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Park Break Perspectives

“Scientists alone can establish the objectives of their research, but society, in extend-
ing support to science, must take account of its own needs.”
— John F. Kennedy

Introduction

THE PARK BREAK 2008 SEMINAR AT AcADIA NATIONAL PARK provided a unique chance to
discuss civic engagement issues with park managers, professionals, and graduate
students, as well as the role of social science research in improving civic engagement
in the National Park Service (NPS). Civic engagement, with the aid of social science,
is indispensable in terms of prioritizing park management issues and minimizing
potential conflicts between stakeholders in the area (or maximizing communication
to reduce a potential conflict among local stakeholders). Social science research
conducted in NPS is considered an effective means to demonstrate and understand
how well parks are managed from the perspective of visitors. Is NPS providing real
enjoyment and satisfaction to visitors? Are park managers effectively taking into
account the needs of visitors and adjacent communities when developing manage-
ment plans? Social science can provide critical input on such questions because the
park service could obtain potential information associated with visitors” attitudes
and perceptions that might not be represented in the management decision-making
process (Cheng et al. 2003).

The social scientist can therefore provide a substantial contribution to this task
through research that aims toward a more concerted interaction with the visiting
public and adjacent communities while relaying the information to the park man-
agers for improved decision-making. Although the public has adequate opportuni-
ties to comment through such forums as the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA), the results of these efforts are often scattered and not scientifically ana-
lyzed. A visitor survey will allow a particular park to craft a series of questions that
can directly answer questions that relate to the issue at hand. Opportunities such as
NEPA often provide questions of an open ended nature with very little guidance or
direction on how to best answer the questions. Public comments have their place in
park planning (as well as it being the law), but a survey, when possible, can offer a
more well-rounded look into a particular issue.

Knowing how to best manage the resources within the national park system is
also of critical importance: the conservation of not just the lands administered by
NPS, but also other biologically and culturally significant sites, has been identified
as one of the major challenges facing humanity this century (McNeely 1994; Lub-
chenco 1998). The intermingling of both a biologically supported approach to park
management plus the contributions of social science research can be the key to
effective management of national parks and other protected areas, under the
umbrella of the philosophy of George Melendez Wright, who advocated for more
scientifically sound natural resource management in national parks (Crompton
2006). In that regard, this paper reviews the role of social science, discussing how it
contributes to understanding through interactions with visitors and adjacent
communities, and describing how this information can be used in the future.

Civic engagement

Civic engagement, in the context of NPS, is primarily concerned with developing
partnerships and “win-win” healthy relationships with the communities that are
most vested in the parks to ensure “the long term relevance of the NPS’ resources
and programs” (NPS, n.d.). The concept of civic engagement has not been actively
implemented in the national parks until recently because there were few well-
defined structural pathways in which visitors (and local residents) could take part.
However, civic engagement now has been formalized into an initiative for reflecting



and displaying a greater commitment to public involvement (NPS, n.d.). This recent
commitment to civic engagement is required to make amends for some past man-
agement actions that tended to disregard public involvement in protected area deci-
sion-making (Agrawal and Gibson 1999). The National Park Service is now being
asked to take public concerns into greater consideration and recognize the impor-
tance of such inclusion in the planning process (Linenthal 2008). This newfound
commitment to civic engagement is encouraging for managers as it has been empir-
ically shown that public involvement in the decision-making process can aid in
breaking down barriers to successful management practices (Campbell 2005; Luloff
et al. 2005; Wagenet and Pfeffer 2007; Sick 2008). This approach will obviously cre-
ate more ownership when compared with traditional top-down management styles.

It does not take a leap of faith to see the links between social science and civic
engagement. The social scientist can provide crucial answers to questions from park
managers that aim to better accommodate the needs of the visitors, by studying
local communities that are affected by how the parks are managed. Park managers
can then use this information to develop well-thought-out and inclusive policy ini-
tiatives that help to balance the clash of divergent interests that usually occur (Reed
and Mcllveen 2006). It is important to recognize that communities adjacent to NPS
public lands will have an “intimate knowledge of, and greater concern for, protect-
ing the resources” (Sick 2008, 95). Conversely, areas surrounding parks may also
prove to be the biggest adversary to proposed park policy. Therefore, through col-
laborative work, social science research and civic engagement have immense poten-
tial to affect how NPS develops policy and integrally manages the parks alongside
communities.

Social science contributions

Within NPS, social science has been playing an important role investigating a series
of human dimension issues for many years (Sellars 1997). Much of the early research
focused on observation of visitor behaviors and use patterns, which was mainly
related to descriptive information within NPS (Manning 1999). Gathering descrip-
tive information was useful to produce a simple baseline for park management, such
as the idea of visitor density within a certain area (Absher and Lee 1981). As time
passed, more diverse research related to social, cultural, and managerial aspects,
including visitor attitude and perception, carrying capacity, crowding and satisfac-
tion, and visitor impact monitoring (Manning 1999). This early work of social scien-
tists provided a foundation for the contributions of social science research in devel-
oping better management practices with visitors in mind.

Park managers gradually recognized that the majority of the issues facing the
NPS were inherently anthropocentric in nature (Henning 1970) and consequently
required social science research to achieve effective interaction with the public. NPS
now recognizes that visitors’ values and perceptions must be incorporated in man-
agement plans (Reed and Brown 2003).

