Social Science Needs Assessment:
A survey of NPS urban park managers

By Rowato A. Harris anp Atereo B. Lorenzo

needs assessment is a process for

gauging the current situation in

an organization (or a commu-
nity), reaching value-based judgments,
and prioritizing the status of needs (Carter
and Beaulieu 1992). The Social Science
Needs Assessment (SSNA) is a survey in-
strument developed by the Urban Rec-
reation Research Center (URRC) for
assessing the social science needs of ur-
ban park managers in the National Park
Service. The Urban Recreation Research
Center was established on October 1,
1998, at Southern University and A&M
College, Baton Rouge, and is part of the
NPS Social Science Program.

Survey approach

The survey is a commonly utilized ap-
proach to assess need. Visiting every ur-
ban park to interview the superintendents
would be very costly. Instead, all NPS
urban park managers were surveyed to
minimize data collection costs. The So-
cial Science Needs Assessment is a 108-
item survey designed to assess the social
science needs of NPS urban park man-
agers. The Social Science Needs Assess-
ment asked managers to rate their current
need for (1) research tasks, (2) technical
assistance activities, (3) training opportu-
nities, and (4) delivery methods. Many of
the research items on the survey came
from Usable Knowledge (Machlis 1996).

The first 107 items in the instrument
are scaled from 2 to -1. Respondents were
asked to rate the importance to their park
of the items that were described by cir-
cling the most appropriate number. The
rating scale is 2 for very important (VI), 1
for important (1), 0 for don’t know\no opin-
ion (DK), and -1 for not important (NI).
Ratings indicate the manager’s “intensity”
of need. When a manager marks an item
“very important,” we infer that he or she
really needs this social science item. The
responses were rank-ordered by average
weight, using the mean for each item. The

calculation includes all responses to the
survey items: positive, negative, and zero
values. Discussion of these results follows.

These results are limited to NPS urban
park managers with sites that are either
inside or within 100 miles of metropoli-
tan statistical areas or else consolidated
metropolitan statistical areas. The national
park system had 377 total sites when the
survey was distributed on December 10,
1998, and completed by February 9,
1999. One-hundred sixty (42%) park sites
were classified as urban parks (n=120)
or parks adjacent to urban areas (n=40).
The response rate to the survey is 83%
(133 of 160). This high response rate sup-
ports our statistical inferences about NPS
urban park managers. We suspect that
superintendents often delegated respon-
sibility for completing the survey to key
informed staff members, which remains
valid. The few missing responses to the
survey make the results reliable.

Survey results

The survey results are presented in sec-
tions: (1) research tasks, (2) technical as-
sistance activities, (3) training
opportunities, (4) delivery methods, and

(5) comments. Using figures, we discuss
the top ten rated items for each part of
the survey, with mean ratings.

Research tasks

The NPS urban park managers were
asked to rate 49 research tasks on their
importance. The top ten rated research
tasks are shown in figure 1. The top four
items, which follow, have a mean rating,
on a scale from -1 to +2, of higher than
1.5—trending towards “very important”

1. Assess interpretive programs, media,
and public contact activities in urban
parks.

2. Develop strategies for integrating visi-
tor and community-based perspectives
into decision making.

3. Analyze visitor expectations and evalu-
ate experiences.

4. Identify critical visitor impacts on natu-
ral and cultural resources in urban
parks.

For example, item 18 (second item in
figure 1) on the survey has a mean re-
sponse rating of 1.59. Therefore, this item

Kssess interprefive programs, media, and public contact activities
in urban parks in the national park system (item #33)

Develop management strategies for partnerships and workin%
with local communities (item #18

Analyze visitor expectations and evaluate experiences at urban
parks in the national park system (item #4)

Identify ritical visitor impacts on natural and cultural resources
in urban parks (item #9)

Understand the values & attitudes of the residents of communities
and neighborhoods adjacent to urban parks (item #16)

Develop strategies for integrating visitor and community-based
perspectives into decision making (item #23)

Evaluate effects of different adjacent land uses
on urban park management (item #29)

Develop strategies of cooperation and partnerships between NPS
and local government park agencies (item #21)

Develop interdisciplinary strategies to mitigate threats
fo urban parks (item #32)

Document visitation trends to urban sites
in the national park system (item #1)
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Figure 1. Tenmost important research tasks rated by NPS urban park managers.
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ranges between “important” and “very im-
portant,” according to managers sur-
veyed.

The mean rating for items 18 and 33
(first item in figure 1) reveals a need for
research on interactions between and
among urban parks and relevant local
publics. For example, working with part-
nerships and local communities, concern
with media and public contacts, are
shown. The response to items 4 and 9
(third and fourth items in figure 1, re-
spectively) indicate the need for research
on visitation. For example, visitor expec-
tations and resource impacts need to be
better understood for urban parks.

The managers of urban parks have pro-
vided useful information by rating the
importance of what they need and do not
need among the research task items of-
fered. The managers indicate the impor-
tance of partnerships and working with
communities toward effective delivery of
park programs. There is an overwhelm-
ing need to conduct research on analyz-
ing visitor expectations and evaluating their
experiences at urban parks.

Technical assistance activities

The respondents were asked to rate a
list of 24 technical assistance activities
under four main subject areas: (1) social
science research methods, (2) informa-
tion technology, (2) management consul-
tation, and (4) program evaluation.
Manager ratings should prove useful for
developing technical assistance programs
tailored to urban park needs in the na-
tional park system. The top ten rated
items are shown in figure 2. The four top
items that follow have a mean rating
greater than 0.9. This suggests that these
items are “important” technical assistance
needs.

