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The First Decade of Initiatives for Research on the Human
Dimensions of Global (Environmental) Change (1986–1995)
Lourdes Arizpe1, Martin F. Price2 and Robert Worcester3

Abstract
By the end of the 1980s, very different meanings of 'global change' existed, promoted by different constituencies
in the social and natural sciences (Price 1989). One could be described as anthropocentric, emphasizing the
interactions between people and their institutions, primarily at scales extending to decades. This chapter presents and discusses the emergence of initiatives for research on the human dimensions of global change until
the 1996 launch of the International Human Dimensions Programme on Global Environmental Change
(IHDP). In 1987, the International Social Science Council (ISSC) joined with IFIAS and UNU to develop a
Human Response to Global Change Programme. In 1990, ISSC launched the Human Dimensions of Global
Environmental Change Programme (HDP), based on the “Framework for Research on HDGEC” (Jacobson/
Price 1990), identifying seven broad areas in which research should be done. The first half of the 1990s were
also characterized by the emergence and development of various national and regional (e.g., European) initiatives for research on HDGEC. In the subsequent two decades, as described elsewhere in this book, substantial
advances have been made; many of them emerged from the initiatives described in this chapter.
Keywords: Social science, global environmental change, International Social Science Council, human dimensions of environmental change, land use, deforestation, industrial metabolism, social sustainability, culture and
sustainability, perceptions and opinions on environmental change.

14.1

Introduction4

As1 several2 chapters3 in this volume4 clearly show,
our planet is experiencing changes at the global scale.
1

2

3
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The volume’s title refers to ‘global environmental
change’, but the biophysical environment is only part of
the complex world in which we live, and many other
parts of this are also experiencing changes at the global
scale. These include social, economic and political systems and, until the early 1980s, the predominant use
of the term ‘global change’ was by social scientists, to
refer to changes in these systems. For example, the
philosopher Robert Heilbroner stated that “Everybody senses that our age is one of profound turmoil,
a time of deep change” (Heilbroner/Campbell 1975).
He identified the proliferation of nuclear weapons,
population growth and industrial growth as fundamental problems, linked to significant concerns about pol-
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lution, inflation, energy and national security, and the
possible loss of affluent lifestyles. Through the late
1970s and well into the 1980s, ‘global change’ continued to signify social and political change associated
with similar challenges, such as international insecurity,
unequal development, and decreases in the quality of
life (Väyrynen 1979; Gazzo 1979; Prebisch 1980; Gati
1983; Price 1989).
In the 1980s, the concept of ‘global change’, now
more commonly referred to as ‘global environmental
change’, emerged, first in a study sponsored by the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA), which effectively identified that we are now
in the Anthropocene, referring to “changes that may
affect the habitability of the earth” (Goody 1982: 3).
In the following years, publications resulting from a
study concluded by the US National Research Council
(NRC, 1983) and a symposium sponsored by the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) in 1984
(Malone/Roederer 1985) specifically referred to global
change and led to the establishment of the International Geosphere–Biosphere Programme (IGBP),
launched in 1986 as “A study of global change”. Over
the next two years, a plan for action was developed,
outlining a research programme with four main components: terrestrial biosphere–atmosphere chemistry
interactions; marine biosphere–atmosphere interactions; biospheric aspects of the hydrological cycle;
effects of climate change on terrestrial ecosystems
(IGBP 1988).5
Thus, by the end of the 1980s, very different meanings of ‘global change’ existed, promoted by different
constituencies in the social and natural sciences (Price
1989). One could be described as anthropocentric,
emphasizing the interactions between people and
their institutions, primarily at scales extending to decades. The other could be described as geocentric,
emphasizing the interacting processes of the Earth’s
atmosphere, biosphere, geosphere and hydrosphere,
typically over far longer timescales. While people were
recognised as driving forces, and also as affected by
climate change and the productivity of ecosystems,
they were not at all a focus, as encapsulated in a ‘conceptual model of global system’ published by NASA’s
Earth System Science Committee (ESSC 1988) in
which ‘human activities’ were restricted to three ‘bubbles’ around the edge of the diagram. In this context,
the goal of this chapter is to present and discuss the

emergence of initiatives for research on the human
dimensions of global change—incorporating elements
of both meanings—until the 1996 launch of the International Human Dimensions Programme on Global
Environmental Change (IHDP).6

