause or an abstract concept, anything that is
flexible enough to be used or interpreted by many from different disciplines.

Sources: Balmer et al. 2016; Giorgi and Redclift 2000; Jahn, Bergmann, and Keil 2012;
Star and Griesemer 1989

Sub-theme 2. Boundary work

Boundary work describes the negotiation conducted by scientists to delineate and
demarcate their own discipline from other disciplines. These boundaries are socially
constructed, flexible and constantly being negotiated relative to another discipline, job or
world view. In the policy context, scientists conduct boundary work to delineate their work
from politics and subjectivity by stating their work is impartial and ‘fact' oriented. Boundary
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work also takes place in the policy realm and involves active reflections of the scientists
engaged in boundary work.

Sources: Balmer et al. 2016; Gieryn 1983; S. S. Jasanoff 1987; Morris 2017; Waterton
2005

Sub-theme 3. Post-normal science

Post-Normal science occurs when uncertainties are either of the epistemological or the
ethical kind, or when decision stakes reflect conflicting purposes among stakeholders. The
stakes are also high as they could involve harm to some groups. A common area where
post normal science is applicable is climate change. Post-normal science can be used as
an approach to determine and analyse 'ecological integrity’, meaning that scientific fact is
not taken as a given, but scientists are framed as 'narrators' of different scientific
approaches and positions.

Sources: Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993; Kay and Regier 2000

Sub-theme 4. ‘Modes’ of interdisciplinarity

1. Integrative-synthesis - assumptions that two or more disciplines integrate together in a
relatively symmetrical form. 2. Subordination-service - collaboration where one or more
discipline is positioned as a service to another discipline. 3. Agonistic-antagonistic - where
collaboration is driven by antagonistic relations between disciplines, usually in criticism or
opposition to an established discipline or mode of working.

Source: Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008

Sub-theme 5. Mode 2 knowledge

Mode 2 knowledge describes the evolution of knowledge and science making which is
shifting towards more transdisciplinary approaches and social accountability. Mode 2
knowledge has more blurred boundaries between industry, policy and research. Mode 2
knowledge production indicates a changing relationship and contract between science and
society, leading scientists to engage in more self-reflection of their role as advisors and
conducting boundary work to understand their role in the scientific community, policy and
wider society. As more actors and socio-cultural norms influence science making, a
'technologies of humility’ approach to science policy making is recommended (Jasanoff).

Sources: Grol3 and Stauffacher 2014; S. Jasanoff 2003b; Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons
2003; Waterton 2005
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Theme 8. How to 'do’ interdisciplinarity /
transdisciplinarity

Sub-theme 1. Training / tools for interdisciplinarity

Predicated on the assumption that everyone ‘wants’ interdisciplinarity, practical exercises
are given to collaborators in order to facilitate the process. Other literature offers practical
suggestions for collaborating, including creating a safe space, appreciating difference,
creating shared goals and strategies for dealing with conflict.

Sources: Curry et al. 2012; The Future of Conservation 2019; Oberg 2011

Sub-theme 2. Conflict management

The social sciences are positioned as the best discipline to understand and address
conflict in environmental and conservation management. Conflicts inevitably arise
amongst the different actors, diverse values and personal interests.

Sources: Gutiérrez et al. 2016; Young, Mitchell, and Redpath 2020

Sub-theme 3. Overcoming barriers to collaboration

'Doing' interdisciplinarity is hard, therefore some projects are unable to rise to the
challenge of doing 'real’ interdisciplinarity and some are only interdisciplinary in name.
There are cultural, structural and regulative barriers to conducting interdisciplinary work
that prevent interdisciplinary efforts from reaching their full potential. Lack of common
'language’ and differences in methodologies are common challenges to interdisciplinary
working. Lack of trust and respect for the other are seen as key barriers for cross-
disciplinary collaboration. The additional time it takes for interdisciplinary researchers to
work together and become acquainted with the project is also a constraining factor in this
type of research.

Sources: Bailey 2011; Balmer et al. 2016; Buanes and Jentoft 2009; Curry et al. 2012;
Gleeson 2013; Petts, Owens, and Bulkeley 2008; Pohl 2005

Theme 9. Rationale for interdisciplinarity

Sub-theme 1. Connectedness / relevance to ‘publics’

'‘Accountability’ is a 'logic' of interdisciplinarity, which researchers and policy makers use as
an argument to include social sciences to help legitimise natural science research
directions and decisions. This is the logic that drives public engagement and public
consultation. It is a logic that is common in the environmental sectors. Cross-disciplinary
collaboration can offer more 'reach’ to 'publics’ and make this engagement more effective.
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Sources: Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008; S. Jasanoff 2003b; Lowe and Phillipson
2006; Phillipson and Lowe 2008

Sub-theme 2. As a tool for innovation

'Innovation’ is a 'logic’ of interdisciplinarity, which researchers and policy makers use to
argue for the inclusion of social sciences in the technology industry in order to reach new
understandings and ideas. General interdisciplinarity as a concept is often considered a
vector for innovation.

Sources: Barry, Born, and Weszkalnys 2008; Felt 2015; 2014; Hacklin and Wallin 2013

Theme 10. Taxonomy of Interdisciplinarity

Sub-theme 1. Transdisciplinarity

There are two main definitions of transdisciplinarity: 1) Transdisciplinary research is
knowledge making where traditional expertise integrates with other forms of knowledge
making, such as public engagement or collaboration with industry partners.
Transdisciplinary research takes into account multiple perspectives. 2) Transdisciplinary
research takes place when the resulting research 'transcends' or 'transforms' disciplinary
boundaries or ways of working. The definition of 'transdisciplinary' research varies,
resulting in confusion in collaboration and risk of a 'shallow" interpretation.

Sources: Fazey et al. 2018; Grol3 and Stauffacher 2014; Jahn, Bergmann, and Keil 2012;
S. Jasanoff 2003b; Klein 2010; Pohl 2005; Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2003

Sub-theme 2. Interdisciplinarity

Simultaneously a 'catch all' term and specific term to describe the nature of cross-
disciplinary collaboration. Specifically, this term describes research that integrates
methods, theories or disciplinary approaches.

Sources: Klein 2010

Sub-theme 3. Multi-disciplinarity

Research where disciplinary boundaries are maintained and different disciplines work
‘alongside’ each other. Some projects end up working at this level when they try to
‘achieve' interdisciplinary working.

Sources: Klein 2010
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Sub-theme 4. Post-disciplinarity

Post-disciplinary science is where research focuses on issues across traditional
disciplinary boundaries. Post-disciplinary research is seen as more 'transformative' than
multi-disciplinary research because multi-disciplinarity is still bound by disciplinary
paradigms and ways of thinking.

