Applying the social sciences

his special issue of Park Science demonstrates the

diversity of the social sciences and their contribu-

tion to park management. Increasingly, park and
resource managers are faced with issues that require so-
cial science research. Such issues include development
adjacent to parks, public participation in park manage-
ment decision making, visitor perceptions of their experi-
ence, socioeconomic impacts of park management
decisions, urban park problems, demographic trends, and
program evaluation, among others. There are a growing
number of social science researchers, primarily at univer-
sities, who are working closely with managers to deliver
“usable knowledge” to address these issues. Social science
disciplines such as economics, geography, political science,
psychology, and sociology are providing useful insights to
managers. This special issue highlights ongoing social sci-
ence research in the national park system and discusses
opportunities for new research.

Balancing use and preservation are decisions made by
park personnel everyday. Park managers can attest to the
growing complexity of the National Park Service mission—
to preserve park resources unimpaired and provide for
public use and enjoyment. This balance is often contro-
versial and difficult, especially with limited information and
increasing threats to the quality of park resources. Under-
standing the relationship between people and parks is es-
sential. Social science research is a tool park managers
can use to help provide useful information to achieve their
goals. This issue of Park Science is intended to familiarize
readers with the breadth of social science contributions to
park management. It contains a sampling of social science
research; however, there are many other social science
projects occurring throughout the national park system.

I encourage you to consider how the research presented
in this issue can be applied to your park or program. The
National Park Service Social Science Program can assist in
connecting park managers with researchers to address
social science research needs. As park managers are faced
with increasing controversy, particularly in working with
diverse stakeholders, social science research will likely play
an important role in decision making. I recall a conversa-
tion I had with Wayne Brewster (Yellowstone National Park)
last year. Brewster attributed much of the success of the
wolves reintroduction in Yellowstone to an early invest-
ment in social science research. At Yellowstone, the biologi-
cal research of the reintroduction program was complemented
by social science. Perhaps other natural science research ef-
forts could also benefit from such a social science comple-
ment. I hope you enjoy this social science special issue of
Park Science. While 1 served as guest editor, the efforts and
contributions of Nina Chambers, Gary Machlis, and Jeff Selleck
were all essential to this special issue.

—Jared D. Ficker
NPS Social Science Program
(jared_ficker@nps.gov)
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