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Executive Summary 
The findings of this research largely support and build upon the results of the 
Office of Personnel Management's (OPM) 2007 Federal Human Capital 
Survey. National Park Service (NPS) has several strengths that positively 
impact workplace satisfaction, and these should be built upon and supported. 
In contrast, there are also areas where significant improvements are needed 
to boost employee morale and make the NPS one of the best places to work 
in the federal government. 

Chief among Park Service strengths are the mission of the agency, workplace 
setting, pay and benefits, and sense of common purpose and community 
among employees. While NPS employees are quick to point to areas that 
need improvement, they display tremendous commitment to the Park Service 
because of their dedication to the mission, appreciation for park settings, 
satisfaction with pay and benefits, and enjoyment that comes from working 
with like-minded employees toward a common goal. These strengths should 
be preserved and promoted. 

On the other hand, employees are extremely disappointed with Park Service 
leadership and management, want more information and communication, 
express anxiety over budgetary constraints, are overwhelmed by workloads, 
disheartened by a perceived lack of dedication to the NPS mission, and 
generally feel their work is not valued. These employee concerns certainly 
pose challenges, however, one positive aspect related to addressing these 
employee concerns is that a substantial increase in funding is not at the 
heart of the solution. The most significant drivers of satisfaction pertain to 
leadership, approaches to management, communication and a perceived 
general lack of fairness and respect. Innovative approaches to improving 
the quality of leadership at all levels within the Park Service will go a long 
way toward addressing these concerns and improving employee satisfaction. 

In each of these areas, employees have recommendations for improvement 
that range from a no-cost 'thank you' from a manager to revamping the 
budgetary process, improving training, and increasing merit-based 
recognition. 

• Communicate with employees and encourage transparency at all 
levels. Increase the flow of information within the agency. 

• Focus on the mission. Especially at the top level, it is important to 
communicate that leadership is committed to the mission and to frame 
communications about high-level decisions in terms of how they will 
support the mission. 

• Identify and develop leaders who demonstrate strong management 
skills and continue to invest in their training at every level. 
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Show appreciation for employees by saying thank you, treating 
employees with respect, investing in their training, and helping them 
define and move along a career path, and reward supervisors who do 
these things. 

Promote accountability by implementing a system, such as a 360-
degree review, whereby employees can give feedback on their 
supervisors, peers, and subordinates. 

Provide adequate resources for employees to do their jobs. This 
includes having sufficient staff and reducing the request for employees 
to do more with less. 

Continue successful initiatives such as flexible work schedules and 
encourage employee attendance of events to promote workplace 
satisfaction. 

Promote teamwork at every level of the NPS. Efforts should be 
undertaken to improve teamwork at the regional, park, and division 
levels. 

Research Methods 
Throughout September and October 2008, Peter D. Hart Research 
Associates, Inc., conducted a qualitative study among NPS employees on 
behalf of the Center for Park Management (CPM). The intent of the research 
was to provide a better understanding of the factors affecting NPS 
employees' workplace satisfaction. The goal of this project was to inform the 
development of strategies to improve workplace satisfaction and ultimately 
to inform the NPS's goal of becoming one of the top-10 places to work in 
federal government as measured by "The Best Places to Work in the Federal 
Government" rankings by the NPS Centennial in 2016. 

Hart Research conducted a total of 11 in-person employee focus groups at 
medium and large parks in each NPS region, 13 telephone focus groups 
primarily comprising small and medium park employees and supervisors, and 
16 in-depth one-on-one interviews. The in-person and telephone focus 
groups were segmented by employee division and supervisory status, while 
the in-depth interviews were conducted among only high-level park 
employees such as park superintendents, deputy superintendents, and 
regional office staff. 

Focus groups were conducted among the five general divisions of park 
operations: interpretation, maintenance, law enforcement, resource 
management, and administration. Generally, three groups were conducted 
in each division: one in person, one among supervisors, and one among non-
supervisors. Additionally, three in-person focus groups were conducted 
among seasonal employees to ensure that their unique perspective was 

• Page 3 



Peter P. Hart Research Associates, Inc. 

included and determine how their experiences differ from those of PFT 
employees. 

