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This manifesto comes at a time when the marine social sciences
are increasingly recognised as a required field of knowledge for
policy. Still social science is not yet fully part of mainstream
fisheries science and marine science (Hind 2015; Stephenson
et al. 2016; Arbo et al. 2018). Furthermore, existing science-
policy interfaces and advisory bodies are mainly populated by
natural scientists (biologists, ecologists) and economists.
Interdisciplinary research projects often entail separate work
packages, with a majority focussing on natural science questions
applying quantitative methods, accompanied by some stakehold-
er engagement work or a governance work package done by
social scientists. Nevertheless, the interest in, demand for, and
actual invitation to the social sciences are growing—in fisheries
as elsewhere (Link et al. 2017; Shah 2020). This follows various
high-level international agreements expressing holistic aspira-
tions such as incorporating four pillars of sustainability
(Stephenson et al. 2017), the ecosystem approach to fisheries
(Link et al. 2017), the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (Gupta and Vegelin 2016), or the UN
Ocean Decade (Ryabinin et al. 2019). Also, the International
Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) aims “to develop
strategies to support the integration of social and economic sci-
ence into ICESwork” currently realised through variousworking
groups and a Strategic Initiative for the Human Dimension.1

The demand for social science raised by a natural science
dominated domain is based on a few insights: (1) management
works via people and hence understanding people’s ideas and

actions is a factor to take on board; (2) management itself is a
human activity that requires critical reflection, (3) the way
science and policy interact is important to understand for ef-
fective decision-making; (4) many societal problems are
“wicked” (high uncertainty, high stakes, and limited time to
act), requiring post-normal-science (Dankel et al. 2012) and
new approaches to solve them (i.e. interactive governance;
Kooiman et al. 2005). These considerations lead us to two
key points.

First, the time for integrating social science into applied
marine research is now. Increasingly, new (and some older)
scholars are raised with interdisciplinary minds, integrating
qualitative and quantitative methods, applying a variety of
theories to field cases, and “including a human dimension”
by using holistic concepts such as e.g. social-ecological sys-
tems (Arbo et al. 2018; Andrews et al. 2020). It seems that the
times when social scientists complain that “they don’t under-
stand” or that “they never ask us” are over. The question for
social science/scientists is thus not if but how to engage in
applied contexts.

Second, the need for social science input appears primarily
driven by a wish to be more effective in the uptake of science
for policy- and decision-making. Many policymakers and nat-
ural scientists interested in social science methods and appli-
cations basically want to know: “how can we better influence
people to do ‘the right thing’”? However useful, positive, and
sometimes effective these aspirations might be, this approach
calls for scrutiny. Critical reflection is part and parcel of the
social science effort, guided by questions like: Who decides
what is right and based on what? (representation); Who are
winners and losers of “the right thing”? (social justice); Who
has influence in this process and who doesn’t? (power) and
Who asks and designs the research questions? (agenda
setting).

Summing up, we (marine social scientists) find that
now, once we are clearly invited to join the field, we need
both openness and vigilance. This means building trust
for constructive ways of interacting and integrating social
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science into existing frameworks as well as changing the
frameworks for including new methods and approaches,
while at the same time not losing the critical strength of
social science concepts and methods. This balancing act
of problem-solving and critical research (Mahmoud et al.
2018) is not straightforward and requires trust, patience,
and time investments, not only by social scientists but
also by their various counterparts.

Although the Manifesto is primarily directed to “the
epistemic community of marine social scientists” it also
brings “urgent marine social science topics” to the fore
for a broader audience (Bavinck and Verrips 2020). The
qualification of “urgent” calls for action. For instance, the
Manifesto (MMSS 1.1.3) states that “we (social scientists)
must critically engage with the Blue Economy process –
study it and engage with protagonists in their respective
forums. The rapidly changing political economy of coasts
and oceans underscores the need for critical as well as
constructive social-science analyses”. We think that there
is no better place to critically engage with this process than
in the applied research arena. However, we tend to disagree
with the appellation “Manifesto” as this adds a political
connotation to the agenda, which may undermine the
research-based value of applying social science. In addi-
tion, we feel the normative nature of some of the state-
ments (i.e. MMSS 2.2.2 that small-scale fishers should be
included in MSP and this requires supportive research; or
MMSS 1.2.1, promoting diversity and sustainability of fish
for food) can undermine the objective role of social science
in the science-policy interface.
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