Sources: Fazey et al. 2018; Fitzgerald and Callard 2015
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4. Results of the pre-workshop survey &
Interviews

4.1 Who are the social scientists in Natural
Environment Organisations?

4.1.1 Disciplinary backgrounds and qualifications

Participants have diverse disciplinary backgrounds, with the natural sciences featuring
more prominently than may be expected. Eight out of fourteen participants have
undergraduate degrees in the natural sciences, including environmental science, zoology,
geology, engineering, biology and agriculture (Figure 1). This trend was reflected in an
example provided by a participant in the workshop regarding setting up the Marine Social
Science Network. A questionnaire was sent out to social scientists in various organisations
working in the marine area, which revealed that many of these people had backgrounds in
the natural sciences rather than social sciences.

Environmental Social and
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Science Engineering

Evaluation

Environmental

Psychology:
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Figure 1. Participants’ disciplinary backgrounds

Conservation

Sociology

Social science is an umbrella term for a wide range of disciplines. Participants identified a
range of disciplines that they consider to be their ‘main’ discipline and other disciplines
with which they have experience or training. Participants have a diversity of social
sciences qualifications covering social and environmental anthropology, psychology,
occupational psychology, environmental psychology, organisational psychology, social
research and social research evaluation. Two participants defined themselves as a “jack of
all trades” and a “generalist”, having unspecialised backgrounds.
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“As | say, I'm not, I'm not a deep specialist. | kind of moved around the
kind of the ... | suppose they all have a theme around the environment
generally, the people, about place’ ... ‘So it kind of means | am kind of a
bit of ‘jack of all trades’ really” [Gov agency 6]

“I would class myself as a generalist social researcher — my speciality is
social research, rather than any area within specialist subject area” [Gov
Agency 4]

Some participants started out doing a bachelor’s degree in natural sciences, and further
study brought social theory and associated framings and methodologies into their work.
For example, Consultancy 1 moved from studying agriculture and soil science to
undertaking a PhD which looked at “social capital in farmers’ transitions”. Academia 1 did
a bachelors in zoology before moving towards social science: “initially, | guess I'd be more
as a natural scientist ... my master's and almost my subsequent work from 10 years ago
onwards is more on the social science of wildlife conservation and environmental
sustainability in general”. Other participants had opportunities to engage with social
science while working at universities.

“So | did a lot on acid rain ... and | did a lot of the engineering and
economics costings on the side ... There were lots of opportunities to get
involved with different parts of the University. So | kind of looked at
environmental economics for a bit and realised it wasn't really for me. And
then | hooked up with the Sociology department” [Gov Agency 3]

Some participants mentioned that an academic or career move towards social science
occurred alongside a shift in how they framed environmental problems. Gov Agency 1,
who has a background as a geologist, started delivering a social science course
(environmental policy) while teaching geology at a university. They described delivering
the environmental policy course as “kind of almost really life-changing for me. And that
sparked my interest really in social sciences and recognising the importance of those
different framings in the way that we look at and approach environmental issues”. Another
participant expressed that, “when you're into conservation, from my point of view, it was a
revelation that it's all down to people” [Gov Agency 2], going on to say that it influenced
their return to education “l did a BSc in environmental science. And it was a mix of Natural
and Social Sciences”.

The benefits and drawbacks of having a natural science background when working as a
social scientist were discussed in the workshop and interviews. Whilst interviewing
Academia 1, Interviewer 2 from a government agency said that for those who have moved
over from natural sciences, “there is perhaps an understanding there about natural
science and why it's important”. One of the benefits of understanding natural science was
discussed in the workshop as the ability to ‘speak the same language’ with natural
scientists and quantitative people in interdisciplinary teams. Gov Agency 3 said that having
a natural science background does mean they can communicate with more disciplines, but
they also described experiencing feeling out of depth interacting with a career-long
sociologist: “I think it gives me confidence to interact with other disciplines. | did realise,
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though, that I'm actually a bit of a poor sociologist. We have some work on behavioural
change and social practice, for instance, and | just realised | couldn't cut it with a proper
sociology professor. | just couldn't. | couldn't interact”. Another participant spoke about
perceiving a distrust from “pure social scientists” towards those who started out in natural
sciences: “maybe they think that we're not real social ... they're often a bit suspicious of
us” [Academia 1].

4.1.2 Professional backgrounds

Every participant who detailed their professional backgrounds mentioned working in
multiple sectors during their careers, mainly across academia, the third sector, local and
national government, public bodies, and consultancies. Three out of fourteen participants
have also worked in more diverse sectors, including business intelligence in a private law
firm and manual farm work. Nine out of fourteen of the participants mentioned having
worked in an academic research role, including Academia 1, who currently works on
“sustainable agriculture and sustainable food”. Some participants have worked as natural
science researchers, and some have worked in multidisciplinary research: “leading and
conducting multidisciplinary research for a wide variety of conservation projects” [NGO 2].
Others described research looking at the relationships between the natural environment
and social phenomena.

“My primary sort of specialism within the field of social anthropology is the
understanding environmental anthropology. So understanding how human
beings interact with the natural environment, and how that informs the way
they think, how that informs the way they act, how the natural environment
shapes political economy, how natural environment shapes spiritual
practices, all of those sorts of things” [Gov 2]

“I was looking at how wellbeing can be embedded as a foundation for
tourist destinations. And thinking again about the connections between
human wellbeing and different kinds of landscapes ... how experiences
can be generated for the different kinds of people, to connect them much
more to the landscapes and ... develop a sense of place for people” [Gov
Agency 7]

Some participants discussed their motivations behind working in the natural environment
sector. Gov Agency 5 explained, “I was so interested in environmentalism and sort of that
whole wanting to change the world thing from being really young”. Referring to previous
interviews with participants with natural science backgrounds, Interviewer 2 reflected, “it's
almost like they've had that epiphany that they, they are not just interested in studying
nature, they want change, they are very problem focussed, they want societal change,
want to make a difference” [Interviewing Academia 1]. Gov Agency 5 said that wanting to
change conservation outcomes is their motivation for working in an interdisciplinary way.

“I'm interested in social science in conservation because | want to change
the conservation outcomes. That's my reason for doing the job ... | know

[35] Social Science in the Natural Environment (SSINE)



as a social scientist that if | just studied people, but didn't do anything
differently, then there would be no change. So | know that the only way for
me to, you know, achieve what | want to achieve is to be interdisciplinary”
[Gov Agency 5]

4.2 Social science roles in NEOs

4.2.1 Role titles

Thirteen out of fourteen role titles were provided by participants. The role titles indicate a
range of roles and at differing levels of seniority within their organisations. There is variety
in how roles titles are framed within the different organisations. Five role titles include the
term ‘social’, and two include the term ‘people’. The remaining six are not framed as
‘social’ or ‘people’ roles; for example, two titles contain ‘conservation scientist’. However,
all participants self-identified to some extent as social scientists and it was on this basis
that they were recruited. The participant with a consultancy business gave the job title of
‘social scientist’. All others with ‘social’ or ‘people’ in their titles are from government or
government bodies; none of the three NGO participant’s titles were framed in this way.
However, role titles may not match how the social scientists see themselves; for example,
one participant with ‘specialist’ in their role title said, “I'm not a deep specialist” [Gov
agency 6].