At least one focus group was conducted in each of the seven regions of the 
National Park Service to reflect perspectives from each geographic division of 
the field organization. The make-up of these groups varied from park to 
park and included employees from various groups, including PFT full-time 
(PFT), term, part-time, and seasonal employees, as well as employees from 
the five general divisions of park operations. The telephone groups provided 
an opportunity to speak with employees across the country from a broad 
range of settings, including employees of smaller parks where it was not 
feasible to conduct in-person groups. Phone groups also provided a forum 
for those with similar job functions to discuss the differences and similarities 
in their experiences, further enhancing our ability to identify system-wide 
(rather than park-specific) areas for improvement. 

The following tables summarize the timing and composition of the focus 
group sessions. 

PFT full-time (PFT) maintenance 

Seasonal interpretation and 
resource management 

Seasonal maintenance 

Law enforcement 

Seasonal interpretation 

PFT interpretation 

PFT resource management 

PFT and seasonal maintenance 

Urban park (non-law 
enforcement) 

PFT law enforcement (U.S. Park 
Police) 

Historic interpretation and cultural 
resource management 

HICTJU^UUB 

Alaska 

Alaska 

Intermountain 

Intermountain 

Pacific West 

Pacific West 

Southeast 

Southeast 

Midwest 

National Capital 

Northeast 

^ ^ ^ ^ L J H 
September 4, 2008 

September 5, 2008 

September 16, 2008 

September 16, 2008 

September 18, 2008 

September 18, 2008 

September 24, 2008 

September 25, 2008 

October 2, 2008 

October 8, 2008 

October 23, 2008 
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Telephone Focus Groups 

The in-depth interviews consisted of 16 one-on-one discussions among high-
level NPS employees and regional staff from national parks of every region 
and size. Each half-hour to hour-long session was conducted by telephone. 
These conversations were designed to explore perspectives of high-ranking 
park employees and staff on workplace satisfaction issues and to solicit their 
ideas on how improvements could be made. 

As previously noted, the main objective of this qualitative research was to 
inform the NPS in its efforts to make NPS a better place to work, providing 
an inclusive, detailed assessment of satisfaction among employees, and 
insight into drivers of workplace satisfaction. To this end, the discussions 
centered on the opinions and experiences of employees: broad attitudes 
about the NPS, the benefits and drawbacks of working for the NPS, drivers of 
low workplace satisfaction that need to be improved, as well as areas of high 
satisfaction that should be continued and promoted; ideas for making the 
NPS a better place to work; support for proposals to increase workplace 
satisfaction and; differences in experiences and attitudes by employee 
characteristics, such as full-time or part-time status, seasonal, term, or PFT, 
geography, division, and setting. 
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Employee Type Date 
Urban park administration October 8, 2008 

Administration supervisors October 15, 2008 

PFT administration October 14, 2008 

Small/medium park interpretation October 22, 2008 

Interpretation supervisors October 15, 2008 

NPS law enforcement October 23, 2008 

Law enforcement supervisors October 16, 2008 

Sworn law enforcement October 29, 2008 

Small/medium park maintenance October 30, 2008 

Maintenance supervisors October 7, 2008 

Small/medium park resource management October 28, 2008 

Resource management supervisors October 21, 2008 
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Overview 
Last year, the Partnership for Public Service issued "The Best Places to Work 
in the Federal Government, 2007" report. The rankings, based on data from 
the OPM's 2006 Federal Human Capital Survey (FHCS), showed the NPS's 
ranking was slipping and ranked 160th out of 220 bureaus. One of the goals 
for the National Park Service Centennial is to improve that standing and 
reach the top 10 places to work in the federal government by 2016. 

While the FHCS provides valuable information to inform strategies for 
improvement to reach this goal, there are limitations to the survey. For 
example, all NPS employees were not eligible to respond, some elements of 
workplace satisfaction were not included, and the demographics were limited. 
In addition, the nature of survey research can be limiting in terms of depth 
and richness of information collected in a purely quantitative method. 

This qualitative research compliments the FHCS data by filling in gaps and 
painting a vivid picture of how employees experience the NPS. The findings 
of this research shed light on employees' perceptions of how NPS works, its 
strengths, and its weaknesses. Throughout these rich conversations, it 
became apparent that efforts to improve workplace satisfaction not only 
would benefit employees, but would have much larger benefits for NPS as a 
whole. 

