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A generous donor has agreed to 
make a $12 million investment
over the next five years that will 
boost efforts to promote clean 
water, accessible lands for 
recreation and education, habitat for 
fish and wildlife, climate resilience, 
and engaged communities that 
are committed to supporting the 
Great Bay estuary and its 
watershed.
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Audience polls
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Our Plan for Today
● Setting the stage 
● Context and management need
● Approach, findings, outputs, 

and reflections
● Implications and next steps
● Q&A / Discussion
● Wrap Up
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The Great Bay Region
Context and management need
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Regional Context - Great Bay
● Nationally significant estuary as designated by

both NOAA and the EPA.

● Estuary links significant freshwater systems
bordered by communities of various sizes

○ 52 municipalities - 42 in NH and 10 in Maine

● Environmental indicators of estuarine health
show mixed results demonstrating a continued
need to address water quality from all angles

● Region is experiencing demographic shifts that
require revisiting previous approaches to
outreach and engagement

● Consumption of media and news and the social
networks that shape norms have changed
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Project Concept (Why?):
● Interest in more intentionally using social 

science and human dimensions research to 
address environmental challenges

● Range of disciplines, theories, and methods 
can be challenging to parse through (i.e. 
sociology, anthropology, economics, 
psychology, etc.)

● Data on human dimensions can be hard to 
access (e.g. estuarine literacy, attitudes, 
values, behaviors, economics, etc.)

● Temptation to rely on intuition rather than 
systematic research

● New investments in outreach and 
engagement through Great Bay 2030
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What was this project?
One year National Estuarine Research Reserve System (NERRS) Science Collaborative 
“Science Transfer” project under the water quality focus area

● Driver for action: In order to improve the environmental conditions in the watershed, 
outreach and engagement efforts need to affect human behaviors, policies, practices, and 
(where possible) attitudes.

To do so, this project:
● Focused on bridging research and practice around social science / human dimensions

● Sought to help advance outreach and engagement efforts so they are built on existing 
evidence, and are adapting and evolving to meet the needs of a changing population

● Sought to strengthen social science literacy and create a stronger applied social 
science and human dimensions network within the Great Bay Estuary complex
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What did we do?
What did we find?

What did we create?
How are we using it?

Approach, findings, outputs, and reflections
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Project Components
Kick off Workshop - January 2024

● Understanding assets, interests, and barriers around use of social science
● Input on topics / focus / structure for project - “What do you wish you knew about 

people in the watershed that you think would make your work better?”

Literature Review & Session Planning - Spring / Summer 2024
● Finding literature and experts
● Planning learning circles to match needs 

Learning Circles - Summer 2024
● Five 1.5 hr online monthly sessions 

Wrap Up Workshop - Dec 2024
● Input on materials, next steps planning
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Learning Circles 
Online sessions (1.5hrs) to bring practitioners and social scientists together to 
explore an aspect of social science research and discuss how it can inform 
outreach and engagement work. As a series, we hoped the circles would:

● Build Connections among practitioners and social scientists

● Increase Confidence to engage with social science research and partners

● Deepen Knowledge about how to interpret and apply social science research

● Increase Awareness about needs for social science research, collaboration 
opportunities, and potential partnerships

● Collaboratively Generate Actionable Takeaways from social science 
research (e.g., Fact Sheets or other summary products)
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Key Takeaways from Learning Circles

Learning Circle Topics
● Conceptual Frameworks for Motivating 

Behavior Change (May)

● Documenting Public Opinion to Guide 
Programs & Influence Policy (June)

● Understanding and Building Loyalty Among 
Visitors and Volunteers (July)

● Social Science For Communications and 
Messaging (Aug)

● Drivers of Local Policy Change and the Role 
of Technical Assistance (Sept)
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Key Takeaway Highlights - Learning Circle #1: 
Conceptual Frameworks for Motivating Behavior Change
Practitioner Context: How can we use human behavior 
and theoretical models to improve engagement and 
outreach efforts? Are there local and national examples of 
using social science for environmental behavior change?

Key Takeaways:
Vocabulary: Shared vocabulary and terminology to bridge 
research and practitioner conversations about social science
Theoretical Models: Many different theoretical behavioral 
models can help guide outreach, engagement and technical 
assistance, but it’s not always clear how to apply the models
Normative Messaging: People are motivated to follow 
norms, but norms change
Start from Agreement: When people disagree with you, 
start from where you can agree
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Key Takeaway Highlights - Learning Circle #2: 
Documenting Public Opinions to Guide Programs & Implement Policy
Practitioner Context: How can we better 
understand the public opinions on environmental 
topics to best tailor programs to the public, 
partnership opportunities, and communications with 
policy makers?

Key Takeaways:
Existing Local Surveys: Recent public opinion 
surveys conducted in the Great Bay watershed.
Public Opinion and Policy Support: Polls/surveys 
can effectively capture both
Clean Water: People in the Great Bay watershed 
value clean water
Surveying & Processing: Partnership opportunities 
for data collection and interpretation
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Key Takeaway Highlights - Learning Circle #3: 
Understanding and Building Loyalty Among Visitors and Volunteers
Practitioner Context: What are methods for 
increasing engagement of visitors and volunteers? 
What motivates volunteers, program participants, and 
visitors to public lands/facilities?

Key Takeaways:
Inquiry Based Engagement: Begin every 
conversation with a question
Visitor Tracking Capacity: Differs based on size and 
type of organization
Importance of Word of Mouth: How people learn 
about programs and public lands
Sense of Place: People are drawn to engage with the 
Great Bay because of “cultural ecosystem services”
Signs: Use intention so there aren’t too many
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Key Takeaway Highlights - Learning Circle #4: 
Social Science for Communications and Messaging
Practitioner Context: How do we improve science communication to effectively engage 
people in pro-environmental action?

Key Takeaways:
● Know Your Audience
● Place-Based Messaging
● Connect, Not Convince
● Collaborate on Communications - power of networks
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Key Takeaway Highlights - Learning Circle #5: 
Drivers of Local Policy Change and the Role of Technical Assistance
Practitioner Context: What drives better policies and practices? How can research inform 
improved approaches to technical assistance, municipal staff support, and community 
engagement?

Key Takeaways:
Quality of Collaboration: Bring in and engage
with different types of expertise.
Time, Twists & Turns: It takes time to go from
science knowledge to policy action
Requires Skill, Sensitivity and Trust
Respect Local Knowledge & Perspectives
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Outputs - Resources and References

● Learning Circle Discussion 
Summaries (for participants)

● “Takeaway” overviews on 
Learning Circle topics

● Directory of interested 
researchers & practitioners

● Inventory of existing studies 
& resources of interest

● Social Science Basics Video
● Workshop summaries
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Reflections: 
Are we meeting Learning Circle desired outcomes?
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● Build Connections among practitioners and social scientists

● Increase Confidence to engage with social science research and partners

● Deepen Knowledge about how to interpret and apply social science research

● Increase Awareness about needs for social science research, collaboration 
opportunities, and potential partnerships

● Collaboratively Generate Actionable Takeaways from social science 
research (e.g., Fact Sheets or other summary products)
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Reflecting on Impact:
Increasing Awareness



Reflecting on Impact: 
Increasing Connections and Confidence

23



Reflecting on Impact:
Deepening Knowledge
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Reflecting on Impact: 
Starting to Implement
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Where are we headed next?
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Questions?
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