14.2

As described below, the International Social Science
Council (ISSC) launched the Human Dimensions of
Global Environmental Change Programme (HDP) in
1990. This was the outcome of a long process involving a considerable number of institutions, introduced
briefly in this section.
The ISSC 7 was created in 1953 as UNESCO set
out to establish international non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), including scientific organizations. In the aftermath of World War II, scientists
were to develop their arts and sciences to reconstruct
new and peaceful countries (Platt 2002: 12). Claude
Lévi-Strauss became the first Secretary General of the
ISSC. In accordance with its first two aims, to
“advance the quality, novelty and utility of the social sciences worldwide [and] advance social science research
across national and regional boundaries”,8 the establishment of disciplinary organizations and national
social science associations was encouraged. By the
end of the 1980s, the ISSC had more than sixty member organizations and member associations, and took
the initiative to create several important research programmes.
In 1969, ICSU established the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE); its
objectives included “to advance knowledge of the
influence of humans on their environment, as well as
the effects of these environmental changes upon people, their health and welfare”.9 While ICSU’s member
unions are from the natural sciences, during the
1980s, two, from the disciplines of geography and psychology, were also members of the ISSC.10 The establishment of SCOPE derived particularly from increas-

6

7

8
5

The IGBP closed at the end of 2015. Many of its activities are now part of Future Earth: see <http://www.
futureearth.org/>.
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For a previous assessment see: Louise von Falkenhayn,
Andreas Rechkemmer and Oran R. Young and at:
<http://www.ihdp.unu.edu/>.
At: <http://www.worldsocialscience.org/> (12 January
2015), and at: <http://ngo-db.unesco.org/r/or/en/
1100053199> (12 January 2015).
At: <http://www.worldsocialscience.org/about/historymission/>, accessed 12 January 2015.
At: <http://www.scopenvironment.org/downloadpubs/
scope5/foreword.html> (21 December 2014).
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ing awareness of the interactions of people and the
biosphere, as manifested particularly by the 1972 UN
Stockholm Conference on the Global Environment,
for which SCOPE prepared the first report (SCOPE
1971). While many projects until the end of the 1980s
focused almost exclusively on natural sciences, others
involved significant numbers of both natural and
social scientists (Price 1990).
A further four relevant global institutions emerged
in the early 1970s, showing the increasing recognition
of the need for international and interdisciplinary collaboration with regard to the challenges of global
change. UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB)
programme began in 1971. Its general objective was
similar to those of SCOPE, but it explicitly aimed to
“develop the basis within the natural and social
sciences for the rational use and conservation of the
resources of the biosphere and for the improvement of
the global relationship between man and the environment; to predict the consequences of today’s actions
on tomorrow’s world”.11 By 1984, MAB had some success in integrating natural and social scientists—and
sometimes local decision-makers and people—in policy-relevant research (di Castri 1985). Nevertheless, the
involvement of social scientists was limited (Spooner
1984).
In 1972, representatives of the Soviet Union, the
US, and ten other countries from the Eastern and
Western blocs established the International Institute
for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA). It created international interdisciplinary teams that used advanced
systems analysis to study global challenges. In the context of this chapter, a key programme was on sustainable development of the biosphere (Clark/Munn
1986). Also in 1972, the International Federation of
Institutes for Advanced Study (IFIAS) was founded;
among its original objectives were “to promote and
carry out joint transdisciplinary and transnational
research on world problems with a special emphasis
on social, ethical and humanistic aspects”.12 In the
same year, the UN General Assembly adopted the
decision to establish the United Nations University
(UNU). Academic activities began in 1975; the first

10 Others have subsequently joined, from anthropology/
ethnography, and sociology.
11 <http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/
environment/ecological-sciences/man-and-biosphere-programme/mab40/press/history/> (10 January 2015).
12 <http://www.ifias.ca/IFIASinfo/IFIASinfohist.html> (12
January 2015).