National Park Service employees offer numerous suggestions to improve 
workplace satisfaction, which are incorporated throughout this document. 
With few exceptions, employees' recommendations are consistent regardless 
of seniority, from seasonal employees to superintendents. Their suggestions 
span the gamut from system-wide changes to improve the quality of 
management and hold them more accountable to changes in hiring and 
promotion practices to training and succession plans. While NPS employees 
are quick to point to areas that need improvements, they display tremendous 
commitment to the Park Service and approach the task of coming up with 
potential solutions earnestly and with dedication. 
Because of NPS's fragmented nature, however, employees have different 
park experiences, which necessarily affect their perspectives of the 
workplace. That said, because NPS employees often migrate from park to 
park, many were able to share comparative and historical perspectives. 
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KEY FINDINGS 
General At t i tudes About NPS 

Employees have mixed feelings about working for the National Park Service. 
On one hand, they are mostly pleased with their pay and benefits, like their 
coworkers, appreciate working in unique park settings, and are happy to be 
working to support NPS's mission. On the other hand employees express 
anxiety over budgetary constraints, feel over-extended by workloads, are 
frustrated by shortfalls in resources, and are disappointed by leadership and 
their management approach. 

Looking forward, employees are best described as anxiously optimistic. 
While they are uncertain about the bureau's direction, citing concerns about 
a commitment at the top to mission-friendly policies, many employees 
express optimism about the future of the national parks. This optimism is 
mainly driven by the upcoming change in the presidential administration in 
2009. They are hopeful that the next president will promote the parks by 
both supporting the mission and providing adequate funding. Employees 
hope leadership at the top will result in a gradual change in leadership within 
the parks, leading to a more positive and constructive atmosphere. 

"The optimism, you know, stems from potential, you know, outlooks 
on the election in three weeks, the potential change in direction in 
Washington." 

- Interpretation Supervisor 

Mission: NPS's Greatest St rength 

Employees focus mainly on the NPS's mission as the most positive aspect of 
working for the agency. Employees at all levels and in all divisions speak 
passionately about the mission to manage and conserve the nation's 
resources, and they feel proud to make national treasures accessible to 
current and future generations. Employees feel they contribute to this 
mission and also enjoy sharing the parks with the public, whether through 
giving tours, preserving artifacts, or maintaining a visitor's center. 

Employees say that having coworkers who share their dedication to a 
common goal is another of NPS's strengths. Employees speak of a sense of 
duty and idealism that they seek out and appreciate in their coworkers. 
Many employees stress that this pride and sense of importance is a critical 
component of their love for their jobs. Because their coworkers tend to be 
like-minded, many say the resulting park culture and sense of community is 
a strength for the NPS as a place to work. For some employees, their 
personal devotion and their coworkers' devotion to the mission helps balance 
out more challenging aspects of working for NPS. 
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" I know that the people that I 'm around get a great deal of 
satisfaction doing what they do. They value what they do. They get 
self-rewards." 

- Law Enforcement 

" I t 's a community thing. And I think, you know, being a parent, I 
value, more than almost anything, that my kids get to learn so much 
about the world through all my coworkers and people who are giving 
programs that they love going to." 

- PFT Interpretation 

"And I originally only wanted to work here for a season and then keep 
moving, and I just kind of fell in love with the community here. I 
really like the people." 

- Law Enforcement 

Beyond the mission, employees recognize the parks themselves as NPS 
strengths relative to other government agencies. Living and working in or 
around national parks is an asset of the agency that many employees believe 
is unique to the NPS; especially for employees who work in natural parks, the 
opportunity to commune with nature on a daily basis instead of working in an 
office is a significant perk. 

H o w Are Things Going At Work? 

Some employees said they feel "happy," "good," "okay," "optimistic," 
"wonderful," and "great" about how things are going at work. But the vast 
majority use words such as "frustrated," "overwhelmed," "suspicious," 
"angry," "disillusioned," "anxious," "concerned," "overworked," "depressed," 
and "disgruntled" to describe their feelings about how things are going for 
them at work these days. These phrases were repeated throughout the 
groups. For the most part, workers share these sentiments regardless of 
age, rank, or location. 

Employees identify several thematic areas that contribute to their downbeat 
feelings about working for the NPS: 

• A perceived decline in dedication to NPS's mission 
Frustration with management and leadership at all levels 
A lack of communication and access to information 

• The "do more with less" mentality and perceived mismanagement of 
funds 
Not feeling valued or respected 
Promotions are not merit-based 
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Nat ional Park Service As A Place To W o r k 

Despite these concerns about the IMPS, the majority of NPS employees say 
that with a few caveats, they would recommend their park or the NPS as a 
place to work. If a person is dedicated, wants the opportunity to move 
around the country, and will appreciate the special park environments and 
the value of having great coworkers, current employees say NPS is a good 
choice. Employees again stress the importance of the mission and value of 
working in the public sector: many touch on historic preservation and the 
significance of keeping "our nation's treasures" as a reason to recommend 
the parks as a place to work. 

