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Background 

•  Social science research can help answer 
tough questions 

•  Types of information collected through social 
science include: population characteristics, 
attitudes and perceptions, networks between 
social organizations 

•  Understanding complex                                             
human-environment                                           
interactions requires                                       
social science  



Social science research 

•  How do social scientists construct 
research?  
– Define society in a special way 
– Think in terms of variables and relationships 

among variables 
– Employ the scientific method 



Goals of social science research 

•  Identify general patterns and relationships 
•  Test and refine theories 
•  Make predictions 
•  Interpret culturally and historically significant 

phenomena 
•  Explore diversity 
•  Give voice 
•  Advance new theories  

(Ragin and Amoroso 2011) 



Strategies of social science research  
•  Methodological approach 

–  Qualitative 
•   focused on underlying meanings 

and patterns of relationships 

–  Quantitative  
•  focused on the development and 

testing of models  

–  Comparative 
•  aims to make comparisons across 

cultures, countries 

•  Data collection 
–  Primary  

–  Secondary 



Introduction to methods 

•  Many tools in the toolkit 
•  What are the options?  
•  How do you choose? 
 
à Please refer to your 
social science wheel for 
the following slides 



Method 1 – Focus groups 
•  What?  à guided group discussion, attempts to 

estimate the response of a larger group 

•  When is it used? à  to identify opinions, attitudes, 
knowledge, and perceptions about a specific topic 

•  Why? à  systematic collection of information              
in real time, lower cost than surveys, less              
time that individual interviews, facilitator can       
adapt to include new issues that arise 



Method 2 - Observation 

•  What? à  information gathering through direct 
observation of human behavior 

•  When is it used? à to identify user behavior and 
associated impacts, types of use, use patterns  

•  Why? à most direct measure, good for      
behaviors that people will not voluntarily           report 



Method 3 – Demographic Analysis 

•  What? à  study of the human population and 
characteristics like education, income, and race, as 
well as changes like size and composition 

•  When is it used? à to identify trends over time and 
space 

•  Why? à important to determining constituency and  
who will be impacted; provides information on how 
coastal communities are changing                               
over time; cost-efficient if using                    
secondary data 



Method 4 - Surveys 
•  What? à  data collection by mail, phone, web or face to 

face using a standardized list of questions  

•  When is it used? à to obtain information on specific 
issues from a representative sample of individuals or 
organizations 

•  Why? à direct measure, tailored to specific information 
needs, informs you about a larger population without 
collecting information from everyone 



Method 5 – Cost benefit analysis 

•  What? à comparing costs and benefits to identify 
net benefits 

•  When is it used? à to understand social costs and 
benefits of project outcomes for stakeholders or to 
identify the most cost-effective alternatives 

•  Why? à contributes to informed,                       
balanced decision-making; systematic                 
approach helps minimize bias 



Clicker	  Check	  

A	  
	  
B	  
	  
C	  
	  
D	  
	  
E	  
	  
F	  

1.	  Which	  of	  these	  levels	  
represents	  your	  fear	  of	  
sharks?	  	  

LOW	  

HIGH	  

2.	  How	  many	  Emes	  have	  
you	  eaten	  ice	  cream	  this	  
summer?	  

A	  
	  
B	  
	  
C	  
	  
D	  
	  
E	  
	  
F	   I	  am	  lactose	  

intolerant!	  

13+	  

10-‐12	  

7-‐9	  

4-‐6	  
1-‐3	  



Case study 1: Birds vs. Beach goers 

•  Wildview Park has a major conflict between 
nesting birds and beach goers. To collect 
information on park visitor values for 
endangered and threatened species, which 
method would you use?  

A.  Focus groups 
B.  Observation 
C.  Demographic analysis 
D.  Surveys 
E.  Cost benefit analysis 



Surveys 
•  What? à  data collection by mail, phone, web or face to 

face using a standardized list of questions  

•  When is it used? à to obtain information on specific 
issues from a representative sample of individuals or 
organizations 

•  Why? à direct measure, tailored to specific information 
needs, informs you about a larger population without 
collecting information from everyone 



Focus groups 
•  What?  à guided group discussion, attempts to 

estimate the response of a larger group 

•  When is it used? à  to identify opinions, attitudes, 
knowledge, and perceptions about a specific topic 

•  Why? à  systematic collection of information              
in real time, lower cost than surveys, less              
time that individual interviews, facilitator can       
adapt to include new issues that arise 



Case study 2: Flip Flops Resorts 
Seeks Coastal Georgia Location 

•  Flip Flops Resort is choosing between 3 coastal 
Georgia sites (Wilmington Island, Tybee Island, 
Savannah). If you needed information to guide the 
site selection for this new development, which 
method would you use first?  

A.  Focus groups 
B.  Observation 
C.  Demographic analysis 
D.  Surveys 
E.  Cost benefit analysis 



Cost benefit analysis 

•  What? à comparing costs and benefits to identify 
net benefits 

•  When is it used? à to understand social costs and 
benefits of project outcomes for stakeholders or to 
identify the most cost-effective alternatives 

•  Why? à contributes to informed,                       
balanced decision-making; systematic                 
approach helps minimize bias 



Case study 3: Beach Weekend 
Nightmare 

•  If one of the specific issues you were asked to 
address was marine debris coming from boats, 
which method might you consider? Consider things 
like boater behavior, the source of the debris, 
differences among local and visiting boaters. 

A.  Focus groups 
B.  Observation 
C.  Demographic analysis 
D.  Surveys 
E.  Cost benefit analysis 



Observation 

•  What? à  information gathering through direct 
observation of human behavior 

•  When is it used? à to identify user behavior and 
associated impacts, types of use, use patterns  

•  Why? à most direct measure, good for      
behaviors that people will not voluntarily           report 



Case study 4: Coastal Flooding 

•  You need information on the population in 
Savannah and surrounding areas in order to 
develop emergency plans for evacuations due to 
flooding. Which method will help? 

A.  Focus groups 
B.  Observation 
C.  Demographic analysis 
D.  Surveys 
E.  Cost benefit analysis 



Demographic Analysis 

•  What? à  study of the human population and 
characteristics like education, income, and race, as 
well as changes like size and composition 

•  When is it used? à to identify trends over time and 
space 

•  Why? à important to determining constituency and  
who will be impacted; provides information on how 
coastal communities are changing                               
over time; cost-efficient if using                    
secondary data 



Applications of social science methods 

•  Social valuation study using surveys and mapping 

•  Statistical analysis of secondary data 

•  Development of evaluation framework 

•  Indicator development for human health and well-
being, indicators to be used for monitoring 

•  Participatory GIS mapping 





Thank You! For more information, please 
contact: maria.dillard@noaa.gov 