4.2.2 Role descriptions

Most participants mentioned engaging in research, leading or supporting research
projects, working in evaluation, or undertaking a translation role whereby they reformulate
evidence into more accessible forms for their internal or external audiences. Other roles
identified include commissioning research, providing advice and guidance on bringing in
social science, promoting social science within organisations, providing evidence to policy
colleagues, developing methods, supporting NGO conservation advocacy work, and
project management.

“designing projects, securing internal or external funding, conducting
fieldwork, analysis, write up and dissemination. We also provide social
science support to a wide range of conservation projects” [NGO 3]

“My job and the team's job is to lead Social Sciences in the [name of
Arms-Length Government Body]. And it's predominately a translation role,
really from the outside social sciences and then identifying how to be more
effective and efficient” [Gov agency 3]

“My main role is to manage an evaluation project. | also advise on
research and evaluation projects, such as other evaluation projects and
surveys. The aim is to also grow the social science evidence base within
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[name of arms-length government body]. | work with Defra Marine &
Fisheries social researchers” [Gov Agency 4].

The participant with a small consultancy described their roles as:

“business development; business management; contract management;
consultancy; teaching [behaviour change and behaviour change
management]; networking; practical support to clients (e.g. setting up a
farmer cluster recently); supporting early-career social scientists”
[Consultancy 1].

Some participants highlighted a lack of social science in their roles. NGO 1 said:

“I wouldn't say there's particularly any social science in the role ... | do
kind of policy and advocacy work on UK policy, but also just occasionally
dipping into other things. So sometimes | do a small bit for the sustainable
diet team with more of that kind of social science lens, but nothing
particularly official or large”.

Gov Agency 6 said that they went through a stage whilst working in their current
organisation where there was no social science in their role, other than translating external
evidence:

“They didn't know what to do with us quite honestly ... and my role was
seen as kind of making sense of evidence externally and just bringing it
inside internally, | think”. Other participants said that there is too much time
spent on project management, meaning there is less time to do social
science work: “a lot of my time has been taken up with kind of project
management type activities ... people are frequently required to spend a
lot of their time and energy doing things which are not what they are
employed to do” [Gov 2].

4.2.3 Disciplines utilised in current role

This question wasn’t asked directly (the related interview and survey questions were
“What is your current role title? And how would you describe your role in a couple of
sentences?” and “As a social scientist in your organisation, what roles, tasks or projects do
you tend to take on?”) but independently, behavioural science and related disciplines were
mentioned several times, especially in the workshop. A number of participants said that
they engage with behavioural science evidence or are involved in behaviour change work,
for example, researching “how to increase people’s connection to nature and/or pro-
conservation behaviours” [NGO 3] or “understanding the various characteristics that
influence their [land manager’s] behaviour. so that we can design the [named] scheme in
such a way that we know that people will respond to it in other ways that we expect, so
that our objectives are met” [Gov 2]. NGO 1, who has a background in applied
behavioural science, felt that there is a “broad feeling” within and beyond their NGO that
behaviour change research and actions are just “common sense”, and therefore anyone is
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gualified to examine them: “people just are not aware of this close knowledge behind that
[behaviour change], or there are biases and that kind of thing. So | think people just think
they can do it themselves, if they think about it at all” [NGO 1]. They then spoke about how
their organisation states they “don't ‘'do behaviour change’....we're more system change”,
to which interviewer 2 responded that it is “interesting that they [NGO] don't think they
need social scientists for system change” [Interviewer 2]. Gov Agency 6 suggested that
there is a misconception that social science is just about and for behaviour change,
speaking about their frustration at being pigeonholed into behaviour change work.

“[The organisation] latched on to behaviour change ‘because that's the
thing that social scientists do’. So me and [NAME of another social
scientist] were dragged into the strand work around ... which we weren't
leading, but were asked to contribute to .... behaviour change” [Gov
agency 6]

Many participants indicated that they were generalist ‘environmental scientists’ or
‘environmental social scientists’, with the implication that they drew on a range of
disciplines. Qualitative and quantitative approaches were mentioned. Other than
behavioural science, other disciplines specifically mentioned in relation to their current role
were psychology “the psychology of connection to nature for reserve activities” [NGO 2],
environmental sociologist, evaluation, statistics, landscape specialist, conservation and
economics.

4.2.4 What subjects do social scientists work on?

Some participants mentioned working on a specialist area like ‘water quality and water
supply policy’ or ‘land manager behaviours’, whereas other participants work on a wider
variety of topic areas. The topic most frequently worked on, by 5 participants, is around
connecting people to nature and associated health and wellbeing. Figure 2 shows the
range of subject areas mentioned.
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Figure 2. Participants’ subject areas.

Regarding the prominent subject of connecting people to nature and wellbeing,
participants from NGOs described looking at the “psychology of connection to nature”
[NGO 2], and a focus on “how to increase people’s connection to nature and/or pro-
conservation behaviours” [NGO 3]. Gov Agency 7 described approaching this subject area
by linking it to a “social inclusion” focus, to understand inequalities in accessing and
engaging with the natural environment. Gov Agency 6 said that before an internal review
was conducted which considered the role of social science in their organisation, there
wasn't seen to be a wider focus for social science outside of its application to connecting
people to nature.

“In the past, we'd been told very specifically to focus on what was
Outcome Two, which was about people's enjoyment and engagement with
the natural environment. So, it wasn't seen that there was any role around
social science more generally, about how it might apply across all of our
areas of work” [Gov agency 6]

4.2.5 What strategic roles do social scientists undertake?

Some participants see part of their role as promoting social science and teaching social
methods and perspectives: “I think we do need to be confident and shouting out when
those [social] perspectives are what they need to hear” [Gov Agency 3]. Regarding the
tendency for government to view nature as a natural science problem, Gov Agency 1 said
“what | see as part of my role is to ... challenge that where | see it happening and ask why
we're not looking at these different viewpoints”. Gov Agency 5 described taking on a
“rescue mission” to get senior leaders to understand survey design is more than “common
sense”.

“So the role | took on mainly with that was a championing role and a role to
really get the senior leaders to understand 1. why we needed to resource
it. And what a dog’s dinner it had ended up as with no resource” [Gov
Agency 5]

Participants also touched on the need to frame social science in specific ways to get their
perspectives across: “how to sort of play social science in so it is not alienating” [Gov
agency 5].

4.2.6 Methods used by social scientists & perceptions of methods.

The participants who described using predominantly qualitative methods work in academia
and a consultancy (they do not currently work in government, government bodies, or
NGOs). Other participants described mostly using mixed methods, some saying this is
their preferred approach.