"There are a lot of advantages. You can move around. You can 
experience new things. There is a family atmosphere. You have friends 
all over the United States working at great places. And so it's a perfect 
vacation opportunity. I t 's a fun agency to work for. I have had a very 
rewarding career." 

- Small/Medium Park Interpretation 
"The Park Service in a lot of ways is a great place to work. I think 
there's a good mission, and the places are beautiful, and the jobs can 
be great." 

- Seasonal Interpretation/Resource Management 

But the NPS is not for everyone. Especially for seasonal employment, some 
employees specify that working for the NPS is better for young people who 
are healthy and just starting out, or for older people who do not need 
benefits. They also warn that employees must be willing to move if they 
want to stay in the service, which can be hard for those with families. 

Factors That Affect Job Satisfaction Among Nat ional Park 
Service Employees 

The scatter plot diagram below illustrates the NPS employee satisfaction 
levels with 11 factors that affect job satisfaction to varying degrees. 
Employees were asked to identify which of the 11 factors have an impact on 
their job satisfaction and then to rate how satisfied they are with each one, 
using a scale from one to 10, on which a 10 means they are very satisfied 
and a one means they are not at all satisfied and feel that a great deal of 
improvement is needed. As a review of the diagram reveals, the factors that 
have the greatest impact on job satisfaction relate to effective leadership, 
training opportunities, communication, and basing advancement and 
compensation on merit. 
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The challenge facing NPS leadership is that many of the issues that most 
affect job satisfaction are those with which employees are fairly dissatisfied. 
On a positive note, innovative strategies and effective leadership rather than 
large increases in funding or resources are what it will take to address many 
of these issues. 

Rating of NPS in Areas that Affect Job Satisfaction 

Satisfaction rates across the board are average at best and are fairly 
consistent by region, park setting, and to a certain degree, by job function. 
They do, however, fluctuate slightly depending on division and park size. 
Maintenance workers are more likely than their peers to report that they feel 
out of the loop, less valued, and that they do not have adequate resources 
and training opportunities to do their jobs. On the other hand, employees 
from smaller parks appear to feel more in touch with their leadership and 
assess communication as better than large park employees. 
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Leadership And Management 

Leadership (or lack thereof) and approach to managing are by far the factors 
that most contribute to employee satisfaction, yet as illustrated by the 
scatter plot diagram, employees express high rates of dissatisfaction with 
these issues. In many cases, as one works his or her way up the chain of 
command, from direct supervisors to division chiefs, park superintendents to 
senior leadership at the bureau level, assessments of leadership and 
management worsen and employees express an increasing lack of awareness 
of those positions and how they contribute to the Park Service's mission. 
Park employees of all seniority levels sense that the NPS is broken system-
wide. Employees of all kinds and classifications express the belief that 
people are promoted through the Park Service for the wrong 
reasons—political connections and relationships as opposed to skills and 
experience, that leadership and effective management are sorely lacking, 
and that an absence of accountability at all staff levels negatively affects 
performance and morale. 

Polit icizing Of The Nat ional Park Service 

The perception that the current administration is not in-step with the larger 
mission of the NPS, and in many ways pursues an agenda that is in conflict 
with the mission is pervasive and has affected morale. 

" I just am very discouraged over what's happened under the current 
administration... I hate to make politics the root of all evil, but you 
know, if the shoe fits, wear it... I think if people could see [things] 
changing over the next eight years, I think you'd see a remarkable 
bounce back." 

- Administrative Supervisor 

While employees appreciate that Director Bomar is a career NPS employee, 
many employees express the opinion that she is not forceful enough in 
protecting the parks from what is perceived to be efforts by the current 
administration to disregard science or to prioritize it below other financial 
objectives and political agendas. Examples of this include snowmobiles in 
Yellowstone, allowing guns and hunting in parks, and prioritizing increasing 
concessions over resource protection or even basic maintenance. 

"Money is spent on high visibility where I work, sort of resource-type 
stuff... and maintenance doesn't get done. I mean, they don't get 
streets paved. Buildings are falling apart, but... our center for 
resources is funded to the hilt, and they're out there counting elk and 
buffalo every day with airplane flights." 