priority programme areas were world hunger, natural
resources, and human and social development.13

14.3

Emerging Issues in Social Science
Research on Global Change

Until the 1980s, relatively few social scientists, with
the exception of some anthropologists and geographers, had considered the biophysical environment as
a critical constraint on the survival of human societies
(Dunlap 1980). However, as the decade progressed,
and building on the interdisciplinary initiatives such as
those outlined above, social scientists began taking up
questions of global change, and the related, but also
contested, concept of sustainable development,14
according to different disciplinary perspectives. In
addition to the IIASA programme mentioned above,
which included perspectives from economics, energy,
geography, history, law, and management and policy
studies, a few key examples are mentioned below.
In geography, researchers looked at human displacements in territorial or ecological systems, applying concepts such as risk and vulnerability (Kates et al.
1985). What kinds of micro-social models could be
built in the framework of global change? Robert
Kates had already developed an approach that defined
decisions of social movements which decisively alter
the course of a process as ‘events’. ‘Initial conditions’
are those existing immediately prior to a major event
that caused a sufficiently significant alternation of
these conditions that their rippling effects can still be
discerned in the present condition.
One early issue was how to define the processes
under study in a global context. García (1986) proposed a three-tiered structure linking micro- to macroprocesses. To analyse the dynamics of such processes,
he stressed that the property of the system is not
found in its components but in the relationships
between them. Decision-making then becomes important to understand, for example, the emergence of
famines. Researchers led by Gilberto Gallopin at the
Bariloche Foundation gave a different perspective on
global reality, proposing the concept of ‘global impoverishment’ to encompass both ecological and economic impoverishment as the central process of
global change (Gallopin/Guttman/Maletta 1989; Leff,
1986). A counterpoint from more industrialized coun-

13 <http://unu.edu/about/unu/history#overview>, (21
December 2014).
14 As early as 1989, 190 definitions existed (Pezzey 1989).
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tries was provided by Udo Simonis (Simonis 1989),
describing the relationships between economic structure and environmental impacts, and identifying both
deficiencies of environmental policy and needs to integrating ecological dimensions into economic policy.
Sociologists and anthropologists, many of them
members of research committees of the International
Sociological Association and the International Union
of Anthropological Sciences (both belonging to ISSC)
focused on ‘actions that generate social structures’
through the choices made by individuals or groups.
Choices are indeed made by individuals, but all such
choices are embedded in exchanges. Thus, in terms of
the relationship of human populations to the environment, choice is not constrained by an individual’s psychological motivation but by the given range of
options which that individual or group has in a given
economic and social structure. Additionally, it was
argued that “…human beings also have the capacity to
adapt to rapidly changing environments, and so room
must be left for new knowledge. Yet this gift of adaptation is based on the one single ability that people
have….and that is the ability to learn from experience”
(Arizpe 1989/2013: 39).
Psychologists also worked on various aspects of
global change and human action. Lennart Sjöberg
(Sjöberg 1989) suggested some key points with regard
to: the use of cognitive and attitudinal approaches for
behaviour modification; cognitive biases which tend
to cause overconfidence and exaggerated belief in
environmental stability; the difficulty of giving priority
to the collective good and the preservation of the
environment; environmental attitudes, and the difficulty of using mass media to change them; and that,
while the individual perspective is important for a significant share of pollution and resource consumption,
civic behaviour and organizational psychology also
have potential. ‘Cultural sustainability’ was also taken
up as perceptions of resource depletion and environmental change—not as psychological states but as
expressions of cultural values in a context of accelerated social change—emerged as a major research challenge. This fundamental stratum of cultural values is
the basis of assessments of options and choices made
(Clark 1988). Nevertheless, the heuristic boundaries of
units under analysis mean “deciding whether one culture should be considered a single unit in spite of
internal diversity or whether its subcultures should be
considered discrete entities” (Arizpe 1991:49). The
interpretive nature of such methodological decisions
in the heuristics of boundaries creates theoretical
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problems and methodological issues of statistical
measurement.
The examples above are all drawn from individual
disciplines, but the 1980s were also a decade in which
a particular aspect of global change—climate change—
became an increasing focus of research attention from
various social science disciplines, increasingly working
together to address this complex phenomenon (e.g.,
Kellogg/Schware 1981; Chen et al. 1983; NRC 1983;
Kellogg 1987; Glantz 1988; Parry et al. 1988). In an
interdisciplinary effort, Lourdes Arizpe, Wolfgang
Lutz and Robert Constanza argued that “To achieve a
sustainable pattern of resource use and population we
must understand and control the interactions of population and per capita resources as mediated by technology, culture and values“(Arizpe/Lutz/Constanza
1992: 61). Finally, this was a period in which boundaries between disciplines became blurred, and new
hybrids emerged. To some extent, this resulted from
interdisciplinary programmes and initiatives such as
those mentioned above. Mattei Dogan and Robert
Pahre (Dogan and Pahre 1989) identified various
examples of hybridization, noting that sociology “is
perhaps the most open of all social sciences… [and]
interacts with all the other social sciences” (op cit. p
459), and also describing hybridization in history, political science, economics, and geography. They concluded that hybridization, through borrowing concepts,
theories, and methods as well as the exchange of findings, would continue to stimulate innovate throughout
the social sciences—and that this requires courage.

