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Situating social science in Coastal and 
Ocean studies.

• There have been many policy, legislative and institutional 
changes since 1994 with the ushering in of a democratic 
society in South Africa to which research in the marine 
and coastal environment has responded. However, there 
has been a resistance within the marine science 
community to the shift to a more applied and relevant 
science, and to calls for the continuity of traditional 
paradigms of disciplinary research in the post-apartheid 
period (Scott 2013).

• In the past, marine science was generously funded and 
scientists could pursue their own interests with little 
recognition of the broader context of social 
inequality(Scott 2013).



Disciplinary, multi-,inter or…

• Marine scientists and research projects funded by the 
National Research Foundation have recognized the 
importance of social science research which is 
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary in nature 
(Sowman et al. 2013).

• In reality the transdisciplinary experiment in South 
African fisheries reform has remained an academic 
exercise demonstrating the methodology and 
challenges that social and natural scientists face when 
working together.



Transdisciplinary research

• The value of transdisciplinarity is that it offers an 
opportunity for research collaboration in post-
apartheid South Africa to overcome the seemingly 
overwhelming social and political challenges 
(Paterson et al. 2010). 

• Transdisciplinarity, if undertaken with the necessary 
commitment, provides a framework for developing 
trust, common vision, and common values, also a 
common language (Paterson et al. 2010).



Transdisciplinarity beyond academic 

• The rationale for transcending and integrating disciplinary 
paradigms is that academic knowledge, organized from a 
disciplinary perspective, has to be re-organized and re-
assessed in order to be relevant for addressing socially 
relevant issues”. 

• Pohl further defines participatory transdisciplinarity to 
include non-academic actors, either through consulting or 
through their participation in framing the problem 
(knowledge production in the context of application). A 
more philosophical definition states that “transdisciplinarity 
adds the search for a unity of knowledge to a concept” (Pohl 
2011: 619).  



Engaging with socially relevant issues…

• In recent years the notion of transdisciplinary 
research that crosses disciplinary and practitioner 
boundaries has gained traction (Fox 2004; Stokols et 
al. 2003; Stokols 2006; Mobjork 2010; Pohl 2011; 
Hackmann & St. Clair 2012), highlighting the 
differences between academically and socially 
relevant issues. Pohl (2011: 619) explains that 
“transdisciplinarity is research that transcends and 
integrates disciplinary paradigms in order to address 
socially (as opposed to academically) relevant issues. 



Transdisciplinarity in collaborations.. 

• Stokols (2006) classifies three types of collaborations 
in transdisciplinarity and the contextual circumstances 
that enable and constrain them: 

1. collaboration among scholars representing different    
disciplines;

2. collaboration among researchers from multiple fields 
and community practitioners representing diverse 
professional and lay perspectives; and

3. collaboration among community organizations 
across local, state, national, and international levels.



Action research toolkit for practitioners



SSF policy process
• An interactive process of strategic, collective, 

reflection‒action‒reflection‒action “from below”  is crucial for 
the co-designing of research projects. 

• Constructing “virtuous circles” of authoritative and accountable 
natural resources governance in reality. 

• Over the past ten years, since the launch of the class action 
case the group was constructing “Virtuous circles” is a term 
used by Fox (2004: 3, 6) to refer to the process of “mutual 
empowerment between institutional reformers and social 
actors in the public interest”. The “virtuous circles” often took a 
form of roundtable meetings, workshops, research 
presentations, and focused group sessions on key challenges to 
the policy.   



Coastal and marine social science

• We need to engage with a broadest range of social 
sciences and arts and humanities to understand the 
relationships between people and the sea; we need to 
forge new interdisciplinary engagements.

• Through these we can consider the different possible 
futures for coastal people – the implications of 
potential disruptions to identities and diverse place 
meanings and attachments, and their implication for 
wellbeing, physical and mental health.   



Coastal and marine social science

• The marine social science agenda should be guided by 
a human rights-based approach in procedural and 
outcome terms and inform monitoring and 
assessments. 

• Procedural aspects of the HRB are largely reflected in 
ethical guidelines or ethical codes for social science 
research in general. In outcome terms, marine social 
science research should contribute directly or 
indirectly to improve the well-being of marginal and 
vulnerable people including indigenous peoples. 



Role of policy makers….

• Policy-makers, managers and practitioners must account for 
the human dimensions in all marine conservation, marine 
planning, fisheries management and ocean development 
decisions. To ensure that this happens, greater investment is 
needed from governments and non-governmental 
organizations in applied and policy-relevant social sciences 
in the marine realm. 

• Strengthen funding to support cooperation among social 
and natural science disciplines. Big question is how this 
cooperation needs to be established, at present social 
science is often treated as a “necessary add-on” to the well 
established natural science policy frameworks.



Community research

• Marine research broadly should pay more 
attention to the local community level, notably the 
role of coastal communities as central actors in the 
process of knowledge acquisition. 

• An example is community science, in which 
knowledge-building is based on communities 
deciding with whom and in what manner they 
engage, driven by a connection to place, collective 
values, empowerment, agency and social learning.



Importance of social science -policy 
interface…

• The accountability framework for the marine 
social science - policy interface should be 
strengthened in relation to government and civil 
society institutions/organizations and actors. 

• Social science researchers should devote more 
attention and take on greater accountability about 
the ways in which their research findings enter 
policy and decision-making processes within 
governments and CSOs.
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