1. Improving visitor relations, e.g., cus-
tomer service

2. Impact analysis, e.g., measuring out-
comes

3. Assistance with conducting visitor sur-
veys

4. Assistance with interpreting survey re-
sults

The survey results indicate interest by
managers of urban parks in the national
park system for technical assistance. The
highest-ranking technical assistance needs

Improving visitor relations, e.g., customer service
(item #66)

Impact analysis, e.g., measuring outcomes (item #73)
Assistance with interpreting survey results (item #51)
Assistance with conducting visitor surveys (item #50)

Preparing grant proposals (item #69)

Program design, e.g., inferpretive programs (item #71)

Resource management plans (item #59) | 0.85
Internet, e.g., hosting and designing websites ‘|
item #55) ‘ 0.81
Long-term plans for social science research |
(item #52) 0.81
Workplace conditions and staff relations (item #65) ‘ ‘ ‘ 08
0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 08 10

Figure 2. Top tenneeds for technical assistance activities rated by NPS urban park managers.

Visitor use management strategies for
urban parks (item #88)

Communication and presentation skills (item #81)
Leadership (item #79)

Recruiting for workforce diversity (Item #89)
Cultural sensitivity workshops (item #90)

Conflict resolution (item #83)

Writing skills (item #80)

Impact analysis, e.g., measuring outcomes (item #93)

Stress management (item #84)

Program design, e.g., interpretive programs (item #91)
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Figure 3. Top ten needs for training opportunities rated by NPS urban park managers.

range from improving visitor relations (i.e.,
customer service) and measuring out-
comes to interpreting survey results.

Training opportunities

The respondents were asked to rate a
list of 19 training opportunities in three
areas: (1) information technology, (2)
short courses in management, and (3) pro-
gram evaluation. The manager ratings
should prove useful for developing spe-
cific programs designed to target the train-
ing needs of urban parks. The top ten
rated training opportunities are shown in
figure 3. The four top items, which fol-

low, have a mean rating greater than 1,
which suggests they are “important”
needs.

1. Visitor use management strategies for
urban parks

2. Communication and presentation skills

3. Leadership

4. Recruiting for workforce diversity

The respondents expressed interest in
receiving training in all topics, excepting
the Internet. The survey results indicate
need by NPS urban park managers for

See “Needs” on page 44
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“Needs” continued from page 43

training opportunities in several areas. Rat-
ings can be used to develop and imple-
ment training programs and continuing
education opportunities for areas man-
agers deem important.

Delivery methods

The survey respondents were asked to
rate 12 delivery methods, ranking their
usefulness. The ratings should prove use-
ful for developing programs that will best
deliver research findings, technical assis-
tance, and training opportunities to ur-
ban parks. The top ten rated delivery
methods are shown in figure 4. The top
four items, which follow, have a mean
rating of 1 or more, indicating that they
are “Important.”

1. Internet

2. Fact sheets

3. Reference handbooks
4. Workshops

Prioritizing preferred delivery methods
should help to facilitate a cost-effective
transfer of information and technical as-
sistance to urban parks in the national
park system. The survey results indicate
strong preferences among the respondents
for delivery methods. These delivery
methods should receive priority for train-
ing opportunities, technical assistance ac-
tivities, and dissemination of research
information.

Conclusion

This needs assessment is an important
first step by the Urban Recreation Re-
search Center to support the National
Park Service and its Social Science Pro-
gram. Understanding the needs of man-
agers of urban parks in the national park
system is vitally important to meeting the
NPS legislative mandate to conduct sci-
entific research in social sciences. The
survey results will help the URRC priori-
tize the needs of urban parks to develop
its research agenda, provide specific tech-
nical assistance and training programs,
and improve delivery of usable knowl-
edge, while minimizing costs.

The survey results indicate that the ma-
jority of respondents need social science
research, technical assistance, and train-
ing opportunities. We find overwhelming
need for research on visitor expectations
and an evaluation of experiences. Just 3%
of NPS urban park managers rated this
item of need “not important.” Urban park
managers with the National Park Service
agree on the importance of developing
partnerships and working with their com-
munities for more effective delivery of
park programs. These results reveal man-
agers’ needs for technical assistance, such
as improving visitor relations and inter-
preting survey results. Respondents ex-
pressed an interest in getting training for
every topic, except the Internet. Prioritiz-
ing delivery methods should facilitate cost-
effective transfer of information and
technical assistance to urban parks in the
national park system. There are strong

Intemet (item #100)

Fact sheets (item #95)
Reference handbooks (item #98)
Workshops (item #101)
Videotape (item #99)

"How to" information brochures (item #104)

1.22

Conferences (item #102)

Technical Reports (item #107)

Distance learning (item #103)

Site visit by URRC staff to urban park (item #105)
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Figure 4. Top tendelivery methods rated by NPS urban park managers.

preferences among managers for the de-
livery methods: Internet, fact sheets, work-
shops, handbooks, and
“how-to” information brochures.

The managers’ comments indicate need

reference

for economic research, impact analysis,
and opinion surveys. They also cite the
need for technical assistance on manage-
ment issues. The need for further research
on resource impacts from visitation was
echoed by many key informants during
the interviews that we conducted at the
site visits to urban parks. This social sci-
ence needs assessment of NPS urban park
managers provides the Urban Recreation
Research Center and the NPS Social Sci-
ence Program with usable knowledge to
develop and deliver research, technical as-
sistance, and training programs. The re-
sults prioritize the current needs of NPS
urban park managers for social science.

At this juncture, the Urban Recreation
Research Center has developed a com-
prehensive strategic plan based on the sur-
vey results. In the next few years, while
many of the initial research, technical as-
sistance, and training programs are com-
pleted, the Center will resurvey NPS
urban park managers to see if any distin-
guishable changes in the values, priori-
ties, and needs of NPS urban park
managers occurred and whether changes
can be attributed to URRC programs. R
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