14.4

Towards a Research Programme
on the Human Dimensions of
Global (Environmental) Change

In 1986, the Sixteenth General Assembly of the ISSC
adopted a resolution creating an ad hoc committee to
explore the possibility of developing an international
social science programme to parallel and complement
the emerging IGBP, recognizing that human activities
had become a significant force in global change. This
decision was based in two imperatives: first, increasing recognition among social scientists that they had
to advance in developing new theoretical perspectives
and models to encompass all dimensions of global
change; and, second, the fact that natural scientists
had already begun developing the IGBP.
Even in the early discussions in the Committee,
‘global change’ was considered too broad a term
given the many ongoing global processes, often con-

The First Decade of Initiatives for Research on the Human Dimensions of Global (Environmental) Change 353
sidered as global change in the anthropogenic sense,
including various processes sometimes described as
‘globalization’, especially in economics, political science and sociology. However, the committee also recognised the emergence of the geocentric perspective
espoused by the IGBP, and the emphasis for the
research programme in the social sciences increasingly focused on this perspective.
In 1987, ISSC joined with IFIAS and UNU to
develop a Human Response to Global Change Programme, which soon became the Human Dimensions
of Global Change Programme (HDGCP). This
renaming resulted from a second conceptual discussion regarding the ‘social’ in the formulation of
research boundaries. The members of the ad hoc
committee were unwilling to emphasize disciplinary
boundaries at a time when both the social sciences
were insisting on revising disciplinary boundaries and
the research field under discussion itself required
interdisciplinary collaboration among scientists. Consequently, the terms traditionally used did not seem to
be appropriate. The ‘social aspects’ of global environmental change would need to include in its formulation, at the very least, the social, economic, political,
geographical, and cultural aspects of global change:
hence, the decision to adopt ‘human dimensions’.
This seemed to capture the specificity of the topics
that the social sciences would take up in relation to
the environment, yet at the same time implied an
openness to interdisciplinary work that not only left
out none of the social sciences but could also include
research by natural sciences which considered anthropogenic actions.
Over a one-year period, eleven meetings were held
around the world in order to define the scope of the
programme. These were followed by a symposium in
Tokyo in September 1988 to define the programme’s
objectives and research initiatives (IFIAS/ISSC/UNU
1989). This initiative continued, with UNESCO joining the steering committee of the HDGCP in 1989,
and a number of workshops took place under the auspices of the four (and other) organizations. Some developed themes for the proposed ISSC programme (see
below), while the majority developed the research initiative derived from the Tokyo symposium, most with a
policy emphasis (Price 1990).
In December 1988, the ISSC established a Standing Committee on the Human Dimensions of Global
Change. The initial fourteen members of the committee included Elza Berquo (Brazil), Rene Passet
(France), Ademola Salau (Nigeria), Krishnamurthy
Srinivasan (India), Kerry Turner (UK), Björn Wittrock