“I don't think | have ever done a piece of research in [name of gov body]
that hasn't been mixed methods. Because you know, the in-depth
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interviews, stroke, ethnography-style alongside of a quant pieces is for me
so satisfyingly interesting and illuminating” [Gov Agency 2]

Participants spoke about pressure within NEOs to use quantitative rather than qualitative
methods. Gov 2 said that this pressure has affected their role: “I've noticed how I've sort of
‘tacked-into the wind’ as you like, to have that demand for evidence, which is set out in a
very specific sort of way?’ And that what that means is spreadsheets. What that means is,
is graphs. What that means is, is stats”. Participants identified procedures and structures
that underpin the favouring of quantitative methods in NEOs, for example, that evaluation
frameworks “tend to be rooted in quantifiable measures” [Gov agency 1] and how outside
of government, courts of law, journalists and publics all tend to prefer quantitative data,
which influences policymakers.

“...good quantitative data is very useful for demonstrating in a court of law
or in a kind of journalistic context, that you've delivered a valuable impact
on society with public money .... And we are still in a situation where the, |
guess the kind of end customers for a lot of evidence in society like
statistics, because they're kind of science flavoured” [Gov 2]

The preference for quantitative data was discussed in the workshop, not as a dismissal of
gualitative social science but as an embedded practice that is practical for decision
making. It was discussed that there is support for qualitative social science within
organisations, but the challenge is how to feed this into decision-making because people
prefer financial and quantitative data to make the ultimate decision. Quantitative measures
create ‘nice, neat graphs’ and this is something that policymakers can grasp to help them
make decisions. It is perceived that qualitative research is harder to translate by the
evidence customer.

4.2.7 Bolted-on, used as facilitators & to provide insights

Some of the participants’ evidence work is self-directed, where the individual or their team
identifies an evidence gap and deems it a priority, and some work is directed from
elsewhere or used to support existing projects. Sometimes social scientists are called
upon to deliver ‘ad-hoc’ insights: “we also do quite a lot of draw-down call-out work for FC
and Defra colleagues. So, they're often on the phone to us asking for: ‘Do you know of any
publications about...?’ ‘What's your view on ...?’ ‘Can you give us a quick summary
around this?”” [Gov agency 2]. Participants brought up the use of social science as a “bolt-
on” for projects, with social scientists being included as a “tick-box” or being brought in
near the end stages of a project to facilitate the socialisation of the project.

“So you were always involved as an afterthought when things were too
developed. So, and that ranges to from the technical advice you give
around methods, so you know, ‘sort this questionnaire out because it's a
bit rubbish’ right through to not being involved at the right stage” [Gov
agency 6]
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Some participants felt that this use of social science is typically still the case: “[Social
science] just is always a bolt-on and a plugin for everything” [NGO 1]. Interviewer 2, who
works for a government agency, reflected on their experience of being seen as a threat
when they tried to move past the role of facilitator by challenging aspects of the project:
“especially when you're brought in, typically at the end, once all the design has been done,
and it's like to socialise the project ... And | think that can be quite threatening to some
people when they just want to just do what they want to do” [Interviewing Academia 1].
However, other participants reported positive change: “We are well past when | started 10
years ago, we are well past being asked to be facilitators” [Gov agency 2]. Gov 2
described a shift from evidence teams with social scientists being used at the end of
projects in evaluation to bringing them in earlier on in the process. Giving the example of
evidence teams being used to help shape the design of named schemes, they said that
“newer leaders and younger policymakers” perceive an earlier role for social science
evidence [Gov 2]. Gov Agency 3 spoke about how negative experiences with ‘bolt-on’
social science has led them to prioritise social science led work in their current role.

“you could bolt-on a social scientist to a big European project because you
wanted to get funded. And then you just do some crap social science
framed by an engineer or natural scientists and | did learn that whilst you
get a lot of good money that way, they weren't very good projects to do
and | had a bias for getting involved in social science-led projects. And |
still have that” [Gov agency 3]

4.2.8 Existing & desired social science roles

Participants agreed that social scientists are essential in NEOs: “if an organisation is
working on what the intent is to protect nature or to conserve nature, they absolutely have
to have social scientists, at least one, if not be working with them™ [Academia 1].
Participants discussed that these problems can't be solved unless in-depth and
contextualised evidence is brought in from the social sciences and how the social side
interacts with the physical (natural sciences) side of the problem is exposed. If only one
disciplinary approach is used, any proposed solutions to environmental problems will not
work long term. Gov 2 described social scientists as “doctors of society”, saying that they
“can look at a situation and can identify certain problematic [social] dynamics and then
draw people’s attention to them. And help facilitate a collective solution to the problem”.
However, one participant suggested that some public engagement work can involve other
teams - fundraisers, marketers and researchers, who don’t necessarily have a social
science perspective. That social scientists may be called on to address particular needs
with particular constituencies, such as farmers and specialist audiences, or to provide
particular kinds of inputs or outputs.

During the workshop participants discussed a sector-wide desire for people to improve
their environmental behaviours, thereby the requirement for evidence to be brought
together and communicated to make clear recommendations. The value of social science
is clear in this context.
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Regarding evaluation, Gov Agency 6 said “I think you need to have an appreciation of
social science to be able to do evaluation” along with an appreciation of other disciplines.

In the interviews and surveys, participants were asked if there is any work they would like
to take on but cannot. Only Consultancy 1, who owns the business, said they would not:
“No thanks — a lot of work to do already!”. All other participants said there is work they
would like to take on, including more research, both in-house and commissioned: “there's
a whole bunch of research that we would love to commission in an ideal world or love to
get involved with and do ourselves” [Gov Agency 7]. Gov 2 said they would like to make
more of a contribution to strategy, thinking about “how we change the behaviour of society
and how we change the culture of society”. NGO 3 answered that they would like to create
learning resources to train non-social science colleagues in social science research
methods. Gov Agency 5 said they would like to spend more time thinking about workplace
cultures in NEOs, “and how we can understand those cultures in order to play in our work
better”. Participants also want to investigate different topics.

“There's quite a lot of urban stuff ... I'm noticing the enormous contribution
that tiny, tiny scrappy bits of green space and scrappy bits of neglected
space make to the way in which nature functions” [Gov agency 2].

“I think there's some perennial problems with respect to domestic water
use and people's responses to flooding where social practices theory with
some good social psychology norms and things could be useful” [Gov
agency 3].

“food security issues ... the use of land and the benefits that people draw
from it” [Gov agency 1].

Gov agency 2 said they would just like more time to pause and think, “and then say
actually, I'd like to be a bit creative. And I'd like to do something in this direction. Because |
think there's a policy need or | think there's a research gap” [Gov Agency 2]. Most
participants pointed to time as a barrier in taking on work: “We would like to undertake
more internal research but this is limited due to resource/time constraints” [Gov 1]. Lack of
time also means it is more difficult to progress the role and impact of social science in
NEOs.