There have been many studies about visitor attitudes, norms, and values at NPS
sites (e.g., Bultena et al. 1981; Noe et al. 1997; Anderson et al. 1998; Alessa et al. 2003;
Bullock and Lawson 2008). There have also been numerous efforts to identify
visitors’ attitudes and perceptions toward management actions (e.g., Gramann and
Vander Stoep 1987; Alder 1996; Cole et al. 1997; Bullock and Lawson 2008). This shift
from a strictly preservationist to a more socially oriented management approach is
proving to be a major challenge (Venteret et al. 2008). Fundamental objectives of
many social science studies include the preservation of natural resources by
providing quality information about visitor perspectives. Much of the research with-
in NPS has focused on the needs and perceptions of the individual visitor and not
as much on a common collective, such as local community participation. With the
newfound commitment of NPS to civic engagement, an opportunity arises to exam-
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ine what forms of engagement are most effective and what methods need further
development by means of social science research.

Ideas for effective engagement

The fundamental part of public involvement may be helping local communities
“take on more responsibility and receive more direct benefits” from the collabora-
tive process (Durrant and Durrant 2008, 371). Public involvement can also prevent
monopolistic appropriation of the decision-making process (Bryan 2004). As stated
above, much of past and current social science research has focused on investigating
how individual visitors experience the national park system. Various research
methods have been developed and employed, such as visitor surveys (both
qualitative and quantitative) and focus groups, and then extrapolated to the larger
population. These research methods could still be applied in developing a civic
engagement tool. Social science can contribute to the better understanding of stake-
holder and management viewpoints and also prevent alienating the public from the
decision-making process (Endter-Wada et al. 1998). There has also been a call for
the increased involvement of social scientists to instruct discussants in the process-
es of civic engagement (Dalton 2005). Because bringing a wide variety of stakehold-
ers together is not an easy task and is in many ways a “new way of doing business
for public officials” (Wondolleck and Ryan 1999, 119), determining what is the best
way to constructively and successfully engage stakeholders is an important question
that social scientists can tackle.

Public involvement in the decision-making process is currently being widely
advocated, not only within NPS, but in protected area management more generally
(Conley and Moote 2003). However, due to the novelty of this approach, it is still
uncertain how to best undertake such a process (Conley and Moote 2003; Dougill et
al. 2006), since the public rarely constitutes a homogeneous group and more often
includes diverse stakeholders that hold disparate attitudes and beliefs (Armitage
2005). The risk is lumping all the actors into one uniform group (Agrawal and Gib-
son 1999). Without question, trying to appease everyone is not an easy endeavor,
and attempting to minimize the winner-loser mentality requires a delicate balance
(Allan et al. 2008). Acknowledging the plurality of the stakeholders, and incorpo-
rating it into the decision-making process, can enhance park management and
increase benefits to local populations. This is inherently a process based on the core
foundations of the American political system.

Can we get people involved?
Individualism, which benefits the self at the expense of the collective interest, is a
major obstacle to overcome if NPS is to get the public more involved in the decision-
making process (Funk 2008). Strong public involvement in all realms of society
tends to lead to stronger, more tight-knit communities (Putnam 1993). However,
the question remains: How do we develop stronger involvement in what is, directly
or indirectly, a political process? Education seems to be a strong predictor of civic
engagement (Dudley and Gitelson 2003), but if education is indeed a good indica-
tor of civic engagement, then how do we go about educating people about the
importance of being involved in the decision-making process? How do we get all
levels of society involved and not just cater to the “educated” group? This is a ques-
tion beyond the scope of this paper, but worthy of reflection nonetheless.
Providing the public a voice in the management practices of NPS can allow for
a rich and meaningful experience (Daniels and Walker 1996). Civic engagement can
start to bring communities together around national parks and curb the rampant
trend of individualism hindering effective park management scenarios. NPS can be
a conduit to bring “thoughtful public dialogue and a desire to practice once again
the arts of democracy using NPS sites as a forum” (Linenthal 2008, 6). Social scien-



tists can contribute to this awakening by helping to develop better understanding
of stakeholder interests, beliefs, and attitudes about NPS management policies.

Moving forward

As a critical first step, NPS has taken the initiative to try and get the American pub-
lic more involved in the decision-making process. Indeed, putting increased effort
into grasping the public’s attitudes and beliefs through social science research takes
time and resources, which may have represented a significant obstacle in the past.
However, NPS is now committed to gaining the necessary information to ensure the
success of this new civic engagement initiative (NPS, n.d.). It is, however, still open
for debate as to how to evaluate the effectiveness of such dialogue (Conley and
Moote 2003), as more research needs to be done on how to assess the effectiveness
of such engagement. Ideally, social scientists can continue to contribute to the body
of knowledge about visitors’ attitudes and perceptions as well as support or lack
thereof for various management practices. Surveys will continue to be tools to elic-
it information from visitors, but we suggest that these surveys should also move out-
side park boundaries. Policies instituted by NPS often have the most direct impact
on people situated outside the park. The effort to move outside of park boundaries
with our surveys has been done in the past, but the effort needs to be greater mov-
ing into the future.

The centennial of NPS is approaching, and with that there is the possibility of a
newfound interest in America’s parks, representing a perfect opportunity to get peo-
ple involved. This may provide an unprecedented chance to educate people about
NPS and how the average citizen can have a true, meaningful say in how the parks
are managed, that through social science, their voice can and will be heard. The idea
of setting aside cultural and historical sites as well as preserving natural wonders
was a novel idea that materialized almost 100 years ago and that has proved to be a
role model for similar endeavors around the globe. The National Park Service,
through its commitment to civic engagement, along with the help of the scientific
community, has the opportunity to once again to be a role model.
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