(Sweden), and Zhang Pei Yang (China). However,
these were not able to continue, and the eventual
committee consisted of nine individuals, each from a
specific discipline and country: Harold Jacobson
(political science US, chair); Lourdes Arizpe (anthropology, Mexico); Daniel Bertaux (sociology, France);
Ashish Bose (demography, India); Takashi Fuji (economics, Japan); Leszek Kosinski (geography, Canada);
Kurt Pawlik (psychology, Germany); Renat Perelet
(systems analysis, Russia); Robert Worcester (public
opinion, UK). They met three times in 1989 and 1990,
with the main task of drafting an action plan for
research on what they now referred to as the human
dimensions of global environmental change (HDGEC).
These ongoing processes were also influenced by
the publication of ‘Our Common Future’ by the
World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED 1987). In 1989, the NRC held a forum
on ‘Global change and our common future’ at which
the chair of the WCED, Gro Harlem Brundtland,
clearly stated the convergence of the two types of
global change, explicitly linking what was now becoming more widely referred to as ‘global environmental
change’ (and particularly climate change) with sustainable development (Brundtland 1989). At the same
meeting, Roberta Miller of the US National Science
Foundation noted the need for social science research
programmes that should not only “feed into the physical and natural science activities” (i.e, the emerging
IGBP), but also “be concerned with those elements of
the global change research agenda that are purely
social and economic but that ultimately are as powerful determinants of environmental change as ongoing
physical and biological processes” (Miller 1989: 86–
87).
In November 1990, after two years of debates on
research carried out in social science and in consultation with the member associations and organizations
of the ISSC as well as those of ICSU, and in collaboration with UNESCO’s Social Science Sector, the
ISSC Standing Committee presented their output. Particularly because of the very diverse perspectives represented on the Committee, this was not an action
plan, but a framework for research on HDGEC
(Jacobson/Price 1990). It identified seven broad areas
in which research should be carried out:
• social dimensions of resource use;
• perception and assessment of global environmental conditions and change;
• impacts of local, national, and international social,
economic and political structures and institutions;
• land use;
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• energy conversion and consumption;
• industrial growth; and
• environmental security and sustainable development.
The first three topics encompass the central issues
involved in understanding HDGEC (Jacobson 1992).
The dynamic interactions among populations,
resources and technology set fundamental parameters
on the anthropogenic contribution to global change.
Two areas were especially signalled out for research:
economics and demographic change. At that time,
concerns over population growth and the need to
bring about a demographic transition were priorities
on the agenda of the social sciences. Importantly, in
seeking a social science perspective on global environmental change, the Standing Committee emphasized
that the ways in which individuals and government
officials, industry managers, and the general public
perceive and assess environmental changes will affect
how they behave toward sources of global change and
will determine steps they might take to adapt or mitigate the effects of such changes. In a forward-looking
strategy, the Standing Committee was keen to draw
attention to the advances in cognitive sciences that
detailed the structure and function of information
processing, on the one hand; and on the other hand,
the understanding of the relationship between the
mass media and public perception that could provide
a strong base for this research.
Other members of the Standing Committee, particularly those living in what were then called ‘Third
World’ countries, were more interested in discussing
political institutions and economic policies that had
direct and indirect, as well as intended and unintended, effects on global environmental change. It
must be remembered that, at the time, dictatorships
and coups d‘état in Latin America and Africa and the
effects of rapid modernization were the focus of
attention of social scientists in these regions. Thus,
they began to perceive environmental questions as the
secondary objective after the development concerns
of democratization and poverty alleviation, and
became deeply involved in these debates. The Standing Committee, however, was able to build a broad
framework that encompassed both environmental
depletion as well as development needs.
Each of the first three topics demanded integrated
analyses from a range of disciplines, including anthropology, economics, political science and sociology.
Much discussion was devoted to debating the institutional and programmatic form that such interdisciplinary work would take. A key concern was the realiza-
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tion that social science studies conducted within the
borders of nation-states were not producing the data
needed to understand the social aspects of global processes. As an example, a specific study group on
demography was created; and this showed how
national population statistics were very difficult to use
in identifying global trends. Although some studies
based on population statistics could show broad international trends, such as world population growth processes, they could rarely be used for comparative studies between given countries, since each established
different definitions and categories of basic census
data. Understanding global processes required the
standardization and formalization of statistical data
across countries. This became the central objective of
the Human Development Project of the United
Nations Development Programme which began to
consolidate during the same period. Lourdes Arizpe
participated in both projects, and ensured that the
building of concepts and models, and the same major
concerns were discussed and exchanged.
The next three themes of the framework for
research on HDGEC were recognised as major proximate causes of global change—land use, energy conversion and consumption, and industrial growth—
jointly responsible for the majority of greenhouse gas
emissions. Understanding the dynamics of these activities was considered crucial to fully understanding the
dynamics of global change. The framework explicitly
linked the last topic, environmental security and sustainable development, to the report of the WCED;
this was seen as embodying the normative tradition in
the social science, namely, exploring the values
involved in human actions. These investigations
should involve description, analysis and prescription
and would be an essential component of social science research on global environmental change. The
costs and benefits of various strategies to adapt to
global change or to mitigate its effects should be
explored, and norms for dealing with issues of international and intergenerational equity should also be
taken into account.