“We don't get the time to really think, reflect and think about our strategies
and tactics, | guess in terms of how to deliver social science” [Gov agency
5]

“...they're [social scientists] not necessarily going to have as much time to
sort of persuade and manage-up in order to get their voices heard at a
senior level” [Gov 2]

Gov 2 spoke about how there is a lack of time in the civil service due to it being a
“generalist institution” where social scientists dedicate a lot of their time to project planning
and therefore do not have much time to carry out research: “There are lots of cases | can
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... think of where I've spent months of my time planning something and therefore only
have like ... a couple of weeks, or even a couple days to actually answer actually do the
evidence work itself” [Gov 2].

4.2.9 Who do social scientists work with?

The three NGO participants reported working with different kinds of colleagues. NGO 2,
who works in a strategic role, said they mostly work with “various ‘Heads of...’ roles within
our [named people & nature] framework”. NGO 1 said that when an interdisciplinary team
is brought together to work on a project, they typically work with science colleagues,
people with policy backgrounds, people from campaigns, topic specialists, and
occasionally media colleagues.

“I have no idea what sort of scientists it will be just someone from the
science team. So what | would hope that they would choose someone with
an appropriate background, but | don't know” [NGO 1].

There are no defined social science roles in NGO 1’s organisation: “We have a whole
science division in [NGO] and there are no social scientists at all”. In contrast, NGO 3
described working with “the social science team” as part of “the broader Conservation
Science team (e.g., for projects that involve ecology as well as social science)”. In
addition, they work with “the teams working on our nature reserves, as this is where most
of my research takes place”, including market research, fundraising and communications,
and education, “who deliver connection activities for young people” [NGO 3].

The two participants from government reported working both with policy teams and
evidence colleagues and analysts from social sciences, natural sciences, economics and
statistics. Policy colleagues can be “... both on the kind of policy development design side
as well as people more on a delivery side” [Gov 2].

Most participants working for government bodies described working with colleagues
across their organisations. Gov agency 2 described working with “evidence, strategy and
translation into practice”: everyone apart from business. This includes working with a team
of about 12 social scientists. Gov agency 7 also described working with other social
scientists and “lots of other programme groups, so that basically cuts across the entire
organisation”. Other participants described working more with leadership and strategy.
Gov Agency 3 who works on translation rather than research said, “I tend to work with
head office, people who have more strategic roles”. Regarding the kinds of evidence-
colleagues participants work with, Gov Agency 7 said they just work with other social
science scientists on the “social inclusion and the natural environment agenda”. Other
participants described working with a range of evidence colleagues and specialists.

“We have behavioural scientists, anthropologists, sociologists, and
conservation scientists, economists and statisticians in our group” [Gov
Agency 2]
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“...also, with other specialists, so like obviously social scientists,
evaluation, natural capital specialists, and specialists like natural
environment specialists” [Gov Agency 6]

Some participants work for organisations that lack in-house social scientists and described
working internally mostly with natural scientists while bringing in social science advice from
external sources. For example, Gov Agency 1 works with the principal advisor on the
scientific advisory committee, which has “mainly scientists ... some people ... with more of
a kind of social sciences bent”.

4.3 What is their experience of their role?

4.3.1 Complexity of interdisciplinarity

In the interviews, participants were asked what they thought were positive and negative
aspects of interdisciplinary working. Negative aspects frequently mentioned were the
complexity, difficulty and time it needed to work; the practical challenge of bringing
together many viewpoints and doing so in a pressured environment.

“The negative aspects would be just the sheer complexity of involving
everybody. The practicalities of doing that. And ... making sure that, you
know, all those different viewpoints are properly represented” [Gov Agency
1]

“...the amount of time and resources needed upfront to be able to properly
scope something out and do it well, is not always possible in the kind of
pressured environment that we're working in” [Gov agency 6]

NGO 1 expressed that this difficulty can be exacerbated when there are too many people
on a team, that a few people can be productive, but “once you start building that to 8,9,10
people ... we could end up with something really watered down, because everyone has to
have a say or it's impossible to manage”. However, some participants suggested that the
positive of bringing together perspectives outweighs the negative of complexity.

“Sometimes engagement with multiple colleagues causes projects to be
developed slightly more slowly, but this is far outweighed by the increase
in quality of the evidence produced” [Gov 1]

In the workshop, participants considered that sometimes seeking out awkward
collaborators can have the most productive outcomes and that out of disagreement and
different points of view can come the most valuable conversations, insights and actions.
Academia 1 said that while working within one's discipline is more manageable, “we
absolutely have to work with different disciplines to, to make big change”. A participant
from a Gov Agency introduced a different perspective within the workshop:
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“Do we always have to be interdisciplinary in our activities? Sometimes a
single discipline approach is appropriate / better.”

4.3.2 Positives of interdisciplinary working

Participants gave similar responses to each other regarding the positives of
interdisciplinary work. Most participants responded that interdisciplinarity beneficially
shares and integrates natural and social science perspectives, which can help people
broaden their own perspective and can lead to better outcomes.

“Definitely overall positive. It's tremendously useful to have different
professions bring their different thought processes, methods and
experience to shape evidence so it best answers our policy questions”
[Gov 1]

“One positive is “where would we be without a challenge?” and “Where
would we be if we didn't change our minds and extend our understanding?
Because of the insights and understanding of others?” [Gov Agency 2]

Gov Agency 7 said that interdisciplinarity helps them understand why decisions were
made through understanding what perspective they came from: “it's a real positive actually
to get those different perspectives from different sections of the organisation and to really
understand what's driving some of those decisions that we make around operations and
delivery”. NGO 3 said that interdisciplinarity makes social science more visible: “I like the
fact that our Conservation Science team is multi-disciplinary; this means that social
science research is included alongside ecology research as part of our science work,
helping to raise its profile”. NGO 1 made the point that interdisciplinary is only successful
in sharing and integrating perspectives if conditions are met: “[If] you get the right people
into the team, then that is kind of a really great way to bring together lots of different ways
of thinking lots of different knowledge”. However, they said that “the reality is often
something different”.

4.3.3 Barriers to interdisciplinary working

Participants said that while bringing together perspectives can be beneficial, other
disciplines are not always ready to take social science perspectives on board due to the
opinion that “social sciences is a lesser, respected at least, science or not really a science
tool” [Gov agency 7]. This assumption that natural science methodologies are more
rigorous than social science methodologies may impact how social research is conducted
in projects: “Despite positive intentions, | have observed that there remains a presumption
that applying ecological/natural science approaches/ideologies to social science research
is ‘correct” [NGO 3]. Academia 1 said that this negative perception can affect social
scientists’ productivity, which further influences negative perceptions.