- PFT Law Enforcement 
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In every focus group conducted for this project, employees express that 
being a part of the larger mission of NPS is important to them. Employees 
note that preserving and protecting our country's natural and cultural 
treasures is one of the crucial benefits of working for NPS and a major reason 
they continue with their careers with NPS. Employees feel that bureau-level 
leadership has lost sight of this and they strongly desire senior-level 
leadership to refocus on the mission of NPS. 

"But also in my park, I 'm on my third superintendent. I 'm in a cultural 
park. And I feel like the superintendents that we get are not on board 
with the cultural aspects of preservation that the Park Service is 
mandated for. They're more leaning toward natural. And so we have 
an automatic conflict when we have a superintendent come in and 
want to put a stamp on the park that's more natural rather than 
looking at what the park's mandated to preserve." 

- Resource Protection Supervisor 

For the most part, employees feel that bureau-level staff is largely irrelevant 
to the day-to-day operations of their parks. With the exception of some 
superintendents, few perceive bureau-level and regional staff as affecting 
their work, and if they do, it is not in a positive way. 

" I think that, you know, we need to do a significant amount of 
education on their part so that they see the value of our resources. 
Again, it's a huge disconnect between what we do out here and the 
Washington office. There are so many people in the Washington 
office, and I can say this because I've worked in the Washington 
office, that have never been to a park. They've never worked in a 
park. I find that extremely frustrating, how can they make decisions 
on our behalf if they don't know what we do?" 

- PFT employee 

"As an organization we had a really rich and wonderful culture and it 
has gone away. We have lost the parky culture. I t 's not just a job, it's 
a lifestyle, and it's gone. Our leaders are not parkies.... I have a 
regional director who's never worked in a park. And when they 
appoint a new director, it's not a parky... In the old days, we would 
get people who actually worked as rangers once upon a time. They 
understand park operations. They understand the Organic Act. They 
understand how that looks on the ground. That's gone." 

- Small /Medium Park Resource Protection 

There is a fairly strong perception among employees at all levels that 
Director Bomar is out of touch with what is occurring within the parks. This 
view is not held, however, among employees who have personal experiences 
working with her, either before she was promoted to Director, or in her 
current capacity as Director. 

" I think Washington is out of touch with the field. So often we get 
these ' Immediate Response is Required' [e-mails]. They think we sit 
here doing nothing waiting for them to ask us to do a report for them. 
I t 's absurd." 

- PFT Mixed 
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While some (mostly superintendents and senior-level staff) compliment 
Director Bomar for working to refocus the NPS on the mission of resource 
protection, most express that she is simply a political appointee and that it is 
largely irrelevant who fills that post. 

A Need For More Effective Managers 

"A good-old-boys network" and "cronyism" are often used by employees to 
describe how the Park Service works. Employees describe a flawed system 
of promotion and reward for senior-level staff within NPS that is based more 
on relationships and favoritism than on skills and experience. 

" I find that people are promoted for reasons that have nothing to do 
with their knowledge, skills, and abilities. We have kind of reached a 
tipping point now, where those people are the ones who are doing the 
promoting. So they promote their own kind. And we're getting 
managers who really don't know what they're doing." 

- Small /Medium Park Resource Protection 

" I think it's kind of unspoken, but there is definitely favoritism when 
you see a job announcement, and it's open for three days, and you 
pretty much know they already have somebody in mind. They just 
have to fly the opening to keep it legal, you know" 

- PFT Administration 

"They no longer have to compete based on skill. [Promotions are] 
based on relationships, and I understand the value in that as well. But 
it just seems, in a lot of parks, there is that ladder for someone who 
probably isn't the strongest candidate." 

- LE Supervisor 

Employees at all levels believe it is important to recognize that just because 
someone is a star employee does not make them a good supervisor. For 
instance, an interpretive ranger may be highly effective in that role, but may 
not have the management skills to be a supervisor or division chief. They 
feel it is necessary to promote people who demonstrate leadership qualities, 
such as effective communication, motivation, and organizational skills, and 
then provide them with training so that they can develop into good 
managers. Employees do not believe this is currently happening. 

"Invest in your leadership. I mean my leadership... they don't have the 
training or the tools and the mindset has been there for so long. I t 's 
just, if you're next on the seniority list, guess what? You're getting ... 
promoted... especially if you kiss the right person's butt on the way 
up." 

- PFT Law Enforcement 
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