14.5

Initiatives on the Human
Dimensions of Global
Environmental Change, 1990–1995

The framework for research
Price 1990) was published in
work programme for the
HDGEC programme (HDP)

on HDGEC (Jacobson/
November 1990. A draft
implementation of the
was reviewed at a scien-
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tific symposium on HDGEC held in Palma de Mallorca
in the same month, in conjunction with the Eighteenth General Assembly of the ISSC, and then
adopted by the Standing Committee. From this point
onwards, its aim was to stimulate and encourage
research among the members of the scientific organizations. Several unions already had research committees to study the processes that were changing the
environment in geographical, economic and social
terms. Many had already highly developed research
activities on the interaction of humans and the natural
environment, for example, the International Union of
Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences which had
a long tradition of studies of ‘Man’s Habitat’. The
establishment of the HDP led many more member
associations to create committees, study groups and
research networks to study global environmental
change. The then President of ISSC, Luis Ramallo,
proposed that the Secretariat of the HDP be established in Barcelona, with funding from Spanish
sources. It subsequently moved to Geneva, with Swiss
government support, with an office and a scientific
directorate which continued until August 1996 (Platt
2002: 34).
Following the lead of the IGBP and the World Climate Research Programme (WCRP), the HDP promoted interdisciplinary and international research
organized on the basis of ‘work programmes’ to cover
the two-year periods between ISSC General Assemblies (Jacobson, 1992). Given that the availability of
relevant data was highlighted as crucial for research in
this field, the 1991–1992 work programme (ISSC 1990)
concentrated heavily on assessing available data and
establishing data requirements to generate new databases in this field. Six working groups on data were
therefore established. The themes, chairs, and outputs
of those that published reports are listed below:
• demographic data (John Clarke, professor of
geography, Durham University, UK: Clarke/Rhind
1992);
• economic data (Gary Yohe, professor of economics, Wesleyan University, US: Yohe/Segerson 1992);
• social science survey data (Robert Worcester, Senior Vice President of ISSC and former President of
the World Association for Public Opinion Research
(WAPOR): Worcester/Barnes 1991).
The work programme also stated that social science
research on HDGEC required conceptual and methodological innovations. Seven working groups on the
design and development of research, in the seven
broad areas identified in the framework for research,