“Your productivity and your outputs are being massively hampered by the
lack of appreciation of social science, which is actually just then sort of
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underlining more people perceive social science to be not that useful, ‘why
should we bother to get involved?”” [Academia 1].

Gov Agency 1 linked this knowledge hierarchy to the social environment within
universities: “you know, social scientists would be the butt of all of the natural scientists'
jokes in the pecking order and that sort of thing. And, you know, it's stuck with people”.
Academia 1 expressed that they understand the importance of natural science, but they
feel that “at the moment, the natural scientists don't see the importance of me”. However,
another participant suggested that a lack of appreciation can go both ways, that “the
appreciation of complexities or importance of the ‘other’ discipline (from either side in a
social versus ecological world) can be forgotten to the detriment of team cohesion” [NGO
2]. Part of what is seen to lack rigour in social science approaches is qualitative methods,
partly due to the trade-off of sample size when gathering rich data.

“So in-depth interviews of a small number of people to reveal issues
which, you know, immediately dismissed by scientists as “well, you didn't
interview enough people — you need thousands of people” [Gov Agency 1]

Consultancy 1 suggested that the use of qualitative methods is discouraged as they can
excessively challenge the status quo: “Because qualitative data probes more deeply and
gains richer, more profound insights, it may be seen as excessively challenging to the
status quo: editorial gatekeeping and even censorship becomes an issue”. Participants
suggested various causes for tensions between disciplines, such as being underpinned by
different epistemologies, different understandings of research ethics and of what counts as
‘natural’ phenomenon to be studied.

“The whole like: “What is objective? What is subjective?” | mean, that is
quite a worldview point of view that can be exasperating, as you know,

especially if you're the minority, | guess. Something about, you know, it
makes it really frustrating” [Gov agency 5]

“When you think about and feel that you know the world in different ways
that can be incredibly frustrating. So for instance, | remember one natural
scientist mentioning to me "Oh, but how can you even have a journal
published when you've only done it a few interviews"? Like, "how is it
science? How is that valid"? Trying to convey different approaches to
research, | think is really, really tough." [Academia 1]

“People will say, ‘Well, you know, urban green space and surrounds -
that's not nature. You know, nature is, is in a protected, it's in rural areas,
it's in protected areas, but it's not in urban areas’ - just seems to me to be
absurd...” [Gov agency 1]

Participants also brought up how economics as a discipline is preferred over other social
sciences: “that seems to be the more accepted part of social science. And people that are
willing to say ‘oh, yes, of course, the economists are important. And understanding the
economy is really, really important™ [Academia 1]. Gov 2 said that they think that in
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government, there is “still a perception that economics is sufficient in its own right and that
it can tell you everything that you need to know about human behaviour”. They said that
this perception is not helped by “how certain economists talk and how by certain
economists behave in terms of actually understanding and engaging with social science”.
They also spoke about how economists get more access to key stakeholders “like the
Treasury, for example, like Number 10” which can “make their perspectives more
dominant”, and that this leverage is related to organisational processes built around
financial concerns.

“A lot of how government plans its activities is monetarily based ...
because economists deal with money and deal with resources that they
are ... experiencing a certain kind of leverage that other scientists other
sciences don't possess” [Gov 2]

Participants spoke about how social science is not as well funded as natural science
research: “Social science research can be disadvantaged when competing against
ecological research for internal funding because it is less well-understood by senior
managers who are making the decisions” [NGO 3]. In the workshop, participants
suggested that social science is not prioritised for funding, as when decision making needs
to happen quickly, people use the solutions they know. Participants also spoke about
instances where they were included only as a ‘tick-box’ in interdisciplinary projects in order
for organisations to secure funding: “there were loads of European possibilities where you
could bolt on social scientists to a big European project because you wanted to get
funded” [Gov agency 3]. Although social science is still sometimes considered as a ‘bolt-
on’, Academia 1 said interdisciplinary work is increasingly better funded: “historically, it
was actually quite difficult to get funding to do interdisciplinary research. But | do think ...
that's changing”.

4.3.4 Social science resource

We asked participants how many social scientists are currently working in their
organisations. Gov 2 said that there are now “quite a lot” of social scientists within their
department, including 12 social scientists working on a programme in which they are
involved, and that being in a big team allows them to be “much more of a specialist than |
might otherwise have been allowed”. Other participants said there are only a few, or no
other social scientists in the workplace.

“I am the only government social researcher within the [name of arms-
length government body]. There are lots of people with evidence
backgrounds but these are more from a physical science perspective”
[Gov Agency 4]

“we have a whole Science Division in [name of NGO] and there are no
social scientists at all” [NGO 1]

Gov Agency 1 said that in a team of around 15 they are in, only “maybe one or two would
actually be social scientists” and that a lack of social science expertise in their organisation
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is a “weakness that the organisation has had for some time”. Some participants described
a lack of in-house social science expertise, but the use of externally commissioned social
science research. Talking about the NGO sector NGO 1 said “I don't come across any
many straight up social scientists in these in these organisations ... they tend to
commission those people [behavioural insights teams] to do a particular piece work for
them without necessarily having experienced or applied or built capacity of social science
internally”. Gov 1 said that a mix of in-house and commissioned research is carried out in
government, but resource constraints prevent them from doing more internal research.
Gov Agency 7 also said that resource constraints are a barrier to conducting more
research, but that there is a good range of expertise in-house and that using external
expertise is useful and unproblematic: “I think we have a good broad range of expertise in
the organisation. And | also think we have an excellent reach externally. So you know,
partnering with those who have expertise where, where there are gaps internally, | don't
think is an issue”.

Gov 2 said that individual’s areas of expertise are not well utilised and that social scientists
can be called upon to work on many subjects.

“l think that doesn't seem to be much awareness within government that
you really do want experts on a specific topic to be working on that topic. It
seems to be like, ‘Oh, we can just get another social scientist to work on
this’ even if they previously haven't worked on this same subject area at all
... itignores the fact that subject knowledge is a thing” [Gov 2]

They make the point that failing to use appropriate expertise can negatively impact policy
outcomes: “they deliver it and it doesn't work, and the government has wasted millions of
pounds of taxpayers money and and thousands and thousands of man hours of time
developing a policy” [Gov 2].

4.3.5 Organisational framings, agendas and strategies

Participants spoke about agendas and strategies in NEOs and how socio-environmental
problems are framed. Gov Agency 5 said that in the past, government did not consider the
social dimension of climate change, “even though climate change is man-made, you know”
[Gov agency 5]. Gov agency 7 pointed to emerging agendas around social inclusion and
community cohesion giving the example of the Royal Horticultural Society: “they're doing a
lot of work around community gardens and getting people involved. They're really starting
from that perspective of inclusion and community cohesion”. They also spoke about the
connecting people to nature and wellbeing agenda, giving the example of one NGO, who
are trying to understand “the multiple values of nature” and the “worth of canals and rivers”
to physical and mental wellbeing. Despite an emerging people focus across the sector,
NGO 1 highlighted that culture, social practices and behaviours are still not being properly
understood or considered in their organisation, referring to strategies around the
sustainable diets agenda:
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“One of the big pushes into strategy at the moment is food. A whole large
part of that is supposed to be sustainable diets. But they just are struggling
to actually think about how you might actually think about people rather
than, you know, they want to look at landscape and fishermen and how do
you produce palm oil ... Why do people buy things at that price or choice?
Or is it culture? Yeah, none of that are things we are thinking about” [NGO
1]

Gov Agency 1 said that organisations have not traditionally framed conservation through
an environmental justice agenda that acknowledges that “the use of land and the benefits
that people draw from it, including the state of nature as a result of that is really about
distribution of costs and benefits”. Defining strategy can be difficult because of the
different ways issues can be framed and approached. Gov Agency 1 spoke about how the
“nature of the problem itself and even whether there is a problem” can be contested. They
described the civil service as “quite siloed and fragmented” and that to enact their agenda
“the degree of integration within the organisation needs to be much better and needs to be
constantly improved”. They also discussed how their organisation’s advisory committee is
called the “scientific advisory committee”, using language which can sideline social
science framings:

“People have said, ‘well, when we talk about science, of course, we mean
all evidence’, but actually the clue’s in the words, and the fact that people
use ‘science’ usually steers them towards scientific framings rather than
wider social science ones” [Gov agency 1]

Participants spoke about the problems with the standard approaches in NEOs to framing
and addressing socio-environmental problems. Gov agency 1 said the civil service’s
structures and processes can create a detachment from real-world problems: “you tend as
an organisation to see the world through those structures and organisations that you've set
up, rather than the real world problems that you're trying to solve”. Participants brought up
examples of work around agriculture in academia and government, giving examples of
where farmers’ perspectives and social contexts have not been properly considered when
introducing new technologies and practices. Academia 1 said that there is an assumption
that farmers will adopt new technologies: “when people are designing technology and
practices and things like that, that they expect farmers or consumers to use or whatever
they come with”, and that natural scientists don’t understand “why farmers decide to do
different things”. Rather than understanding the different reasons why people do or don’t
adopt new practices or technologies, conservation tends to assume an information deficit
module: “conservation tends to take the view that, you know, people if people don't agree
with what we're advocating, then it must be for a lack of evidence” [Gov Agency 1]. Gov 2
spoke about how before social scientists were working on the [named] scheme, the
farmers’ perspectives were not adequately considered:

“[Farmers] basically had to, they have a stack of points that they had to
allocate ... that he could spend on different areas of land within their
holding. And that proportion of points spent in a certain way from a long list
of options. And actually, you know, if you look at that, from a kind of, like
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choice architecture, from a behavioural insight perspective, that's a huge
cognitive load to place on a person” [Gov 2]

4.3.6 Trajectory of social science in NEOs

Regarding the trajectory of social science in NEOs, there was mostly a consensus that
social science is becoming more embedded and valued, with more social scientists being
employed, more ‘people’ orientated initiatives, and some new areas of work opening-up to
social scientists. This may be a ‘social science ‘turn’ in NEOs. However, Gov Agency 5
said that it is only recently that most NGOs have moved beyond having “a very small
amount of social science resource”. However, despite a historically small number of
people employed as social scientists, Academia 1 said that social science perspectives
are valued within NGOs in which they have worked, “while they may not necessarily have
the job title, or describe themselves to others as social scientists, it does seem to be very
much embedded in the organisation to the NGOs I've worked with in the past”. In NGOs it
is now seen that “social science really is integral into helping to create societal change”
[Academia 1].

Participants in the workshop discussed trends within the sector and organisations, and
how social sciences have fallen in and out of favour over time. Social sciences are
currently on the rise because of the types of problems that are being prioritised; for
example, work around the EU Exit in DEFRA has led to a recruitment of social scientists.
The history of the organisation may also influence the ways in which social science is
understood and used. While there is a “history of social science in government” [Gov
agency 5], this is not so much the case for NGOs.

Participants in the workshop discussed an NGO where a small increase in the number of
social scientists employed has seen more support for what they are doing and that in turn
creates more space for social sciences. The organisation now has more ‘people’
orientated initiatives in the organisation demonstrating that there is a positive shift
occurring. However, participants also highlighted that how much social science is valued
varies among colleagues within NEOs. In the workshop, a discussion followed a poll which
asked participants about the degree to which they think social science is valued in their
organisation. The majority of responses indicated that some colleagues value social
science, and social science is valued in some work areas but not in others.

Gov Agency 1 said that while the senior staff are sympathetic towards social science
perspectives, "it is still quite an uphill struggle with colleagues”. Valuing is also dependent
on the topic of investigation. Whilst social scientists are included in some projects, there
are certain topics where their expertise is not considered. Regarding discussions around
‘net zero’, Gov Agency 5 said that “it's not so much that we're excluded. It's just that we're
not even thought, you know, and not just us the economists even are not thought about in
the net zero discussion ... | would definitely think it's a nature conservation sector issue”.
Other participants from government agencies said that some new areas of work are
opening up for social scientists.
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“We are being kind of pulled into areas of work where we've been pushing
for years to get in and making very little headway. So that's been really
exciting” [Gov agency 1]

“There’s absolutely loads of things which we haven't been able to get
involved in for a variety of reasons. | think things are starting to change”
[Gov agency 6]

4.3.7 Social science networks

In the surveys and interviews, participants were asked who they know who works in a
similar role in other environmental organisations. Participants who work in the public
sector were aware of the increase of social scientists in Natural England and DEFRA: “I
know of a lot of people who are within Defra and Natural England” [Gov 2]. Gov Agency 2
referred to existing networks which connect social scientists in government and it's public
bodies:

“I feel quite connected to a large community. There are lots of
opportunities to, particularly within Defra and Defra group to sit and talk
about stuff these days. So, you know, there's the behavioural change
network ... There's the Social Scientists Network, there's the Social
Scientists and the Environment Network” [Gov Agency 2]

Social scientists within government and its public bodies expressed that their networks
mainly are contained within the public sector. Gov 2, who knows lots of social scientists in
DEFRA, felt they did not know a large number of social scientists in NGO’s. Gov Agency 5
stated that they did not know any other social scientists in NEOs until they joined their
current role: “and | think that in itself is quite interesting in terms of - it is not networked into
mainstream conservation” [Gov Agency 5]. Among participants, there was some
awareness of social science presence in NGOs and social science-focused consultancy
businesses in the sector.