were therefore established, of which two published
reports:
• land-use/land-cover change (jointly with the IGBP)
(Billie Lee Turner, professor of geography, Clark
University, US: Turner/Moss/Skole 1993);
• perceptions and assessments of global environmental conditions and change (Kurt Pawlik, professor of psychology, Hamburg University, Germany: Pawlik 1991).
In addition, most of the other working groups organized workshops. The outcomes of much of this work
were reported at the second scientific symposium of
the HDP, on ‘Creating the Database’ in 1992 and, subsequent to this, a Steering Committee, including an
Executive Committee, was established. A third scientific symposium took place in 1995. By this time, four
research programmes had emerged within the HDP,
on attitudes and perceptions; demographic and social
dimensions of resource use, industrial transformation
and energy use, and land-use and land-cover change
(jointly with the IGBP). The HDP had also identified
two more fields for further study: institutions and
environmental security; and three other areas on
which further exploration was needed: human health
and global environmental change, trade and environment, and the vulnerability of human populations.
The papers and posters presented at the symposium
addressed these very diverse themes (HDP 1996).
The late 1980s and first half of the 1990s were also
characterized by the emergence and development of
various national and regional (e.g. European) initiatives for research on HDGEC. In reality, the majority
of funding for this research was and continues to be
provided at the national level (and also, the European
level). In Canada, the national global change programme included social scientists from its inception
in 1985 (Braybrooke/Paquet 1987). In the US, NRC’s
Committee on Global Change proposed research into
six areas of human dimensions in 1988 (Clark 1988),
and the National Academy of Sciences and the NRC
established a Committee on the Human Dimensions
of Global Change in 1989. This published a substantial report in 1992 which presented the state of knowledge and proposed a national research programme on
the human dimensions of global change (Stern/
Young/Druckman 1992). In the same year, the Social
Science Research Council appointed a Committee for
Research on Global Environmental Change to foster
interdisciplinary research, and the Centre for International Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN)
was established as an independent NGO to provide
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information that would help scientists, decision-makers, and the public better understand the changing
relationship between human beings and the environment. In 1991, it organized a workshop which produced a ‘social process diagram’ showing the interactions between different elements of social systems, as
a tool for designing research agendas concerning the
causes and effects of, and responses to, different
types of global change (Kuhn/Luterbacher/Wiegandt
1992). In Europe, scientific interest emerged early in
Sweden, with a conference in 1988 (Svedin/Heurling
1988) and a national committee on human dimensions
of global change in 1991. By 1994, various initiatives
had also developed in Belgium, France, Germany,
Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland and the
United Kingdom. These initiatives were summarized
by Price (Price 1994) in a report designed to assist the
European Commission in defining linkages between
existing initiatives and its own activities in research and
development programmes. The Academy of the Social
Sciences in Australia began to address such topics
with a conference in 1990 (Brookfield/Doube 1990).
Many of these activities were linked, to one extent
or another, not only to the HDP, led by the ISSC, but
to the activities of other international organizations
(Price 1994). These included the European Science
Foundation’s project on ‘Environment, Science and
Society’, IIASA projects on global environmental
change, global economic and technological transitions, and systems methods for the analysis of global
issues; various projects of the UNU and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD); and working groups II and III of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).

14.6

Conclusions

The decade from 1986 to 1995 was one in which scientists from both natural and social science disciplines,
as well as an increasing number of politicians and
members of the public around the world, recognised
the increasingly rapid rates of change in not only the
biophysical, but also the human, systems of our planet.
Two themes, climate change and the imperative of sustainable development, were particularly important drivers. From the scientific perspective, this implied a critical need for new ways of thinking, new types of data,
and new approaches to research, often requiring collaboration across disciplinary boundaries. As Miller
(Miller 1994) noted, this requires new conceptualization of research problems, agreements on measurement, and time to learn to work together. These challenges certainly characterized the development of
strategies for research on the HDGEC, both in the
development of the ISSC’s framework for research
and in its subsequent implementation. However, this
was only one of many international initiatives for
research on HDGEC and, equally, much of the
research that needs to be undertaken in relation to
HDGEC has been, and will continue to be, done by
individuals and groups within and across disciplines,
typically at the local, subnational, or national level. In
the subsequent two decades, as described elsewhere
in this book, substantial advances have been made;
many of them emerged from the initiatives described
in this chapter.
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