“I believe there are social science roles in the National Trust insight team”
[NGO 3]

“There are lots of little research businesses as well. Larger and smaller, so
SME type research businesses” [Gov agency 2]

Consultancy 1 said that they know “a handful of other social science consultants ... but not
many people”. The participants from NGOs also described having limited contacts with
social scientists in other organisations. NGO 3 said that they know “some of the social
science team at Natural England”, and NGO 1 spoke about communicating with an
individual social scientist from a Wildlife Trust. It was suggested that social scientists within
NGOs do not have as defined roles as in government, meaning there is limited visibility
and so networking with other social scientists is more difficult. Responding to an earlier
comment from NGO 1, the interviewer reflected that it was interesting what they said about
“the campaigns and the comms and marketing people, because | think sometimes these
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sort of, | guess, Social Research, understandings or skills are maybe brought by
individuals to their job, but it's never defined, like you say, as a profession” [Interviewer 2,
Gov Agency]. Similarly, Gov Agency 7 said that there are dedicated people working on the
“people agenda” throughout their partner organisations, who are “doing what we classify
social science research” and “applying social science methods to their work”, however,
they are unsure “whether they actually classify themselves as social scientists or have a
dedicated social science team” [Gov Agency 7].

4.3.8 Professional memberships

Ten out of fourteen participants are members of one or more professional bodies, and four
participants have no current memberships. The most widely held membership is in the
Government Social Research profession (GSR), reflecting the make-up of the participant
group. Participants also are members of the Government Economic Service, the Society
for Conservation Biology, the IUCN Species Survival Commission and the [UCN
Sustainable Use Advisory Group, the Royal Anthropological Institute, the British
Sociological Association, the British Psychological Society, the Health and Care
Professions Council and the UK Evaluation Society. Participants have also held past
memberships in the British Mammal Society, the British Ecological Society, the Social
Research Association, the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Society of Arts.
Some participants said they left their previous memberships as they felt they were no
longer relevant to their job.

“I've been a chartered waste manager and a chartered water manager but
I let those lapse since being in [Govt Body] because they don't really fit to
what I'm doing now” [Gov Agency 5]

“I was a fellow of the Geological Society of London for years, and | gave
that up just because it wasn't related to the job. Similarly, | was a fellow
with the Royal Society of Arts, which | might rekindle, again, that was seen
as not being so directly relevant to the job” [Gov agency 1]

Some participants expressed dissatisfaction with the professional bodies available, saying
that no professional body is “quite right” [Gov Agency 2] and that they “haven’t found a
home yet” [Gov agency 5]. Despite many participants being members of the Government
Social Research profession, some offered criticism.

“I feel I get more from talking to different people through things like team
calls, at conferences, or whatever, than anything we get through GSR”
[Gov Agency 6]

“The GSR service was always a bit poor” [Gov Agency 3]

Participants brought up experiences of sociological bodies not covering environmental
topics, referring to the British Association of Sociologists, and the Social Research
Association. Gov Agency 6 said that “in the past, the Social Research Association was
quite useful around applied methods, then wasn't as useful around the subject
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knowledge”. Conversely, some participants discussed experiences of environmental
associations not including social perspectives. Gov Agency 5 explained that “water
management [professional body] is very much you know ... engineering, ecology are
dominant paradigms and the social is not in there”. Academia 1 chose to leave the British
Ecological Society in part because it “is still very much from a natural science point of
view”. However, they also mentioned how two bodies they currently have memberships in,
the Society for Conservation Biology and the IUCN Species Survival Commission, have a
“social science working group” and act as an “interface between natural and social
science” respectively. Gov Agency 6 raised the issue that “because social science is such
a broad church” and that their background is “so general”, that they do not see any single
professional body as particularly useful. They suggest, “it would be helpful to have actually
probably, you know, almost four or five kinds of memberships to kind of reflect your
different kind of interests”. A couple of participants mentioned financial considerations to
joining professional bodies. NGO 1, who has no professional memberships, said that “I've
never been [a staff member of] a big, big corporate where they're like, yeah, we'll pay for
that membership”. Gov Agency 3 said that their employer would pay for one membership,
and that they have joined the British Sociological Association as their agency decided not
to join the GSR: “the agency has been a bit resistant to going down the civil service route,
badging, jobs and things because they don't want to lose control over their employees”.

4.4 What are participants’ aspirations?

4.4.1 Improving social science resource

In the workshop and the interviews, participants articulated a desire for more social
scientists to be employed in the sector to improve the role of social science: “absolutely,
more social scientists needed” [Gov Agency 6]. Participants in the workshop also
discussed the need to identify those with the skills already in an organisation to increase
the visibility and impact of social science. It is hard to find out who has social science
expertise or training within an organisation, it is often ‘invisible’. It was suggested that
NEOs should focus on ensuring that they have the correct disciplinary communities and
perspectives.

“I think anthropology has a lot to contribute. Social psychology has a lot to
contribute, behavioural economics and behavioural psychology have lots
of contribute, quantitative sociology and qualitative sociology an enormous
amount to contribute. So | think by working together, we can we can
essentially provide the kind of missing ingredients to the kind of conceptual
solutions that are and practical solutions which are required to literally
save our society [laughs] from collapse” [Gov 2]

4.4.2 Improving understanding and use of social science

Participants want to promote qualitative methods as applicable and rigorous: “I've been
thinking about ways of improving ... the position of ethnography within government” [Gov
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2]. In the workshop, the need to show why qualitative methods are rigorous was
discussed, and that mixed methods should be encouraged. For example, quantitative data
can show trends, and qualitative data can show the reason behind those trends. This
approach tends to go down well in NEOs. One participant mentioned wanting to carry out
methods competency training for non-social science colleagues.

“I would also like the time to be able to create resources or guidance to
enable non-social science colleagues to undertake basic elements of
social science research competently (e.g. basic survey/interview good
practice) whilst understanding when they need expert input from us” [NGO
3]

Social science framings should be considered when thinking about how problems. In the
workshop, what was called for was a shift in how problems were approached. Any starting
point must understand the problem at hand: is it a scientific problem? Is it about people? Is
it both? This understanding should determine how to tackle the problem and what
evidence is needed. Participants want the importance of social science to be understood
better in NEOs. Participants expressed wanting to share strategies for communicating the
relevance of social science framings and methods.

“I think what we all really appreciate is the, is the benefits of a social
science perspective. And, you know, that kind of rigour, rigour around
social science and, and really learning from others how this is embedded
within different organisations, and how it's effectively communicated and
taken up within different organisations is really, really interesting” [Gov
agency 7]

Participants argued that promoting social perspectives is needed to achieve positive socio-
environmental outcomes: “Those organisations need to have a strong social scientific
voice, or chorus of voices, informing them about the best way to be as active as they can
be” [Gov 2]. As well as improving the evidence base, participants expressed that there
needs to be a greater emphasis on intervention, in which social science can play a role: “it
shou